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Introduction 
Welcome to the Distance Kit for Communication and Group Work Basics. 

As you work through this learner’s guide you will find it useful to think about how 
the information and skills that you are learning apply to your own workplace. There 
are activities throughout the Kit that will assist you to apply your learning. 

The Learner’s Guide 

The learner’s guide is your main workbook.  It contains both information and 
learning activities.  This guide will also direct you to relevant links, readings and 
other resources to enhance your learning.  

Any legislation referred to in this guide refers to legislation and state authorities that 
are relevant in New South Wales.  Although the legislative requirements are similar 
in other states, it is imperative that you know and understand the legislative 
requirements for the state that you work in. 

Target Audience 

This resource has been developed for those who work within the community 
services sector and wish to learn more about communication skills and the basics of 
leading a group.   

Learning Content 

The following topics are covered in this resource: 

• Communication skills that assist with client engagement and the building of 
rapport 

• Empathy 
• Conflict management, negotiation and defusing of potential violent situations 
• Assertive communication 
• Written communication skills for report and policy documents 
• Models of group work, group dynamics and facilitation practices 

 
 

Icons 

           Complete a learning or reflective activity 
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Approaching Distance Learning 

Distance learning is a very different experience to traditional face-to-face training. It 
requires that you: 

• Make a personal commitment to undertake the learning process  
• Take a stronger responsibility in defining your learning needs 
• Access help from others as required 
• Structure your time 

  



 

 

Communication and Group Work Basics 
©ACWA/CCWT 2020 

 
 

Page 6 

Some Distance Learning Hints 

Be realistic and plan your workload. You will not have to attend prescheduled training, 
but you will have to do regular learning. So if there is insufficient time in your personal 
schedule to do the work of the course, you will be frustrated and you may become 
stressed. Keep reminding yourself of the reason you started the course. 
Organize a study schedule. Identify study times when you are fresh and attentive and 
stick to those times every week. Think of the study times as ‘reserved time’. If you miss 
too many study times, revise your schedule. 
 
Avoid interruptions. Avoid all interruptions and distractions while you are reading, 
working on the computer, or studying. Take the telephone off the hook if there is no 
one available to answer it but you. 
 
Know where to study. Find a place that is free from distractions. You might consider 
work--before or after hours and on your lunch hour—a public library, or a separate 
room in your home. 
 
Tell your friends, colleagues, or boss. Knowing that others may ask how your studies 
are going is a great way to stay motivated – so that you can tell them about your 
progress. 
 
Use good communication skills. Pay careful attention to instructions and be certain 
that you understand what is being asked when submitting assignments. It often helps 
to develop a brief one-page outline before the final product. 
 
Use relaxation techniques to focus better. Relaxation techniques can benefit learning 
in a number of ways: heighten concentration, heighten attention focusing and lessen 
anxiety. Some common relaxation techniques include deep breathing, stretching, and 
soothing music. 
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Communication Basics 
 
Communication forms the basis of effective client work.  Good communication builds 
relationship, establishes trust, challenges behaviour and supports change in clients. Below is 
a list of qualities that are generally accepted to either assist or not assist client work. Have a 
read through these and place a tick next to those that rely on effective communication. 

Qualities that assist: 

o Time 
o Trust 
o Competence with task and knowledge 
o Knowledge 
o Kind, caring and patient attitude 
o Receptive and open 
o Available and accessible 
o Respectful and understanding 
o A good role model 
o Responsible 
o Confidential 
o Able to take control when needed 
o Professional, problem solving and cooperative 
o Calm and friendly  
o Believes in other person 

Qualities that do not assist: 

o Being judgmental  
o Diagnosing and Labelling 
o Insensitivity 
o Lack of experience 
o Over zealous and pushy 
o Aggressive and abrasive 
o Abrupt 
o Discriminating 
o Taking over when it’s not appropriate 
o Self-centred 
o Not taking responsibility 
o Disinterested 
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Communication 

Communication is something that you do every day without necessarily thinking too 
hard about what you are doing. You have years of experience in communicating and 
have found communication methods that are comfortable for yourself and those 
around you. 

When thinking about communication in the context of client work, we need to 
increase our level of awareness of what is happening during our communication. In 
particular some questions we might ask are: 

• What is the client hearing and seeing? 

• What effect is this having on the client? 

• Am I understanding the client’s communication with me? 

Although these seem like basic questions, the answers are not always as obvious as 
it seems. Communication models help us to understand what is happening when we 
communicate. 

Shannon’s Communication Model 

This model provides us with a basic idea of what is happening when we 
communicate. 

 
The work of the person sending the message is in the first two boxes, and that of the 
person receiving the message in the last two boxes. This model reminds us that the 
communication is affected by ‘noise’ or other influences that can disrupt the 
communication. Noise can be external, such as distracting events in the 
environment, or internal, such as thoughts and emotions that colour what we hear. 

 

Berlo’s Communication Model 

This model outlines some of the influences that lie beneath what is happening. It 
also introduces the idea of the Channel – how the message is being sent. 
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Schramm’s Communication Model 

Schramm’s communication model summarises the above two models. 

 

Albert Mehrabian’s Communication Model 

Professor Albert Mehrabian pioneered an understanding of communications in the 
1960s. Mehrabian's research provided the basis for the widely quoted and often 
much over-simplified statistic for the effectiveness of spoken communications. 

Here is a more precise (and necessarily detailed) representation of Mehrabian's 
findings than is typically cited or applied: 

• 7% of message pertaining to feelings and attitudes is in the words that are 
spoken. 
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• 38% of message pertaining to feelings and attitudes is paralinguistic (the way 
that the words are said). 

• 55% of message pertaining to feelings and attitudes is in facial expression. 

Mehrabian did not intend the statistic to be used or applied freely to all 
communications and meaning. 

Mehrabian provides this useful explanatory note (from his own website 
www.kaaj.com/psych, retrieved 29 May 2009): 

...Inconsistent communications - the relative importance of verbal and 
nonverbal messages: My findings on this topic have received 
considerable attention in the literature and in the popular media. 
'Silent Messages' [Mehrabian's key book] contains a detailed discussion 
of my findings on inconsistent messages of feelings and attitudes (and 
the relative importance of words vs. nonverbal cues) on pages 75 to 80. 

Please note that this and other equations regarding relative importance 
of verbal and nonverbal messages were derived from experiments 
dealing with communications of feelings and attitudes (i.e., like-dislike). 
Unless a communicator is talking about their feelings or attitudes, these 
equations are not applicable. Also see references 286 and 305 in Silent 
Messages - these are the original sources of my findings... 

(Albert Mehrabian, source www.kaaj.com/psych, retrieved 29 May 2009). 

The 'Mehrabian formula' (7%/38%/55%) was therefore established in situations 
where there was incongruence between words and expression. 

That is, where the words did not match the facial expression: specifically in 
Mehrabian's research people tended to believe the expression they saw, not the 
words spoken. 
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Reflection questions: 
1. The models label speakers and listeners as ‘encoders’ and ‘decoders’. What 

influences yourself and others when encoding and decoding messages we 
give and receive? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Mehrabian’s model outlines the need for congruence between the three 
elements of communication – what you say, how you say it and body 
language. Note some examples of when you have noticed a lack of 
congruence in either yourself or others. What has been the effect of this on 
the communication? 
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Effective Communication 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I know you believe you understand what you thought I said, but I’m not sure you 
realise what you heard is not what I meant! 

This cartoon is a reminder that we often feel that communication has been 
successful when it actually has not. As we confirm understanding of communicating 
by communicating, there is a lot of potential for misunderstanding to continue. 

Effective communication involves successful exchange of information, meaning and 
understanding from sender to receiver. 

Who you are, your knowledge, values, beliefs, attitudes, needs, wants and 
preferences all influence what you say and how you say it, what messages you 
receive and how you receive them? At the same time, the person with whom you 
are speaking will also greatly effect the interaction and the interpersonal messages 
sent and received. 
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The exchange is successful when mutual understanding results. Note that this does 
not mean agreement! There will be times when although the communication has 
been successful, agreement has not been reached. 
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Communication Micro Skills 
 

Active Listening 
Active Listening means tuning out your own point of view for a while and ‘tuning in’ 
to the other person. 

It is a process where the listener tries to understand what the speaker is saying 
and/or is feeling. 

The listener then feeds back to the speaker only what s/he believes the message 
meant, no more no less. 

Active listening is not supposed to be used all the time. It is an effective technique in 
situations where there is not the required level of understanding and other ‘noises’ 
are getting in the way. It is an effective first step in defusing potential conflict or 
distress situations.  

