Healthy Group Dynamics

By Hannah Watler, Lead Delegate at Vancouver Island University, Nanaimo, BC
Keeping the dynamics of the group upbeat at all times can be challenging, if not impossible. Throw in a stressful situation, and a handful of passionate people, and you have a recipe for views to clash. Yes, this can be uncomfortable, but put a positive spin on it; think of it as an opportunity. Working with a group is an opportunity to really get to know one another, to grow, and to practice those “getting along” skills that you learned way back in kindergarten when you wanted to use the blue crayon that Sammy had.


Contrary to popular belief, being able to work “well” together doesn’t mean that everything must be hunky dory at all times. In fact, all groups, no matter what size, go through different stages of cohesiveness and effectiveness. These stages are popularly defined in 4 levels: forming, storming, norming, performing. So what does this mean?
Forming- The group is just beginning to work with one another. People tend to respect the opinions and tendencies of others, as everyone is still unfamiliar with the situation. The group members come together to lay a foundation for the team. People are united by their uncertainties and excitement.

Storming- This stage happens as group members become more familiar with one another, and actually begin working together. Boundaries begin to get pushed as members try to find their role within the group. This is when conflict amongst group members is most likely to occur.

Norming- Occurs when group members become used to working with one another, and the personalities and roles of each other are recognized. Co-operation is chosen over competition.

Performing- During this final stage, everyone is working from the same page, and has grown comfortable communicating effectively and working together. This is when people care more about the group than about themselves. This is when great work is done. 

Alright… that sounds easy enough on paper. You just need to get through all the stages until you’re performing, right? Well actually getting to the performing stage can take a long time, but there are some things your group can do to move the process along. It’s very important, especially when you are organizing a larger project, such as a conference or a regional event, that you have a delegation that is comfortable with one another, and that knows how to work together. Here are some things you can do to make the group mesh:

· Hold group social events: it doesn’t have to be anything fancy. For example, if it’s someone’s birthday in the group, why not all join in on the festivities? Perhaps hold a delegation potluck, go for a hike, have a games night, watch a documentary, or meet up after class. Sometimes formal meeting scenarios can cramp interactions. It’s good to get out of the meeting setting to really get to know one another.   

· Communicate: most disagreements stem from miscommunication. Ask people how they are doing, ask people for their input, and if everything is clear to everyone.  

· Team-building/Trust Games: Games are a great way to get a jumpstart on team-building. The Icebreakers, Energizers, and Debriefs on the following page can be used as team-building activities. More examples of games can also be found online.  

· Personality tests: One effective way of bonding is to take a short personality test to get to know a little bit more about each other, and a little bit more about yourself at the same time. Here is a link to a short, five question True Colours Personality Quiz: http://www.truecolorstest.com/True_Colors_Test.shtml
· Enable people to feel ownership of the delegation: To break it down: no one washes a rental car. People don’t put their heart into things they don’t feel they are a part of, so ensure people know just how important they are to making the Network what it is — an amazing group of passionate, energetic, and committed people! Part of allowing people to feel ownership comes with effective facilitation skills.

Common Practices in Meetings

Democracies are consensus-based. Everyone has input, be it representational or direct. Delegation meetings and procedures should reflect this.

Meetings should:

· engage everyone
· foster discussion and good communication

· be a positive experience for all 

· get everyone on the same page

· be effective and efficient

· have a goal in mind
Icebreakers, Energizers, Team-builders, Debriefs 
Icebreakers: To get people comfortable with working together
1. Embarrassing Story Time

Key Attribute: Participants share stories about themselves, allowing for group bonding. 
Duration: 20 minutes

Instructions:
1. Ask participants to split into groups.
2. Have the groups tell each other their most embarrassing story one by one.

3. Ask the groups to decide whose story is the most embarrassing.
4. The people with the most embarrassing stories will then tell them in front of the entire group. 

