
A. Basic Things to Know for Facilitating a Group 
 

 
 
 

This section contains the following: 
 The Role of the Facilitator 
 Five Stages of Group Development 
 
 

 
The role of the facilitator 
 

Facilitators provide a structure (process) which will help the group to discuss their own 
content in the most effective way possible. Facilitators are neutral about the content of 
the meeting, and shouldn’t have much stake in the results of the meeting. Facilitators are 
mainly concerned with the process, not with the content. 1 
 

At each stage of group development, the facilitator is responsible for:  
 

1. Supporting the creation and maintenance of good, respectful relationships among 
group members. The facilitator supports building trust, openness, and honesty 
among the members of a group through:  
o Helping with the creation of a “safe” environment, where members can express 

their ideas and their feeling and be listened to and accepted, and where conflicts 
can arise and be handled in a constructive way. Inviting the group to define 
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expectations on the meeting goals, to develop norms and define the boundaries of 
the group, are ways of helping the members to feel safe. 

o Supporting trust and communications among the members. Sharing information 
and concerns is the basis for building trust and acceptance. Especially in the 
forming stage of a group, members might need to be encouraged to introduce 
themselves and get to know each other a little better. Group activities such as 
warming ups, working in small groups or in “couples” will help each member to be an 
active participant and be visible in the group. 

o Supporting each person’s self esteem. The facilitator has to pay attention and 
listen to each individual in the group, in order to help creating a climate where 
even the more introverted and shy can find the courage to speak out. Inviting 
members to introduce themselves at the beginning of the meeting, remembering 
their names and who they are, asking members to help with activities like note 
taking, paper distribution etc., acknowledging their contributions, are all ways to 
reinforce individual’s self esteem and sense of belonging to the group.  

o Managing conflicts through empathic listening, clarification of issues, and helping 
the members with finding areas of negotiation.  
 

It is important to remember that a facilitator models with her own behavior the 
behavior of the group. Doing what you would like the group members to be doing – 
being respectful of other people needs and boundaries, observing the group 
norms, being punctual, listening with attention even when criticized, accepting a 
negative feed-back even only “for consideration” without becoming defensive, 
using your sense of humor – is the best way to invite people to do the same. 

 

2. Leading the process: Once the group feels safe members are ready for engaging in 
the process that the facilitator will offer. A process is a structure that helps the 
group reach its own goals. Activities will be proposed that will lead to reflections (= 
new inputs in the form of learning and questions) that will lead to other activities to 
further the group’s work toward the final goal. The facilitator is responsible for: 
o clearly presenting each activity and its schedule  
o keeping the group on schedule, warning the group when the time they have is 

expiring; 
o keeping the group on target, discussing the content that is relevant in a particular 

session, and taking note but “parking” any non-relevant subject that members 
might want to discuss. 

 

3. Closing – bringing closure. Facilitators are responsible for ending a session or an 
activity “on-time” and for using time wisely, looking at the group goals and paying 
attention to the group needs. At the end of a meeting, together with the group, 
facilitators: 
o  identify what the group has accomplished and anchor the group on the positive 

results the members have achieved; 
o gather scattered things together summarizing the group process and results; 



o allow for emotions to be expressed and left behind, using “closing” activities such 
as closing circles, rituals, where are you now, how did we work today, do we want 
to do anything different tomorrow, and focusing on something positive before 
ending the group. 

 
Five stages of group development 
 

For our purposes here, a “group” is defined as a cluster of people connected by a purpose. 
Groups need time to be formed and function, the time that it takes to each and every 
member to establish a relation with all the other members, define the group norms and 
boundaries, identify or understand the tasks that need to be performed to reach the group 
purpose, and identify the formal and informal role/s that each person will play within the 
group. Social psychology researchers have identified 5 important stages of Group 
Development. A facilitator needs to be aware of these stages to be able to support the 
group with reaching its goal/s. 