Three Areas of Active Listening 

1. Attending 

2. Listening 

3. Responding 

 

Attending Behaviour 
Attending Behaviour can include: 

• Looking towards the speaker and maintaining eye contact (this is a western 
concept, be mindful that in many other cultures including Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander, direct eye contact is often not desired and may be entirely 
disrespectful). 

• Body language which includes a relaxed position often with a slight lean forward, 
facial expression which conveys interest in what is being said and gestures which 
encourage the speaker to continue. 

• Often there is synchrony of position or movement. 
• Vocal qualities including tone, rate of speech, pauses, etc, which convey to the 

speaker “I am interested in what you are saying.” 
• Verbal following or tracking – about changing the subject or topic jumping. 
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Example of Active Listening 
These are interactions between parents and children. In these first examples, the 
parent provides advice and solutions rather than listening actively. 

 

“Ma, I’m tired.” 

“Then lie down and rest.” 

 

“I’m hungry.” 

“Eat something.” 

 

“I’m not hungry.” 

“Then don’t eat.” 

 

Resist the temptation to ‘make better’ instantly.  Instead of giving advice, continue 
to accept and reflect the feelings of the person you are talking to. Here is the advice-
giving version: 

Son:   I’d like to punch that Michael in the nose! 

Father:  Why? What happened? 

Son:   He threw my notebook in the dirt! 

Father:  Well, did you do something to him first? 

Son:   No. 

Father:  Are you sure? 

Son:   I swear! I never touched him. 

Father: Well, Michael is your friend. If you take my advice you’ll forget 
about the whole thing. You’re not so perfect you know. 
Sometimes you start up and then blame someone else – the 
way you do with your brother. 

Son:   No I don’t. He starts up with me first…Oh I can’t talk to you. 

 

But the father had just attended a workshop on helping his children deal with their 
feelings and this I what actually took place: 
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Son:   I’d like to punch that Michael in the nose! 

Father:  Boy, you’re angry! 

Son:   I’d like to punch his face in! 

Father:  You’re that mad at him! 

Son: You know what that bully did? He grabbed my notebook at the bus 
stop and threw it in the dirt. And for no reason! 

Father:  Hmmm, 

Son: I bet he thought I was the one who broke his dumb clay bird in the art 
room. 

Father:  You think so? 

Son:   Yeah, he kept looking at me all the time he was crying. 

Father:  Oh. 

Son:   But I didn’t break it. I didn’t! 

Father:  You know you didn’t. 

Son: Well, I didn’t do it on purpose! I couldn’t help it if that stupid Debbie 
pushed me into the table. 

Father:  So Debbie pushed you? 

Son: Yea, a lot of things got knocked down, but the only thing that broke 
was the bird. I didn’t mean to break it. His bird was good. 

Father:  You didn’t really mean to break it. 

Son:   No, but he wouldn’t believe me. 

Father:  You don’t think he’d believe you if you told him the truth? 

Son: I dunno…I’m going to tell him anyway – whether he believes me or not. 
And I think he should tell me he’s sorry for throwing my notebook in 
the dirt! 

 

The father was astonished. He hadn’t asked questions and yet the child told him the 
whole story. He hadn’t given advice and yet the child had worked out his own 
solution. It just seemed unbelievable to him that he could have been so helpful to his 
son just by listening and acknowledging his feelings.” 
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Although these examples are with parents and children, we can get into the same 
habit with our clients. Particularly if we know that they respond well to being given 
advice. However, advice giving strengthens the relationship of dependency between 
a client and a worker. Using active listening is a more empowering technique that 
can lead to the client having more control of their life. 

 

There are a number of situations in which active listening can be used – not just in 
listening to the story of a client. The following table outlines some of these, and 
gives you some hints on how to act when working in this way. 
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Active Listening for Different Purposes 
 

To Gain Information 
• To find out the 

details of what 
another is saying 

• To clarify 
instructions and to 
gain information 

Use appropriate body 
language—nodding, 
noting, recording, 
watching. 
 
Focus your 
concentration, block 
out distractions. 

Ask many 
questions. 
 
Write notes. 
 
Use memory 
joggers. 

Confirm your 
understanding by 
repeating key points. 

To Give Affirmation 
• To show empathy 

and give 
acknowledgement 

• To help the speaker 
hear and understand 
his or her own 
meaning 

Choose a non-
distracting and 
comfortable 
environment. Is privacy 
needed? 
 
Remove inappropriate 
physical barriers, e.g. 
large desk. 
 
Consider moving closer 
to the speaker. 
 
Adopt an open, 
encouraging posture 
with welcoming 
gestures, and 
appropriate eye 
contact to show 
attention and 
involvement. 

Use minimal 
verbal 
encouragers, 
such as “mm” 
and “ah, hah”. 
 
Ask only 
occasional 
questions. 
 
Allow attentive 
silences. 

Reflect back both 
feelings and content. 
 
Use your own words 
to feedback your 
understanding of the 
speaker’s meaning. 
 
Summarise major 
concerns. 
 
Use a tone of voice 
that shows warmth 
and interest. 

To Respond to 
Inflammation 
• To let the speaker 

know you’ve heard 
the complaint, the 
anger and/or the 
accusation 

• To defuse the strong 
emotions 

Avoid defensive or 
aggressive posture and 
gestures. 
 
Consider extra distance 
to make you feel safe. 
 
Use attentive eye 
contact and an 
assertive stance. 

Use obvious 
verbal indicators 
that you’ve 
understood – a 
clear “yes”, a 
strong “OK”. 
 
Ask questions to 
understand the 
basis of the 
attack. 

As for listening to 
affirm (above). 
 
In reflecting back, try 
to put some heat in 
your voice (not a flat 
tone), gradually 
reducing it as the 
speaker “cools” down. 
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Activity – Active Listening 

Which of these statements are things you should try to to do, 

or avoid in active listening? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Answers? 
More detail on the following page….. 
  

 Try Avoid 
1. Put the focus of attention totally on the speaker *  *  
2. Pretend that you have understood when you haven’t *  *  
3. Repeat conversationally and tentatively in your words, your 

understanding of the speaker’s meaning  
*  *  

4. Feel free to fix, change or improve what the speaker has said *  *  
5. Feed back feelings as well as content *  *  
6. Neglect the non-verbal content of the conversation *  *  
7. Parroting the speaker’s words or only saying “mm” or “ah ha” *  *  
8. Thinking about what you will say next *  *  
9. Advise, diagnose, bait, reassure, encourage or criticize *  *  
10. Fill in the spaces with your talk *  *  
11. Reflect back to show you understand *  *  
12. Try again if your active listening statement is not well received *  *  
13. Ignore feelings in the situation *  *  
14. Be as accurate in the summary of the meaning as you can *  *  
15. Challenge powerlessness and hopelessness subtly *  *  
16. Allow silences in conversation *  *  
17. Talk about yourself *  *  
18. Introduce your own reactions or well-intentioned comments *  *  
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Active Listening – Some Helpful Hints* 
 

Things to Try Things to Avoid 
Put the focus of attention totally on the speaker. 
 

Avoid talking about yourself. 
 

Repeat conversationally and tentatively, in your 
words, your understanding of the speaker’s 
meaning. 
 

Reject introducing your own reactions or well-
intentioned comments. 

 

Feed back feelings, as well as content (probe, if 
appropriate, e.g. “How do you feel about that?” or 
“How did that affect you?”). 

 

Try not to ignore feelings in the situation. 
 

Reflect back not only to show you understand, but 
also so the speaker can hear and understand his or 
her own meaning. 

 

Avoid advising, diagnosing, baiting, reassuring, 
encouraging or criticizing. 

 

Try again if your active listening statement is not 
well received  

 

Dispense with thinking about what you will say next. 
 

Be as accurate in the summary of the meaning as 
you can. 

 

Avoid parroting the speaker’s words or only saying 
“mm” or “ah ha”. 

 
Challenge powerlessness and hopelessness subtly 
(e.g. “It’s hopeless”, “It seems hopeless to you right 
now”; “There’s nothing I can do”, “You can’t find 
anything that could fix it?” 

 

Don’t pretend you have understood if you haven’t. 
 

Allow silences in the conversation. Avoid letting the speaker drift to less significant 
topics because you haven’t shown you understood. 

 
Notice body shifts and respond to them by waiting. 
Then e.g. “How does it all seem to you now?” 
 

Avoid fixing, changing or improving what the 
speaker has said. 

 
 Don’t change topics. 

 
 Resist filling in every space with your talk. 

 
 Don’t neglect the non-verbal content of the 

conversation. 
 