Warning: be ready to laugh!
2. The Balancing Act
Key Attribute: A trust-based game where participants must literally support each other, demonstrating the behaviours of a positive delegation.
Duration: 5-10 minutes

Instruction:
1. Divide participants into partners (each participant partners with another).
2. Have partners stand face-to-face and hold each others hands.
3. Now ask the partners to both lean back at the same time (It might take people a few minutes to feel comfortable doing this).

4. Debrief about the game – explain how it builds trust, and how it is only possible when partners support each other. Explain that these are attributes of a strong group. 
Tip: 
Depending on how much time you have, you can get partners to ask each other “getting to know you” questions while they are balancing. 

3. The Dynamica
Key Attribute: Allows people to recognize and appreciate the different view points within the group. After all, diversity of opinion creates a creative, dynamic delegation.  

Duration: 10-15 minutes
Instructions: 

1. Have participants stand up
2. Indicate the imaginary line in the room, where at either end is a different point of view – strongly agree and strongly disagree, and the line in between represents the intensity of your viewpoint. 

3. Explain that you will say a series of statements, and people will have to stand on the line where they feel their viewpoint is best represented.
4. Ask any kind of question you wish. If the group is just meeting each other, simpler, general questions might be better, e.g. snowboarding is the best; summer is the most preferred season; cats are better than dogs. If you are looking for something deeper, e.g. it is rude to arrive late; talking on a cell phone in public is impolite; in today’s world, women are equal to men. 
Example: 
Snowboarding is the best, summer is the most preferred season, cats are better than dogs. If you are looking for something deeper: it is rude to arrive late, talking on a cell phone in public is impolite, in today’s world, women are equal to men, etc. 

Energizers: To get people moving
1. The “What are You Doing?” Game

Key attribute: an interactive memory challenge that gets people moving.
Duration: 5-10 minutes 

Instructions: 
1. Ask participants to form a circle.
2. Start by doing a random action, and prompt a participant beside you to ask you: “What are you doing                ?” Respond to his/her question by saying an action you are NOT doing e.g. “I’m riding a bike”, or “I’m picking apples”.
3. The participant who enquired about the first action (that you performed as a facilitator) will then perform the same action of “riding a bike”. The person beside this participant will enquire “What are you doing               ?” Then the participant, although doing the action of “riding a bicycle, will say a different action that the person who enquired will do. For example, the participant doing the “riding a bike” will say they are doing something else e.g. picking apples, washing dishes, or dancing to Michael Jackson. The person who asked them “What are you doing                ?” Will then do the action the person “riding a bike” said they were doing. 

4. This will continue around the circle – one by one people will perform out the action that the person before them said they were doing, but as they are doing it, they will say a different action, which the next person in the circle will do, until it gets back to the facilitator. 
Example: 

Participant 1: Action – Rowing a boat. Participant 2: Asks – What are you doing?            Participant 1: Responds – I’m picking apples, what are you doing? Participant 2: Action: Picking apples. Participant 3: What are you doing? Participant 2: Responds – I’m driving a boat. Participant 3 Action – Driving a boat. Participant 4: Asks – What are you doing? Participant 3: Responds – I’m hunting a lion. Participant 4: Action – hunting a lion, etc. 
2. Extreme Rock, Paper, Scissors

Key attribute: a traditional game, but using your whole body.
Duration: 5-10 minutes

Instructions:
1. Divide group into pairs.
2. Explain rules of rock, paper, scissors if participants are unsure: rock trumps scissors, scissors trump paper, paper trumps rock.
3. Explain that for this game, “rock” means: crouch on ground; “scissors”: spread legs and hands on hips, and “Paper”: arms out to the side
4. Participants in pairs turn with backs to each other, count 1,2,3… then jump and form the rock, paper, or scissors that they have chosen. 
5. Play again, or winner moves to find a different partner.
Tip: 

You can play a number of ways – best of 3, or win once and then switch partners
3. Tropical Storm
Key attribute: a rhythmic way to get people out of their seats to make noise and jump around, imitating a tropical storm.
Duration: 5-10 minutes

Instructions:
1. Get participants to stand in a circle. The facilitator stands in the centre of the circle.
2. Explain that you are going to copy the sounds of a tropical storm, and that every action you do, everyone should copy, but only after you have passed them inside the circle. The facilitator will walk or run around the circle depending on the severity of the “storm”. Typically the storm will start out quiet, get really loud, and then calm down and fade off at the end. 

