
 

   

SECTION 1 

10 Steps for Starting A Group 

Understanding the Stages Groups Go 

Through 

GETTING 

STARTED 
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 STEP 1   FIND OTHERS WHO SHARE      

           YOUR INTEREST 

 

Find out who is already doing it or has done it 

before by calling the Self-Help Connection, 

which has directories containing a list of   

     hundreds of self-help groups in Nova Scotia,          

as well as a list of over 600 U.S. groups.  

 

Ask for sample materials other groups have 

used, such as flyers, press releases, etc.  

 

Attend meetings of other groups to get a feel 

for how they operate ñ then borrow what you 

consider their best techniques and  

     incorporate them into your own group. 

STEP 2    THINK òMUTUAL-AIDó         

        FROM THE START 
 

Find others who share your interest in  

starting (not simply joining) a self-help group.  

 

If several people are involved in the planning 

stages of developing your group, it is more 

likely that members will help share  

responsibilities as the group continues. This 

core group can help prevent you from burning 

out by helping in the planning and initial 

tasks, such as publicity, recruitment, and 

preparing refreshments. They will also model 

what self-help is all about at the time of the 

first public meeting. It is not just one person 

doing it all, but a group effort. 
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STEP 4  TARGET YOUR MEMBERSHIP 
 

Consider who can join the group and who cannot. The reasons for 

allowing or denying membership should be clear. Most groups 

make it easy for people to come and go as necessary, while  

others only allow a set number of members. Also consider if you 

want regular membership limited to those directly experiencing 

the problem or if you will open it to family and friends as well.  

 STEP 5    PUBLICIZE AND RUN YOUR    

        FIRST PUBLIC MEETING   

 

Depending on the topic/issue of the group, 

try to consider where potential members 

would go. Contacting doctors and other  

professionals can be one approach to try.  

Another would be to put up flyers in post  

offices, community centres, hospitals, or  

libraries. Free announcements in the  

community calendar sections of local  

newspapers, radio and  cable T.V. can be  

especially productive.   

STEP 3      FIND A SUITABLE MEETING       

               PLACE AND TIME 

 

Try to obtain free meeting space ñ a local church, 

library, or community centre. Decide if evening or 

day meetings would be better for members. Most 

prefer weeknights. It is also easier for people to      

remember the meeting time if it's a regular day of 

the week or month, like the 2nd Thursday of the 

month. 
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STEP 6  DEFINE THE PURPOSE OF YOUR GROUP  
 

What is the group for? Who is likely to join? Is the main focus on  

education, social support, or advocacy? Are the goals clear? Groups may 

have many goals, including group goals and the personal goals of members.  
 

Some examples of purpose statements from various self-help groups: 
 

To mutually support, in confidence, the normal grief and unique needs of 

widowed persons. 

To work toward reducing the stigma of mental illness. 

To provide a safe place for discussing and listening with the emphasis on 

the wellbeing of the members. 

To provide emotional support and practical help in dealing with a problem 

common to all members. 

STEP 7  DECIDE ON A MEETING FORMAT  

 

 

 
 

Do you want your  
meetings to be  

formal or informal?  

A good discussion group size 

usually involves 7 to 15 people.  

So if your group grows larger,      

consider breaking down into 

smaller groups for discussion. 

Will you entertain the         
possibility of inviting guest    
speakers in the future? 

After you are underway, consider 

using resource people (health  

professionals, consumer/survivor 

leaders, etc) as speakers,  

advisers, consultants to you 

group. They can also be sources 

of continued referrals.  
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STEP 8   DEVELOP SHARED LEADERSHIP  
 

Leaders often become overworked and overburdened with the responsibilities 

involved in running a group. This often happens when one person is responsible 

for all aspects of running the group, and putting aside his/her own needs to 

support the other members. Another risk, when a group depends on one person 

to keep that group running, is that groups often stop meeting when that one 

leader gets sick or decides to leave the group. 
 

The best way to avoid leader burnout is to develop  

shared leadership. Other group members should share  

responsibilities. Develop leadership skills in your group  

by encouraging everyone in the group to be involved  

from day one. The group can discuss what kinds of  

contributions will help the group, and what skills, knowledge,  

and resources are needed to do a task.  

What guidelines will the group follow? 
 

Establishing guidelines is a good way to help groups function well. For example, 

establish rules around talking, air time, group responsibilities, or how you want 

to interact as a group.  

 

Below is a list of guidelines you may use or adapt for your group: 
 

We listen, explore options, and express our 

feelings. We do not prescribe, diagnose, 

judge, or give advice...we suggest. 
 

We know what we share is confidential and 

that we have the right to remain anonymous if 

we choose. 
 

We each have the opportunity for equal air time or to remain silent.  
 

Avoid interrupting. If we do, go back to the person who was first speaking. 
 

It is important that we actively listen when someone is talking and avoid 

having side conversations. 
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STEP 9  ENCOURAGE MEMBERS TO ATTEND  

    MEETINGS ON A REGULAR BASIS  
 

Many groups go through stages when they lose momentum, that is, slow down or 

discontinue. Groups may become discouraged when participation drops,      

problems develop, or when the business items of the meetings conflict with the 

support/sharing elements. As the group changes or gets larger, members may 

go off in different directions or the group may become more complex.  