  

 
* Copyright ã The Conflict Resolution Network, PO Box 1016 CHATSWOOD NSW Australia 2057 
(02) 9419 85050. May be reproduced if this notice appears. 
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What are Active Listening Skills? 
  

Attending 
 

Non-Verbal 
• Relaxed body posture 
• Open body posture 
• Slight forward lean 
• Eye contact 
• Appropriate facial 

expressions 
• Nods 

 
Verbal 

• Permission to talk 
• Verbal encouragers 

(continuation 
expressions) 

• Verbal following 

Reflective Listening 
 

Checking Content 
• Checking periodically 

that you have 
understood what the 
other person has said. 

 
Checking Feelings 

• Particularly when there 
is a high level of 
emotion. 

 
Summarising 

• The main points of what 
the other person has 
said. 

Aims 
 

• To demonstrate your 
attention and interest. 

• To establish rapport and 
facilitate interpersonal 
communication. 

Aims 
 

• To communicate basic 
acceptance of the 
other person.  

• To convey an 
understanding of what 
the other is saying. 

• To validate the other 
person’s feelings. 

Note: 
With reflective listening you can reflect either content or feelings. Both are valid 
responses and you should try to use a mix of these. It can be difficult to know which is 
most important to a client – what has happened or how they feel about it, but if you 
don’t get the response you wish while reflecting back content, perhaps it is the 
feelings that are more important at this stage and should be addressed first 
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Reflective Listening 
Reflective listening is used for two main reasons: 

1. To make sure that we understand what the speaker is saying and feeling  

2.  To let the person speaking know that we are listening intently and hearing them. 

 

Examples: 

• Paraphrase what they say  “So what you are saying is, you were told someone 
was coming out to deal with the leaking tap” 

• Reflect feelings “It sounds like you are feeling really frustrated” 
 

Examples of responses that can be used in reflective responses are: 

• “You felt really upset and angry” 
• “You feel uncomfortable when having to fill out a whole lot of complicated 

forms” 
• “You needed more information before you made a decision” 
• “You were under a lot of pressure to….” 
•  “Having to answer all those questions made you feel very anxious” 

 

Reflective listening is the key to this work. The best motivational advice we can give 
you is to listen carefully to your clients. They will tell you what has worked and what 
hasn’t. What moved them forwards and shifted them backward. Whenever you are 
in doubt about what to do, listen. But remember this is a directive approach. Unlike 
Rogerian therapists, you will actively guide the client towards certain topics. You will 
focus on their change and provide less attention to non-change talk. For example, 
“You are not quite sure you are ready to make a change, but you are quite aware 
that your drug use has caused concerns in your relationships, affected your work and 
that your doctor is worried about your health.” 

You will also want to vary your level of reflection. Keeping reflections at the surface 
level may lead to the feeling that the interaction is moving in circles. Reflections of 
affect, especially those that are unstated but likely, can be powerful motivators. For 
example, “Your children aren’t living with you anymore; that seems painful for you.” 
If you are right, the emotional intensity of the session deepens. If you are wrong or 
the client is unready to deal with this material, the client corrects you and the 
conversation moves forward. 
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The goal in MI is to create forward momentum and then to harness that momentum 
to create change. Reflective listening keeps that momentum moving forward. This is 
why Bill and Steve recommend a ratio of three reflections for every question asked. 
Questions tend to cause a shift in momentum and can stop it entirely. Although 
there are times you will want to create shift or stop momentum, most times you will 
want to keep it flowing. 

How Feelings Are Shown 
1. Physiological reactions 

e.g. blushing, shaking, sweating forehead, clammy palms, twitching, tics, 
restlessness, tears, goose bumps, changes in heart rate and breathing. 

Some psychological reasons such as butterflies in the stomach may not be 
observable by the worker. 

2. Body Language 

The way a person sits, stands, moves, gestures, looks. 

3. Paralanguage 

i.e. tone of voice, pitch, pace, volume 

4. Indirect Description 

Feelings can be inferred from indirect description. These can often be expressed in 
the form of projected messages (e.g. “you don’t like me, do you?”) 

5. Direct Description 

When we are aware of our feelings we can describe them directly. 

When Not to Reflect Feelings 
Reflecting feelings is not helpful: 

• The problem demands immediate practical action and time is at a premium. 
• For example, when a mother with six children is looking for emergency 

accommodation in the early hours of the morning. It’s raining and she’s calling 
from a phone box. 

• When the client seems to ‘wallow’ in feelings in order to avoid action. 
• When the client becomes ‘bogged down’ in feelings and is willing but unable to 

move forward into problem solving. 
• When the client seems to be losing control of his or her feelings and is becoming 

agitated 
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Summarising skills  
This technique involves briefly restating the client’s key ideas in your own words -- 
essentially, you feedback to the client what you understand to be the essence of 
what they have been saying. Summarising can be done both throughout, and at the 
end of a conversation. 

 

By providing short, summary statements you are checking with the other person that 
you understand the gist of what they have been saying. Additionally, you 
demonstrate to the person that you are indeed listening carefully and accepting 
their experience and feelings. It is important that your restatements are short and 
simple and that you don’t use this as an opportunity to ask a barrage of questions or 
add in your own ideas or thoughts. Another advantage of using this technique is that 
it encourages the client to keep talking and in doing so they will often find solutions 
to what is concerning them. 

 

Guidelines 

• Put together the key ideas and feelings into broad statements of the person’s 
basic meaning. 

• Attend to the person’s various themes and emotional overtones. 

• Be brief and direct. 

• Do not add to what the person has said, and avoid interpretations and 
evaluations.   
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   Activity 

Choose a client that you have particular problems communicating with and respond 
to the following questions. If you are unsure about how to respond to this client, you 
should discuss this also with your supervisor or manager.  

 

1. Is there ‘noise’ that confuses the communication? If so – is it external or 
internal and how will you minimise this in the future? 

 

 

 

2. In a typical communication – how much of the time is spent on listening and 
uncovering what the client wishes to say, and how much is spent on problem 
solving? Do you think this balance is right? Why? What might happen if you 
did it differently? 

 

 

 

3. Choose one particular technique and think about how you can use it with this 
client? 

 

 

 

 

4. Who has the power in your communication with clients? Could active 
listening help to restore the power back to the clients? What would assist or 
work against this happening?  
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Listening from an Aboriginal Perspective 
“What I want to talk about is another special quality of my people. I believe it is the 
most important. It is our most unique gift. It is perhaps the greatest gift we can give 
to our fellow Australians. In our language this quality is called Dadirri.  

It is inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness. Dadirri recognises the deep 
spring that is inside us. We call on it and it calls to us. This is the gift that Australia is 
thirsting for. It is something like what you call 'contemplation'.  

When I experience dadirri, I am made whole again. I can sit on the river bank or walk 
through the trees; even if someone close to me has passed away, I can find my 
peace in this silent awareness. There is no need of words. A big part of dadirri is 
listening. Through the years, we have listened to our stories. They are told and sung, 
over and over, as the seasons go by. Today we still gather around the camp fires and 
together around the camp fires and together we hear the sacred stories.  

As we grow older, we ourselves become the storytellers. We pass on to the young 
ones all they must know...  

The contemplative way of dadirri spreads over our whole life. It renews us and 
brings us peace. It makes us feel whole again...  

In our Aboriginal way, we learn to listen from our earliest days. We could not live 
good and useful lives unless we listened. This was the normal way for us to learn - 
not by asking questions. We learnt by watching and listening, waiting and then 
acting. Our people have passed on this way of listening for over 40,000 years...  

Quiet listening and stillness - dadirri - renews us and makes us whole. There is no 
need to reflect too much and to do a lot of thinking. It is just being aware.  

My people are not threatened by silence. They are completely at home in it. They 
have lived for thousands of years with Nature's quietness. My people today 
recognize and experience in this quietness the great Life-Giving Spirit, the Father if 
us all.  

It is easy for me to experience God's presence. When I am out hunting, when I am in 
the bush, among the trees, on a hill or by a billabong; these are the times when I can 
simply be in god's presence. My people have been so aware of nature. It is natural 
that we will feel close to the Creator....  

We all have to try to listen - to the god within us - to our country - and to one 
another. “ 

 

Sandra Cutts retrieved from www.bri.net.au/livingbysandra.html on 06/12/12 

  



 

 

Communication and Group Work Basics 
©ACWA/CCWT 2020 

 
 

Page 27 

Non Verbal Communication Channels 
 

 
 
 

Non-verbal communication aids us to understand the message of the 
communication but must be taken in context with the verbal message. There are a 
number of channels by which we communicate non-verbally. 