Stage 1: Forming 
In the Forming stage, when group members meet for the first time, each individual rely on 
safe, patterned behavior and look to the group facilitator for guidance and direction. Group 
members have a desire for acceptance by the group and a need to know that the group is 
safe. They set about gathering impressions and data about the similarities and differences 
among them and forming preferences for future sub-grouping. Rules of behavior seem to be 
to keep things simple and to avoid controversy. Serious topics and feelings are avoided. 
Members attempt to become oriented to the tasks as well as to one another. Discussion 
centers around defining the scope of the task, how to approach it, and similar concerns. To 
grow from this stage to the next, each member must relinquish the comfort of non-
threatening topics and risk the possibility of conflict.  

Stage 2: Storming 

The next stage, called Storming, is characterized by competition and conflict in the 
personal-relations dimension an organization in the task-functions dimension. As the group 
members attempt to organize for the task, conflict inevitably results in their personal 
relations. Individuals have to bend and mold their feelings, ideas, attitudes, and beliefs to 
suit the group organization. Because of "fear of exposure" or "fear of failure," there will be 
an increased desire for structural clarification and commitment. Although conflicts may or 
may not surface as group issues, they do exist. Questions will arise about who is going to be 
responsible for what, what the rules are, what the reward system is, and what criteria for 
evaluation are. These reflect conflicts over leadership, structure, power, and authority. 
There may be wide swings in members’ behavior based on emerging issues of competition and 
hostilities. Because of the discomfort generated during this stage, some members may 
remain completely silent while others attempt to dominate. In order to progress to the next 
stage, group members must move from a "testing and proving" mentality to a problem-solving 
mentality (“how are we going to be together and reach our goal/s” becomes the main 



question to answer. The most important trait in helping groups to move on to the next stage 
seems to be the ability to listen.  

Stage 3: Norming 

In the Norming stage, group members are engaged in active acknowledgment of all 
members’ contributions, community building and maintenance, and solving of group issues. 
Members are willing to change their preconceived ideas or opinions on the basis of facts 
presented by other members, and they actively ask questions of one another. When 
members begin to know-and identify with-one another, the level of trust in their personal 
relations contributes to the development of group cohesion. It is during this stage of 
development (assuming the group gets this far) that people begin to experience a sense of 
group belonging and a feeling of relief as a result of resolving interpersonal conflicts. The 
major task function of stage three is the data flow between group members: They share 
feelings and ideas, solicit and give feedback to one another, and explore actions related to 
the task. Creativity is high. If this stage of data flow and cohesion is attained by the group 
members, their interactions are characterized by openness and sharing of information on 
both a personal and task level. They feel good about being part of an effective group. The 
major drawback of the norming stage is that members may begin to fear the inevitable 
future breakup of the group; they may resist change of any sort.  

Stage 4: Performing 

The Performing stage is not reached by all groups. If group members are able to evolve to 
stage four, their capacity, range, and depth of personal relations expand to true 
interdependence. In this stage, people can work independently, in subgroups, or as a total 
unit with equal facility. Their roles and authorities dynamically adjust to the changing needs 
of the group and individuals. Stage four is marked by interdependence in personal relations 
and problem solving in the realm of task functions. By now, the group should be most 
productive. Individual members have become self-assuring, and the need for group approval 
is past. Members are both highly task oriented and highly people oriented. There is unity: 
group identity is complete, group morale is high, and group loyalty is intense. The task 
function becomes genuine problem solving, leading toward optimal solutions and optimum 
group development. There is support for experimentation in solving problems and an 
emphasis on achievement. The overall goal is productivity through problem solving and work.  

Stage 5: Adjourning 

The final stage, Adjourning, involves the termination of task behaviors and disengagement 
from relationships. A planned conclusion usually includes recognition for participation and 
achievement and an opportunity for members to say personal goodbyes. Concluding a group 
can create some apprehension - in effect, a minor crisis. The termination of the group is a 
regressive movement from giving up control to giving up inclusion in the group. The most 
effective interventions in this stage are those that facilitate task termination and the 
disengagement process. 2 

                                                 
2 Adapted from: Adapted from: Tuckman, B. (1965) Developmental Sequence in Small Groups. Psychological Bulletin, 63, 384-
399. Tuckman, B. & Jensen, M. (1977) Stages of Small Group Development. Group and Organizational Studies, 2, 419-427.  