Some suggestions for motivating members to        

continue to attend meetings or to more actively 

participate are:  
 

Share the workload by asking people to do 

specific tasks. For example, can someone in 

the group draw? Ask him/her to draw a     

picture for your newsletter or a poster.  
 

Provide interesting activities and involve the     

members in selecting the activities they 

want. 
 

Introduce new members at each meeting. 
 

Keep a list of members with contact          

addresses and phone numbers if members 

agree. 
 

Plan social events to encourage interaction 

among members at group meetings and     

outside the group.  
 

Stay in touch with members by phone so they 

have the opportunity to talk to someone   

outside regular meeting times.  
 

Have fun and introduce humour when           

appropriate. 
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STEP 10  DEVELOP AGENDAS  
 

Once the group format and purpose have been developed, members 

can plan programs and activities for future meetings.  

 

Sample Agenda 1 
 

Length of Meeting: 2 hours 
 

Purpose of Meeting: To share  

experiences and provide support. 
 

Activities: 
 

1. Welcome.  

Everyone should be given positive 

feedback for returning to the group. 
 

2. Formal Opening of Meeting.              

At the agreed upon time, the    

meeting should be called to order by 

the facilitator for that meeting. 
 

3. Learning and Sharing. 

Everyone takes a turn to share (if 

they choose) a personal story and 

provide feedback to others. 
 

4. Meeting Summary. 

Summarize the learning from todayõs 

meeting and make suggestions to 

help others get through to the next 

meeting. 
 

5. Closing.  

Finish the meeting on time and      

remind members of the time and 

place of the next meeting.  

Sample Agenda 2 

 

Length of Meeting: 1.5 hours 
 

7:00p.m. Welcome and  

        Introductions 

 

7:15p.m. Nutritionist Jane Doe 

        will discuss the          

  importance of healthy 

  eating. 

 

7:45p.m. Q&A 

 

8:15p.m. Topic for Next Meeting.  

       Discuss with the group 

        some suggestions for 

  the next meeting.  

 

8:30p.m.  Closing. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE STAGES GROUPS GO THROUGH 
 

Like all groups, self-help groups start, grow, and change. Knowing what stage 

your group is at can help you understand what's happening in the group.  
 
(modified from both Tuckman and Hill versions, see leadership material  at the Self-Help Connection). 

Storming ñ A key issue for teams is to effectively manage conflict 

while avoiding group think (i.e. where everyone blindly follows along 

and no one asks any questions). Too much conflict can delay the 

groupsõ progress but too little conflict (group think) can stagnate 

creativity. Groups may also lack unity and cliques may form.   
 

Key tasks for this stage are: 
 

 Develop ways of identifying problems with the group. 

 Develop processes to overcome group think. 

 Learn to control disruptive behaviour. 

 Learn how to resolve conflict in the group. 

Forming ñ In this first stage of group development, members are 

meeting for the first time and some may be feeling anxious or    

uncertain of what is to be expected. They may wonder: What can I 

expect? What is the group for? What will I get out of it? The 

group is very much dependent on its leader at this stage. 
 

Key tasks for this stage are:   
 

Use icebreakers so that members develop relationships based 

on mutual respect and shared goals. 

 Define the purpose of the group. 

 Establish guidelines for the operation of the group. 
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Norming ñ The group is now becoming more harmonious. Members are 

more trusting and more accepting of one another's ideas and opinions, 

less dependent on the leader, more focused 

on each other, and take more responsibility 

for controlling the group.  
 

Key tasks for this stage are: 
 

Look for signs that the group is bonding,  becoming an entity. 

Continue to delegate tasks so the members are more independent. 

Develop a plan for the sharing/succession of the leadership. 

Evaluate the group's activities and guidelines to see how you are   

doing. 

Take pride in your accomplishments and congratulate yourselves on a 

job well done. 

Allow the group to change structure and guidelines for participation 

to better meet members' needs. 

Performing ñ Commitment and loyalty are strong in this stage. The 

group takes responsibility for program and process. People try out new 

strengths because they know they have been accepted. Everyone     

participates, creativity is high, and any remaining dependency on the 

leader is replaced by trust in one  

another.  
 

Key tasks for this stage are: 
 

Develop activities to help both                                                              

individual members and the group 

grow.  

Evaluate what is and is not     

working and set new goals. 

Encourage and allow members to 

take on more roles/tasks and responsibilities for running the group. 
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Adjourning ñ This occurs when either the leader or a group member 

leaves, or the group ends or disbands. If the group has been a good one, 

this is probably a time of strong feelings. The group can    

disband on a positive note. 
 

Key tasks for this stage are: 
 

Be prepared to discuss how members feel when a member drops out. 

Be prepared to discuss the strong feelings of dependency the group 

may have on the leader. 

Be prepared for feelings of abandonment or animosity if you do not 

have a plan for leaving. 

Put your succession/leaving plan in place. 

Put into place your plan for the group to continue under new         

leadership. 

Have a closure plan for your last day (e.g., special refreshments, good

-bye exercise, and so on).  

There are deep, changeless   
connections inside of us that 
help us to manage change. Part 
of our inner self -care involves 
remembering those very loving 
people who will always inspire 
us with their values and         
courage.  

ð Steve Brunkhorst 