1. Body Communication - gestures, ok symbol, wave, come here, hitchhikers 
sign, peace sign, rude fingers 

Can have different interpretations for different cultures e.g. ok sign, means 
zero in French, money in Japanese and sexual connotations in Algeria. Our 
appearance and posture says a lot too. 

2. Facial Communication - researchers claim facial movements communicate 
the following emotions- happiness, surprise, fear, anger, sadness, disgust, 
contempt and interest, bewilderment and determination 

3. Eye Communication - duration, direction and quality of eye behaviour. This is 
culturally prescribed e.g. in Anglo cultures eye contact viewed as equated 
with honesty in other cultures viewed as a lack of respect. Eye contact is used 
to secure attention, monitor feedback, regulate or control the conversation, 
to signal the nature of the relationship-e.g. longer eye contact in romantic 
relationships, to signal status and aggression-e.g. prolonged eye contact can 
prompt physical violence, to compensate for increased physical distance 

4. Touch Communication -touch can communicate support, appreciation, 
inclusion, sexual interest or intent and affection. Touch has been found to 
facilitate self-disclosure, also used to control people. We also have a 
tendency to avoid touch from certain people or in certain circumstances.  
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5. Paralanguage and Silence- Paralanguage = pitch and tone, the same 
sentence can mean totally different things depending on what words we 
emphasise. Silence is communication, allows time to think, can be used as a 
weapon, can be used to prevent communication 

6. Spatial messages-Personal space varies depending on the relationship and 
context, the greater the intimacy, the closer the distance, used as a buffer 
zone for protection 

7. Artifactual communication- communicated through objects made by 
humans e.g. clothing, jewellry, hairstyle, scents, colours. Think about how 
you respond when you see someone dressed in certain styles – you could feel 
threatened or superior. 
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Listen* 

When I ask you to listen to me, and you start giving me advice  
You have not done what I asked. 
 
When I ask you to listen to me, and you begin to tell me why I shouldn't feel that 
way  
You are trampling on my feelings. 
 
When I ask you to listen to me, and you feel you have to do something to solve my 
problem  
You have failed me, strange as that may seem. 
 
Listen! All I ask is that you listen 
Not talk or do - just hear me. 
 
Advice is cheap: 50 cents will get you both Dorothy Dix and  
Dr. Spock in the same newspaper 
 
And I can DO for myself; I’m not helpless 
Maybe discouraged and faltering, but not helpless.  
 
When you do something for me that I can and need to do  
For myself you contribute to my fear and weakness. 
 
But when you accept as a simple fact that I feel what I feel,  
No matter how irrational, then I quit trying to convince you and get about this 
business of understanding what's behind this irrational feeling. 
And when that's clear, the answers are obvious and I don't need advice.  
 
So please listen, and just hear me, and if you want to talk,  
wait a minute for your turn – and I will listen to you. 

Anonymous 

 

  

 
* Copyright ã The Conflict Resolution Network, PO Box 1016 CHATSWOOD NSW Australia 2057 
(02) 9419 85050. May be reproduced if this notice appears 
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Empathy and Sympathy 
 
Empathy 

Is one of the most significant elements in any worker/client relationship. Empathic 
workers are able to communicate their respect for and acceptance of their clients 
and their feelings. In employing an empathic style, workers are able to recognise, 
identify, and acknowledge the person’s feelings, while retaining their own 
perspective. Empathy enables broader exploration within a working relationship. 
High levels of empathy have been consistently linked with positive outcomes, 
regardless of the treatment model used. 

The key to expressing empathy is using reflective listening techniques, e.g.: 

“You must be concerned.” 

“That must have been a shock for you.” 

“This must be a difficult time for you.” 

“It sounds like you have many responsibilities.” 

Why do we use empathy? 
• Demonstrates respect and acceptance 
• Encourages a non-judgemental, safe and collaborative relationship 
• Provides support 
• Client feels they are being listened to rather than told what to do 
• Establishes rapport 
• Uncovers each client’s unique perspectives, feelings, complex needs and 

concerns 
• Minimises resistance 
• Can prevent anger from escalating 
• Affirms rather than denigrates 

Sympathy 
Is understanding another person’s feelings without any obligation to see the broader 
picture. Sympathy is feeling sorry for the other person and can sometimes further 
distort the person’s interpretation of something. For example: 

“That’s terrible. No wonder you look so tired.” 

“My son did his HSC last year too. I feel so sorry for you” 

“Oh you poor thing!" 
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Empathic Vs Sympathetic responses 

Example 1 

 
Your client shares with you that their mother died recently. 
 
What might you say to express empathy? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Your best friend tells you their mother died recently. 
 
What might you say that expresses sympathy? 
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Example 2 

Your brother tells you that he just lost his job and thinks he might lose his house. 
 
How might your response differ in this situation, as opposed to the one above? 
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   Activity 
Quiz on Empathy and Sympathy 
 
 
 

 True False Undecided 
Empathising with our clients may assist them to find 
strength in solving their own problems. 
 

   

When you are being truly empathic, you are present to 
the other person’s feelings. 
 

   

Sympathy can be a barrier to meaningful 
communication. 
 

   

If you feel that you can’t identify with your client’s issue, 
expressing sympathy is a better option. 
 

   

If you don’t feel any empathy for your client on their 
issue, you should fake it. 
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Telephone Work 
 

Telephone communication is a different, more restricted medium, and can pose 
more challenges for rapport building than face-to-face communication. In face-to-
face communication we are naturally able to give and receive non-verbal messages, 
which aid us greatly in building the client’s trust and in assessing the client’s 
emotional state. Also, in face-to-face work it would be quite unusual for a client to 
leave the interview within the first few minutes, whereas in telephone work, this is a 
very real and common possibility. At the same time, the less direct, more 
anonymous nature of phone communication, can encourage and provide many 
people with the security and confidence to seek support and assistance. 

Telephone Support Handy Hints   
1. Before answering the telephone,, if you have been involved in other tasks, 

reorientate yourself towards taking the call,. 

2. Introduce yourself and your role with a calm and clear tone 

3. Write down the caller’s name straight away, and address them by name 
frequently during the call.  This helps build rapport in the absence of face to face 
contact.   

4. Generally match the speed of talking and tone of the caller…this is particularly 
essential at the beginning of a call 

5. Look behind initial statements and questions by the caller.  Be aware that 
nervousness, anger or rudeness may camouflage more deep personal concerns 
and worries. 

6. Give constant cues (‘minimal encouragers’) to let the caller know that you are 
still listening 

7. Use the caller’s language (without going ‘over the top’)  

8. Make notes during the telephone conversation.  This not only helps you to recall 
the facts during the conversation, and to ensure accurate recording of the call, 
but can play a strong role in building rapport.  For example, writing down key 
names and relationships discussed by the caller, and then referring back to these 
people by name during the call, helps the caller feel heard.  

9. Convey a warm smile, tone and expression in your voice.  This can be sensed 
over the phone! 

10. Know where to find information quickly, particularly crisis service numbers. Have 
frequently referred to numbers and websites at your fingertips.. It is also useful 
to know, or be able to find, more that just the address, website and phone 
numbers of an agency. It is good to be able to tell the caller a little about the 
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services, staff reputation, hours, cost, helpful hints (if necessary) for finding the 
service, and other pieces of information. 

11. Don’t do two things at once during the phone call.   You will not be able to 
understand clearly what the caller is saying, and the caller will be able to pick up 
on your lack of attention.  If you need to do two things at once, such as look 
something up online, or find the correct number to connect the caller to, then 
explain to the caller what you are doing.   

12. Reflect back emotions and then clarify your role and purpose “You sound (angry, 
anxious, upset)…You have called the right place.  I am not one of the counsellors 
here, but I can connect you with the right person…” 

13. If you are stumped for words and don’t know where to lead the conversation it 
can sometimes help to summarise what has been discussed so far,   

14. Don’t be afraid of silences during the conversation. Silences can be a time for you 
or the caller to regain composure and quickly think about the matters at hand.  

15. Avoid one-sided conversations. If the caller is dominating the conversation, try to 
punctuate this with short reassuring phrases or “encouragers”. This reinforces 
that you are listening and that there are two people in the conversation, not one. 

16. If you require the caller to “hang on” for a few moments whilst you attend to 
something,  always explain to the caller your reasons for doing this.  

17. Always check that the caller fully understands what you say.  Rather than 
explaining suggestions or instructions to the caller, and then asksing “Do you 
understand?” ask the caller to repeat back their understanding of what has been 
discussed.  Their understanding may be different from your intentded meaning.  