Example:  

Some useful actions: quiet finger snapping, clapping, stomping, jumping, tip-toeing.

4. Fireworks

Key attribute: an explosive, fast energy booster.
Duration: 5 minutes

Instructions:
1. Get participants to stand up, the formation doesn’t matter, as long as there is some area to move around.
2. Explain that the idea is to pretend you are a firework. Explain that one should imitate their favourite kind of firework or invent their own. Perhaps do an example- first spin around for 10-15 seconds, and then explode in a flurry of movement. You can use voice as well…get creative!

3. Then get everyone to spin around… and explode into their own firework.
Tip: 

Perhaps do an example- first spin around for 10-15 seconds, and then explode in a flurry of movement. You can use voice as well…get creative!

5. The Power Game

Key attribute: Gets people moving, but also encourages reflection on how power is commonly imposed.

Duration: 5 minutes

Instructions: 

1. Separate group into pairs, have people introduce themselves.

2. Get partners to shake hands. Tell them objective of game is to try to get the clasped hands on their hip. 

3. Most partners will struggle to get the hands on their hip, the strongest one inevitably winning. Some partner might realize that if they both take a step forward, they can both have the hands on their hip. If anyone does it together, they are the real winners.
Tip:

The group might be confused but ask a question such as the following, to shed some light on the situation: 

“How does this reflect what goes on in the real world?” Potential Answer: People don’t take time to think of solutions in which they can both benefit. Instead, it’s the strong that have the power and can use it for their own personal advantage, or for the benefit of all. 

Debriefs 
Debrief are quick tools to take the “temperature” of the group, to ensure there are no things left unsaid. These can be used as a conclusion for any group activity e.g.  a meeting, workshop, or conference. For debriefs a circle formation is best, as it provides a more conducive environment for more personal discussion. Depending on the energy of the group, have participants either respond voluntarily, or sequentially. 

1. Head, Heart, Hand (Thinking/Feeling/Action)

Key attribute: aids with personal as well as group reflection – what you thought/felt/how this will affect your actions.   
Duration: 15-30 minutes

Instructions:
1. Ask participants to think about the activity you want to debrief on and explain what was important or made an impact in the way they think/feel, and how this will result in a change of action.

Tip:

To add a visual element you can draw a quick smiley face, heart, and hand on a chalkboard/poster board so participants having something to refer to.

2. Roses and Thorns

Key Attribute: helps facilitator know how the group is feeling, collectively and individually, and allows participants to open up to one another.
Duration: 15-30 minutes

Instructions:
1. Ask participants to explain their rose (something positive), and their thorn (something negative) of the day. Keeping in mind that all roses come with thorns, and they can be as big or as small as you wish e.g.  I didn’t like the lunch, or I had a really interesting conversation with…

Tip: 

To add visual element you can draw a rose with thorns.

3. 
Eye, Ear, Heart

Key Attribute: Allows facilitator to pick up on what activities are most effective/impactful.
Duration: 15-30 minutes

Instructions: 
1. Ask participants to explain something they saw, heard, and felt.
Tip:

To add visual element you can draw a sketch of an eye, ear, and heart. 

4. Not Just Some String
Key Attribute: Participants are able to experience closure as a group, and are given a memento. 
Duration: 15-30 minutes 

Materials: Ball of string/yarn
Instructions: 

1. Ask participants to stand in a circle.
2. Explain that people will be thrown the ball of string, and when the receive it, they must say a memory they have of the person who threw them the string. They must then hold the line of string in their hand, and throw the ball to someone else.
By the end, an intricate pattern of string will be made, illustrating the relationships and the networks that were created during the activities experienced together.
3. The facilitator will then go around the circle cutting the sections of string from person to person, giving everyone a piece of the string to remember the group.
Resource:

For more ideas of icebreakers, energizers, team-builders, and debriefs, visit  http://wilderdom.com/games/Icebreakers.html 