18. Before concluding the call, quickly cover the following three areas: 

• Summarise what has been discussed and agreed upon   

• Check whether they have any further queries or other aspects that they 
would like to discuss 

• Invite the caller to phone back if they have any further queries 

19. Always offer the caller the opportunity to ring back if they desire.  

20. Finish recording the details of the call as soon as possible on your agency’s intake 
forms/phone call record system.  
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Terminating the call 
• Decide when to finish a call 

• Warn the caller that the time to finish is approaching 

• Summarise the call 

• Give the caller positive feedback 

• Take control 

• Tell the caller you are going to finish the call 

• Invite the caller to phone back if appropriate 

• Say good bye and hang up  

 
 
Tips For Handling Aggressive Callers 

Effectively handling aggressive callers requires skill, empathy and patience…all skills 
that can be built with practice!   Here are a few tips:  
 
• Be aware:  What are your own feelings towards the caller/client?  What are some 

responses that may aggravate the situation?  Avoid defensive responses. Do not 
allow yourself to be drawn into an argument.   

• Try to de-escalate the aggression using paraphrasing skills and empathy in both 
tone of voice and through reflecting feelings.   

• Look for the underlying cause of the problem using clarifying questions, e.g. “This 
sounds like a very frustrating situation for you.  Please tell me what you are 
hoping we can do to help.” 

• Put some clear boundaries in place with the client around their behaviour during 
the telephone contact, e.g. “I want to help, but it is difficult to listen when you 
are yelling at me…”. 

• Keep in mind that by allowing clients to express their anger you may be helping 
them to discharge or defuse something that may be potentially physically 
destructive to others. 

• Tune in to the caller’s environment. If needed, encourage the client to move into 
another room or space that is more conducive to discussing the problem in a 
calm manner. 

 
Thinking about these situations ahead of time, and practicing effective responses, 
can help you to avoid unhelpful reactions when you do receive such a call.    
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The Art of Assertiveness 
 

There are three possible reactions to conflict or discomfort in communication: 

• Aggresssive (fight) 

• Passive (flight) 

• Assertive (flow) 

 

FIGHT:  Aggressive Behaviour (I win / You lose) 

 

Expressing your feelings, needs and ideas at the expense of others; standing up for 
your rights but ignoring the rights of others; trying to dominate, even humiliate, 
others. 

 
• Hostile and self-defeating. 
• Results in anger, self-righteousness, possible guilt later. 

 

Belief:   You don’t matter. 

Payoff:  Vents anger and achieves goals in the short term. 

Problem:  Alienation from others; feelings of frustration, bitterness and 
isolation. 

 
 

FLIGHT:  Passive Behaviour (I lose / You win) 

 

Not expressing your own feelings, needs, ideas; ignoring your own rights; allowing 
others to infringe upon them. 

 
• Inhibited and self-denying. 
• Results in anxiety, disappointment, anger and resentment. 

 

Belief:   I don’t matter. 

Payoff:  Avoids unpleasant situations. 

Problem:  Needs are not met; anger builds up; feelings arise of low self-
worth. 
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FLOW:  Assertive Behaviour ( I win / You win) 

 

Expressing your feelings, needs and ideas.  Standing up for your legitimate rights in 
ways that do not violate the rights of others. 

 
• Expressive and self-enhancing. 
• Results in confidence, self-esteem. 

 

Belief:   We both matter. 

Payoff:  Achieves goals mostly.  If this does not occur, there are feelings of 
self-worth which result from being straight forward.  Self-confidence improves and 
relationships become open and honest. 

Problem:  You still may feel distant from others who don’t handle open 
relationships well or who have great difficulty expressing their needs or those who 
wish to dominate. 

 

The onus is on the worker to remain professional when working with a client and to 
establish appropriate boundaries. The most accepted response of the three above is 
Flow: Assertive behavior as it maintains the relationship between client and worker. 

 

Assertive communication (as opposed to aggressive or passive which increases our 
stress levels), also benefits us in a number of ways.  Some of these include: 

• Can increase mutual respect with others 
• Supports our self-esteem and self-worth 
• Helps us achieve our goals 
• Minimises hurting and alienating others 
• Reduces anxiety and resentment 
• Protects us from being taken advantage of by others 
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“I” Statements 
“I” statements are one way of communicating assertively. 

The aim of an “I” statement is to communicate clearly and cleanly my perception of 
and feelings about a problem without attacking, blaming or hurting the other 
person. 

Like other aspects of communication, they can be misused and people can feel 
blamed or forced to respond in a certain way. This is not an effective use of I 
statements. 
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Structure Example 1 Example 2 

The Action/ Event  
(Objective Description) 
 
State the problem or 
situation in an objective 
manner. 

When… 

When changes to our plans are 
finalised before I have a chance 
to contribute 

When… 

When decisions are made about 
the care plan for this client when 
I am not on shift.. 

My Response (No blame) 

Describe your feelings or 
actions without using 
judging language or 
statements such as “you 
make me” 

 
I feel… 
 

… I feel frustrated as I have a 
useful contribution to make. 

 
I feel… 

…I feel left out of the process and 
that I can’t do my job properly. 

My Preferred Outcome 
(No demand) 
 
There is no guarantee that 
the outcome will be as you 
like, however without 
stating what you would like 
to have happen, you risk the 
other person coming up 
with another solution that 
doesn’t suit you 
 
 

 
And what I’d like is … 
 
And what I would like is a 
chance to have input into 
changes before they are 
finalized.” 
 

 
And what I’d like is … 

What I would like is to have a 
chance to make the final decision 
before you have told the client 
about any changes. 
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Conflict Management 
 

Managing conflict effectively is an important part of the work of a community sector 
worker. Many of the people that we deal with are affected negatively by life 
circumstances, environments or physical conditions.  

When assertive behavior is not a strong enough response, you need to be equipped 
with other tools. 

We will start this section by reflecting on how we currently think about, and respond 
to, conflict situations. 

 

   Activity 

Reflect on the following questions: 

1. The word ‘conflict’ raises the following thoughts and feelings in me: 

 

 

 

2. My tendency is to respond to conflict by: 

 

 

3. When I feel unhappy about something, I tend to express my feelings by: 
 
 
 
 
 

4. The things I do well in situations involving conflict are: 
 
 
 
 
 

5. I would like to respond differently to conflict by: 
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Behaviour Escalation 

When dealing with behaviours that are escalating in intensity the workers response 
has a huge influence on how effectively these will be managed and calmed.  

A behavioural crisis doesn’t occur ‘out of the blue’ or for no reason. Paul Patterson, 
(head of the School of Marketing at the Australian School of Business), conducted a 
large study into customer rage with colleagues from the US, and Asia. He states: 

 

It is a myth that customers suddenly explode into anger. In the 
vast majority of over 1000 interviews we found a build up of 
negative emotions as a customer is failed again and again by an 
organisation, and at each failure the negative emotions become 
stronger. Prior to customer rage the offending organisation has 
been given several chances by the customer to redeem itself and 
every time has failed to do so. 

(Customer Rage 1) 

Customer Rage 

The following diagram shows the typical stages in a behavioural crisis. 
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   Activity 

Think about a time when you have experienced anger from a client – can you 
identify the background factors and the escalating factors? 

 
 
De-escalation Techniques   

De-escalation techniques are used to both prevent and manage behaviours that are 
either escalating to crisis point, or if a crisis has already been reached, to bring the 
client down the other side of the cycle.  

Diffusing the situation lies in the tone of voice,  

empathy and the human touch.        (Howleger 2) 

These incorporate many of the communication skills already covered and include: 
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Strategies for Dealing with Conflict 
We all have ways in which we deal with conflict. As we discussed with general 
communication, some of these ways work really well with family and friends but 
aren’t as effective at work. Others don’t work well at all. 

There is no perfect way to deal with conflict. Strategies should be used according to 
context and required result. 

The Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument1 organises five conflict management 
styles based on two dimensions – assertiveness and cooperativeness. 

 

 
Accommodating  

This is when you cooperate to a high-degree, and it may be at your own expense, 
and actually work against your own goals, objectives, and desired outcomes.  This 
approach is effective when the other party is the expert or has a better solution.  It 
can also be effective for preserving future relations with the other party. 

Avoiding  

This is when you simply avoid the issue.  You aren’t helping the other party reach 
their goals, and you aren’t assertively pursuing your own.  This works when the issue 
is trivial or when you have no chance of winning.   It can also be effective when the 
issue would be very costly.  It’s also very effective when the atmosphere is 
emotionally charged and you need to create some space. Sometimes issues will 
resolve themselves, but “hope is not a strategy”, and, in general, avoiding is not a 
good long term strategy. 

  

 
1 http://sourcesofinsight.com/conflict-management-styles-at-a-glance/ 
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Collaborating 

This is where you partner or pair up with the other party to achieve both of your 
goals.  This is how you break free of the “win-lose” paradigm and seek the “win-
win.”  This can be effective for complex scenarios where you need to find a novel 
solution.  This can also mean re-framing the challenge to create a bigger space and 
room for everybody’s ideas.  The downside is that it requires a high-degree of trust 
and reaching a consensus can require a lot of time and effort to get everybody on 
board and to synthesize all the ideas. 

Competing 

This is the “win-lose” approach.  You act in a very assertive way to achieve your 
goals, without seeking to cooperate with the other party, and it may be at the 
expense of the other party.    This approach may be appropriate for emergencies 
when time is of the essence, or when you need quick, decisive action, and people are 
aware of and support the approach. 

Compromising 

This is the “lose-lose” scenario where neither party really achieves what they 
want.  This requires a moderate level of assertiveness and cooperation.  It may be 
appropriate for scenarios where you need a temporary solution, or where both sides 
have equally important goals.   The trap is to fall into compromising as an easy way 
out, when collaborating would produce a better solution. 
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   Activity 

 

Write down a few notes about a conflict you have had this is still playing on your 
mind. It might be a recent conflict or one that you have never forgotten about. After 
describing the situation to refresh your memory, reflect on the following questions: 

1. What conflict management style did you use in this situation? 

 

2. Why did you choose that style instead of a different one? 

 

 

3. What were the effects/outcomes of the conflict and was this positive or 
negative for you? 

 

 

4. What if you had chosen one of the other styles? For each style write down 
what you might have done and what the resolution was likely to be. 
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Effective Group Work 
 
What is a group? 

 
 “Hundreds of fish swimming together are called a school. A pack of foraging baboons 
is a troupe. A half dozen crows on a telephone line is a murder. A gam is a group of 
whales.  But what is a collection of human beings called?  A group. …. [C]ollections of 
people may seem unique, but each possesses that one critical element that defines a 
group: connections linking the individual members…. [M]embers are linked together in 
a web of interpersonal relationships. Thus, a group is defined as two or more 
individuals who are connected to one another by social relationships.”  

Donelson R. Forsyth 

Types of groups 
Primary groups are clusters of people like families or close friendship circles where 
there is close, face-to-face and intimate interaction. There is also often a high level of 
interdependence between members. Primary groups are the key means of 
socialisation in society, the main place where attitudes, values and orientations are 
developed and sustained. 

Secondary groups (or nucleated groups) are those in which members are rarely, if 
ever, all in direct contact. They are often large and usually formally organised. Trades 
unions and membership organisations are examples of these. They are an important 
place for socialisation, but secondary to primary groups.    Charles Horton Cooley 
(1909) 

Planned groups are specifically formed for some purpose – either by their members, 
or by some external individual, group or organisation. 

Emergent groups come into being relatively spontaneously where people find 
themselves together in the same place, or where the same collection of people 
gradually come to know each other through conversation and interaction over a 
period of time (Cartwright and Zander 1968). 
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   Activity 

Think about the types of groups that you are a part of or that you facilitate. Where 
do they fit into these categories? 
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Group Processes & Dynamics 
Many forces impact upon group processes and dynamics. Below we will highlight 
five: 

Group Interaction 
Interaction is the way people engage with and influence each other. 

Task interaction can be seen as group behaviour that is focused principally on the 
group’s work, projects, plans and goals.  Task Roles help to get the job done. They 
often appear to need tough and single-minded people in them. They relate to the 
rationale (life of the group). 

Types of people in Task Roles: 

Initiator Start things off; or helps change 
direction. Initially often the leader. 

Clarifier Takes individual contributions and 
clarifies them - encourages people to 
be specific "are you saying that ...", "it 
seems to me what you are saying is ..." 

Information giver Gives or volunteers to find out certain 
information. It may relate to the exact 
structure of the task. 

The questioner Asks fundamental questions about the 
task of the group. Main factor is the 
ability to step back from what is going 
on and challenge assumptions. 

The summariser Does not add anything (or much) but 
provides the facility of checking what 
has been achieved. Provides breathing 
space. Can be a formal role in a group. 
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Relationship interaction (or socio-emotional interaction) is centered round the social 
and interpersonal aspects of group life. Maintenance Roles provide the ‘oil’ for the 
machinery. They look after the emotional life of the group, help make it work and 
consider the needs of individuals. They open up the channels of communication. 

Types of people in Maintenance Roles 

The supporter Provides warmth to individuals "yes, I 
think that’s a good point", "that was 
really helpful" etc. Non-verbal support 
- a mistake to see these as non-
contributors. 
 

The joker Allows the group to let off steam. 

Sharing experience "That happened to me" - helps 
breakthrough to the personal level. 

Process observer Often shows himself when the group 
gets stuck. Helps unblock group 
dynamics. 

 
Both task roles and maintenance roles are necessary for effective group work.  
Group members may assign different roles to different members.  
 

   Activity 
Think about the groups you are part of – can you identify people who fit into some 
of these roles? 
 

 
 
 
As a facilitator, are there some roles that you may feel uncomfortable with if 
manifested in the group? For example – you may not know how to deal with a joker. 
Have a read back through the communication part of this resource and identify some 
communication skills that could help you to manage this. 
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Group interdependence 
Kurt Lewin (1948) found that nearly all groups were based on interdependence among 
their members.  Lewin wrote, ‘it is not similarity or dissimilarity of individuals that 
constitutes a group, but interdependence of fate’. In other words, groups come about 
in a psychological sense because people realise they are ‘in the same boat’ (Brown, 
1988). 

 
Group members’ outcomes often depend not only on their own actions, but also on the 
actions of others in the group. One member’s feelings, experiences and actions can 
come to be influenced in whole or in part by others.   

Robert S Baron et. al. (2003: 139)  

This interdependence has strengths and weaknesses for a group. 
If the group is a positive one that is warm and supportive of each other, this 
interdependence can support people to make changes. Whether the purpose of the 
group is to deal with an addiction or to implement a new work practice, the 
outcomes will be more positive and are more likely to be achieved. 
If however, the group has some negative aspects in how the members relate to each 
other, this interdependence will still apply. If there is tension between two group 
members, the whole group will be aware of it and change their behaviour 
accordingly. 
 
 

Group structure 
Group size.  An obvious but crucial consideration is the size of the group. Large groups 
function differently in a number of important respects to smaller groups. Size impacts 
on group communication, for example. In smaller groups a higher proportion of 
people are likely to participate – there is potential more time for each, and the smaller 
number of people involved means that speaking may not be as anxiety-making as in a 
large group. In addition, large groups are more likely to include people with a range of 
skills and this can allow for more specialisation of labour. In addition, larger groups 
can also allow us to feel more anonymous. ‘As a result, we may exhibit less social 
responsibility…, which in turn will often lead to less task involvement and lower 
morale on the part of many group members as size increases’ (Baron2003 et. al.: 7). 

Group norms. Norms are basically rules of conduct that indicate what attitudes and 
behaviour might be expected or demanded in particular social situations and contexts. 
They are shared expectations of behaviour that set up what is desirable and 
appropriate in a particular setting or group.  Here the norm is not referring to what is 
likely to occur, but what we think should occur. 
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Group norms develop in groups often because they are necessary for the group to 
survive and/or to achieve its ends. Group life is dependent upon trust and a certain 
amount of loyalty, for example. Furthermore, as Baron et al have commented, norms 
provide codes of behaviour that render social life more predictable and efficient’ (op. 
cit.). They also act to reduce uncertainty in difficult situations. They provide a way 
forward for interaction. 

Roles. The bundle of expectations and attributes linked to a social position can be seen 
as a role. In groups, people expect certain sorts of behaviour from those they see as 
the leader, for example. Different people play different roles – sometimes these are 
assigned (such as the in the membership of committees), sometimes they emerge 
through interaction. As Johnson and Johnson (2003: 24) have put it, ‘Roles define the 
formal structure of the group and differentiate one position from another’. Crucially, 
different social roles are often linked to different degrees of status and power within 
the group. 

Group Goals 
Group goals are ideals – they are the ends (the aims or the outcomes) sought by the 
group and its members. They entail some sort of joint vision. Without some 
commitment to the pursuit of common goals the group will not survive or be effective.  

Of great significance then is what might be called goal structure. Here a key distinction 
is between cooperative and competitive goal structures: 

A co-operative goal structure develops when the individual goals of members are 
visible and similar… A competitive goal structure emerges where the individual goals 
of members are hidden or seen as different or opposed. (Benson 2001: 67) 

Hidden agendas can be very destructive and lead to conflict in the group. 

An influential model for thinking about group purpose came from Papell and Rothman 
(1966). They distinguished between three models: 

• remedial – where the aim on the part of the work/agency is individual social 
adaption. 

• reciprocal – where the aim is to strengthen mutual aid and to mediate between 
individuals and society. 

• social goals – where the concern is to further social justice often through 
collective, social action. 
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Group cohesion 
Group Cohesion is the force or bond that bind individuals to the group. In some groups 
the power of the bonds, the feelings that group members have for each other and the 
extent to which they are prepared to cooperate to achieve their goals will be slight.  
In others these may be seen as strong. Here the word ‘seen’ is significant – for it may 
well be that a group is not experienced by its members as particularly co-operative, 
for example, but those looking on, may believe it to be an active social entity (i.e. a 
group of people together for social reasons). 

Mutual Aid  

Mutual aid is an exchange of help where the group member is both the provider as 
well as the recipient of help.  The rationale for cultivating mutual aid in groups is:  

 
1. members have strengths, opinions, perspectives, information, and experiences 

that can be drawn upon to help others in the group; 
2. helping others helps the helper, a concept known as the helper-therapy principle 

(Reissman, 1965); and  
3. some types of help, such as confrontation, are better received when emanating 

from a peer rather than the worker.  
 

“As [group] members become involved with one another, they develop helping 
relationships and become invested in each other and in participating in the group”. 
The mutual aid processes that unfold help group members “to experience their 
concerns and life issues as universal”, “to reduce isolation and stigma”, “to offer and 
receive help from each other”, and “to learn from each other’s views, suggestions and 
challenges” (Gitterman, 2006, p.93). 
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Facilitating a Group 
 

Facilitation is about the process of helping people to explore, learn and change. 

Group facilitation is a process in which a person whose selection is acceptable 
to all members of the group, who is substantively neutral, and who has no 
substantive decision-making authority diagnoses and intervenes to help a 
group improve how it identifies and solves problems and makes decisions, to 
increase the group’s effectiveness. 

The facilitator’s main task is to help the group increase effectiveness by 
improving its process and structure. (Schwarz 2002: 5) 

Facilitators have to be seen as a third party. Ideally facilitators should not be members 
of the groups or their leaders as this can cause confusion around their role (Schwarz 
2002: 42). 

Facilitating involves making suggestions and offering insights.  Such intervention may 
be seen as favouring one side or another. Facilitating and remaining neutral, ‘requires 
listening to members’ views, and remaining curious about how their reasoning differs 
from others (and your private views), so that you can help the group engage in 
productive conversation’ (Schwarz 2002: 41). 

Facilitators are not mediators. Facilitators, in the purest form, should avoid placing 
themselves in the middle of disputes. Their task is to work so that participants engage 
with each other directly. 

Facilitators are experts on, and advocates of, process. While there may be times when 
facilitators teach – most of our attention when facilitating is on encouraging reflection 
around experiences and process, the task or to other aspects of the group. 

Carl Rogers believed that people increasingly trust others when they feel at a deep 
level that their experiences are respected and understood (Thorne 1992: 26). Our 
success as facilitators is heavily dependent on the people we are – and the way we are 
experienced by others.  Based on this Carl Rogers argued that there are three ‘core 
conditions’ for facilitative practice: 
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1) Realness or genuineness in the facilitator & entering into a direct personal 
encounter with the learner without presenting a front or a façade.  The facilitator 
is much more likely to be effective. 

2) Prizing, acceptance, trust. Prizing the learner, prizing her feelings, her opinions, 
her person. It is a caring for the learner, but a non-possessive caring. It is an 
acceptance of this other individual as a separate person, having worth in her own 
right. It is a basic trust – a belief that this other person is somehow fundamentally 
trustworthy… 

3) Empathic understanding.  When the teacher has the ability to understand the 
student’s reactions from the inside, has a sensitive awareness of the way the 
process of education and learning seems to the student, then again the likelihood 
of significant learning is increased…. [Students feel deeply appreciative] when they 
are simply understood – not evaluated, not judged, simply understood from their 
own point of view, not the teacher’s. (Rogers 1967 304-311) 

Facilitators have to be seen as genuine – real people that can be related to; they have 
to care for and respect people; and they need to develop some sense of what might 
be going on for others. In part they do this by coming to understand themselves, which 
can then rub off on others and help to build an environment in which feelings can be 
expressed and work done. 
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Facilitating groups – responding to the moment 
 

When working with feelings and concerns of people in the group then there will often 
be times when we need to go ‘off-plan’. It could be that as facilitators we have got the 
focus of the session wrong – and that more appropriate things to explore appear in 
conversation and activity. Sometimes we simply need to tear the plan up when people 
appear with a pressing problem or question. Facilitators have to think on their feet. 

It is not so much the degree of structure as its flexibility that is important. All groups 
benefit from preparation, and almost all of these are helped by a programme of sorts. 
The extent to which group workers are able to improvise when necessary is of more 
importance that the degree of structure per se 

Mark Doel (2006: 50)  
 

Facilitators have to make tricky judgments in this area. By sticking to a plan important 
opportunities for learning may be missed. By following what comes up we can end up 
knee deep in trivia or frustrating members who want to explore the original focus. 
This said, as informal educators know, ‘going with the flow’ opens up all sorts of 
possibilities. We can get into very rewarding areas. There is the chance, when 
facilitating groups, to connect with the questions, issues and feelings that are 
important to people, rather than what we think might be important (see Jeffs and 
Smith 2005). Working in this way inevitably carries a degree of risk. However, if we 
reflect on what we do, and continue to think about what might help members of the 
group as whole to flourish and work together, then we are more likely to make good 
decisions. 
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Improving Your Presentation Skills  
 

http://searchenginewatch.com/article/2064462/Presentation-Tools-An-SEOs-New-Best-
Friend 

Practice, practice, practice: With practice you gain confidence.  

Tell your story in a sequential fashion: Have a beginning, middle, and end. It's amazing 
how many presentations just peter out somewhere in the middle, and don't remind the 
audience of key points or takeaways at the end of the presentation.   

Know your topic inside and out: Chances are you're going to get asked questions. If you 
know your topic, that shouldn't be a problem, but if you don't...   

Be prepared for a change to your schedule: Be prepared for lots of questions that may 
go off on different tangents. 

Know your audience: Tailor your speech to their expectations and level.  

Be confident and feel confident when speaking: You're the subject matter expert, so why 
shouldn't you be confident? As you display that confidence it makes your audience fall in 
step with you, trust you more, and listen more attentively.   

Listen and watch other presenters: Watch how others present topics, see how they use 
their voice, their body language, facial expressions, eye contact, hand gestures, etc., and 
adopt those that work as naturally as possible for you.   

Seek feedback and identify your weak areas: If you have crutch words (e.g., "OK," 
"aaand," "erm," "soooo"), work to eliminate them from your vocabulary. 

Don't apologize: If you mess up, take a deep breath and just pick up from where you left 
off. 

Don't make it up: If someone asks you a question that you don't know the answer to, 
admit that you need to find out the answer and get back to them.   

Use visual aids if it makes sense: Not all presentations have to use PowerPoint. 
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Implementing group sessions – having a plan 
 

This is one model of planning for a group session or series of sessions. 

The EFFECT Model 
Environment. What sort of settings do want in order to encourage engagement of 
participants - with each other and the subject that is our focus?  Ideally, an 
environment in which participants can ‘own’ the subject and the relationships in the 
group, and be involved in decision making about the nature and direction of the 
session is best. 

Focus. What is the purpose of the session? What is the subject of our learning and 
action? Does it relate to what people have expressed as needs, or that we have 
identified as needs?  There is always a significant danger of trying to cover too much 
ground in a session. At the same time, we may well be nervous about running out of 
material when facilitating a group. One way through this is to start with a fairly tight 
focus – but to have something in reserve in case things don’t take off. 

Feelings. What sense do people have of what they want and need? What emotions 
are likely to be evoked during the session?  When facilitating we can become too 
focused on the overt subject, or nervous of what acknowledging or talking about 
feelings can bring. Things can become unpredictable – and what we thought was the 
focus of the session shifted to emotional matters and relationships. 

Experiences. Does the session have the mix of experiences/activities to facilitate and 
stimulate exploration and learning, address the focus of the session, and meet the 
needs of participants? Are we facilitating the right sort of openings in the session for 
people to work together to explore and express these? 
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Changes. In what ways would we like people to change, do participants want to 
change (and if so how). Are people changing – if at all – by participating in the session? 

Timings. Have we allocated the right amount of time for the different learning 
experiences and activities?  We have to work at the pace of the group – and to respond 
to questions and issues as they arise. This might involve moving off the initial subject 
and returning to it. 

Group Program Structure:  The 3e’s: 
Sessions have beginnings, middles and ends – each with its own task. 

• Beginnings - encouraging exploration 

1) Establishing the focus of the session. Setting up the question or issue that 
we are going to explore. 

2) Encouraging trust. Acting so that people are disposed to work together 
with the facilitator to create an environment in which all can participate. 

3) Helping people to engage with the subject and each other. Here, when 
facilitating a group, we might pose some initial questions or open up 
conversations. 

There is no set way of going about this – it changes with the focus of the session and 
the resources we have at our disposal. There are two rules of thumbs for facilitators 
and facilitating. The first is that whatever we choose to do needs to excite interest and 
commitment. The second is that we are looking to invite people into a conversation.  

Some classic beginnings facilitators use include establishing the focus by using a short 
video clip – perhaps from YouTube; stating the focus and encouraging exploration by 
asking people to work on some aspect of it in twos, threes or small groups; working 
with some of the participants beforehand so that they set the scene by making a short 
presentation; and summarizing where the group had got to in the previous session (if 
there was one). 

• Middles - engaging with the subject 

The middle half of the session involves facilitating a deepening of the exploration so 
that people gain a better understanding of the issue or question – and how it might 
relate to them. 

There may well be times when it is necessary for facilitators to make a more formal 
presentation or input as a way of deepening exploration. Mostly though, facilitators 
need to encourage people to reflect and build new understandings via: 

• Role play and simulation, using extracts from programmes, films or videos, 
case studies, and other group activities. 
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• Return to some previous experience – for example looking at something that 
happened in their work. 

Such reflection can be seen as having three aspects: 

1) Returning to experience – that is to say recalling or detailing relevant events. 

2) Attending to (or connecting with) feelings – this had two aspects: using helpful 
feelings and removing or containing obstructive ones. 

3) Evaluating experience – this involves re-examining experience and integrating new 
knowledge into our thinking.  

Facilitators might ask questions, summarise what has been said or have seen going in 
the group; or make observations or comments to help people to address the different 
aspects of reflection. Facilitators may say relatively little. Much of the job of 
facilitation is done by their presence in the group rather than being the centre of 
activity.  

When exploring tensions in the group, sensitive questions, or issues where people 
have strong feelings it is worth bearing in mind that a key task for facilitators is 
containment. Our job when facilitating is to work with the group to make sessions safe 
places for dialogue and exploration. At the same time, we also need to be encouraging 
honesty and challenge (Palmer 1998). Too much intervention and we can quickly be 
seen as taking sides or as closing down debate; too little causes a vacuum and can 
make the situation feel unsafe. 

• Endings - enabling people to move on. 

The final part of the session is concerned with helping people to make an assessment 
of their understanding of the issue, task or question that was the focus of the session 
for them and what, if any, action they need to take individually or as a group. It is also 
about facilitating the closure of the session. Together these allow people to move on. 

The key tasks entail enabling people to: 

• Take stock.  Facilitators need to help people to take stock of where they have 
got to (either as a whole group activity, or ask people to work individually, in 
pairs or in small groups). 

• Identify any goals – and what they need to commit to, and do, to achieve them. 
There may be things for the group to do as a whole, for individuals to do on 
behalf of the group, and for individuals for their own situation. One of the key 
tasks of facilitators and facilitating is to help people with the ‘commitment 
process’. This first entails helping people to use their imaginations to spell out 
possibilities for a better future -asking people what they want and need and 
discovering some of the possibilities. In sessions this might involve ‘brain-
storming’, writing possible stories, encouraging questions that open up 
different futures. It then means helping people to choose appropriate, realistic 
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and challenging goals – asking people to consider what they want, given the 
possibilities. What is it that people actually want to be able to do? Last, it 
means working with people to find incentives for committing to their ‘change 
agenda’. 

• Manage the end of the session. Here the task is to help people to finish off the 
business of the session – and to begin to make themselves ready for what they 
are going to do next. For facilitators there is also the need to round things off, 
and to make sure they are not making promises they cannot keep. 

Facilitators need to hold on to the task of helping groups to take responsibility for their 
own work and to develop the ability of their members to help each other and to act 
together. The danger at this stage is that the wrong sort of intervention can leave people 
feeling they have, rightly or wrongly, been managed – rather than them managing 
themselves. Some things worth doing are: 

• Making sure that any contributions or questions asked don’t open up any huge 
questions for immediate discussion. 

• Thanking people for participating in the group/session. 

• Summarizing what you have promised to do. 

• Scheduling and agreeing what the next session will be about (if there is one) 
and/or acknowledging what has been achieved. 
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Group Dynamics - Stages of Formation 
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Group development 

Groups change over time and go through a number of phases or stages if they exist for an 
extended period. It is clear, for example, that people tend to want to know something 
about the other members; have to develop a degree of interdependence in order that the 
group or team may achieve its tasks and be satisfying to its members; and has to learn at 
some level to deal with conflict if it is to survive.  

 

Stage 1 - Forming/dependence 

This stage is characterised by general feelings of discomfort. People are cautious, polite 
and often try to avoid conflict. Usually, they are trying to work out why they are there and 
why everyone else is! There is also uncertainty about what the aims of the group are and 
how it will operate. 

Getting through this stage by: 
• understanding that this is just a stage 
• structuring 'getting to know you' exercises 
• coming to agreements about looking after group building needs, while not losing sight 

of the task at hand. 
 

Actions to facilitate group development 
• Co-ordinate and direct the group 
• Involve the group in getting agreement about the goals of the group 
• Let people talk about their concerns 
• Let people give negative feedback 
• Establish the rules for the group and get group agreement on these 
• Support everyone's contributions. 
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Stage 2 - Storming/rebellion 

The initial period of caution is followed by a period that is less stilted, as people start to 
feel increasingly comfortable about saying what they think and feel. Some conflict may 
start to arise as people react to the demands of the task. There is a questioning of 
authority. People's early impressions of others may start to change and changes in 
alliances may occur. People and the tasks may be challenged. 
It is important for people to feel safe during this stage. Defining the behaviours that are 
acceptable in the group will assist in resolving any conflict that may emerge during this 
stage. 
 
Actions to facilitate group development 
• Encourage people to express their feelings 
• Accept criticism and negative feedback about the process and progress of the group 
• Use reflective listening to make sure all views are understood 
• Involve the group in resolving issues rather than giving your view or advice 
• Help to resolve conflict by bringing opinions and views together and looking for 

consensus views 
• Sometimes remind the group about the rules and agreed goals. 

 
Stage 3 - Norming/cohesion 

Having defined what behaviours are acceptable within the group, people are more willing 
to co-operate so tasks are achieved. 
A group feeling becomes evident. This stage reflects general feelings of trust and co-
operation. It is important that trust continues. 
 
Actions to facilitate group development 
• Allow other group members to do some of the tasks you do as group leader - 

encourage sharing of tasks 
• Pass the leadership role to other group members from time to time 
• Allow people to suggest different ways of doing things 
• Support new ideas and constructive argument within the group. 

 
Stage 4 - Performing/achieving 

Having settled issues regarding leadership, structure and conflict, people are more able 
to focus on the task. People are generally more openly supportive and caring of each 
other. If the task of the group is concrete output, then is when the major tangible output 
of the group is produced. This stage is facilitated by continuing to communicate about 
opinions and feelings, thus dealing with issues as they arise. 
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Actions 
• Don't interfere 
• Affirm the quality of individual and group effort 
• Celebrate success 
• Delegate 
• Take on new challenges. 

 
Stage 5 - Mourning/adjourning 

As the task nears completion, people feel the imminent ending of the group and 
consequent changing of the relationships between the members. This may be a sad time 
for group members. It may assist people to proceed through this stage if there is 
acknowledgment of the losses and gains. 
 
Actions 
• Let the group talk about the situation 
• Celebrate 
• Organise future social get togethers. 

 
Summary 

It is important that the group goes through each of these stages. If one stage is missed or 
not given sufficient attention, the group may not move forward as effectively or quickly 
as possible. The group will revert back to the stage that was missed. 
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