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Tips for Extraordinary Group Facilitators  
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 Statement Try this: 

1 I am confident in my 
ability to recruit 
group members 

i. Invite initial group members to help you recruit. First put up 
posters and schedule the group time. Then buy 20 small 
prizes (e.g. a funny puppy/kitten calendar, a coffee mug, a 
jar of treats, etc.) Invite those you know well that will likely 
come— personal invitations are always the most effective. 
During the first groups, invite those early adopters to help 
you invite others to the group—perhaps those that may be 
lonely. The prizes can be given to inviters and invitees. 
(Hint: visit the dollar store for prizes on low budget). 
 

ii. Go where they are. Bring the Java program and some treats 
(e.g. chocolate) to where those you want to recruit 
normally congregate anyway. Pick a light topic, e.g., 
happiness, gratitude. Invite those who join to your regular 
meeting time and let them know prizes are awarded to 
newcomers.  
 

iii. For those with living with dementia: Keep the invite simple 
and personal: “We are getting together for coffee and 
music. I would loooove it if you came with me.” 

2 I have learned how 
to build an 
emotionally safe 
and inclusive 
environment 

i. Be yourself and be real. That gives others permission to do 
the same. Reinforce non-judgemental acceptance of others 
by giving positive reinforcement. Try this: “Thank you for 
sharing that.” or “You are so brave to share that.” 
 

ii. Create a group agreement. Consider inviting group 
members to create a written agreement around emotional 
safety: How? E.g., Ask the group 2 questions: (1) Can each 
member here have their own beliefs (e.g., political and 
religious)? (2) Can we agree it is not appropriate during the 
group to convince others of any particular one? 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: (1) Look for the emotions 
behind the words, especially if they are hard to understand. 
Try “You sound a little sad” or “Are you upset?”;  (2) Be 
empathetic and non-judgemental—do not disagree or 
argue with their reality; (3) Be calm and relaxed—what you 
feel, they feel. 

3 I know how to 
foster shared 

i. Ask for more. Cultivate a sense of shared responsibility by 
offering group roles: greeter (welcoming members at the 
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leadership within 
the group 

door), coffee server, windchime player, reader of group 
guidelines, etc. Make up your own roles! 
 

ii. What makes you, you. Each week invite one group member 
to bring in an object that defines them: e.g., a photograph, 
knitting needles, a painting, a ring.  
 

iii. For those living with dementia: For those no longer able to 
read, group roles can include being the windchime player 
(use hand over hand gentle assistance if needed); choosing 
the theme by choosing between 2 photographs (no more 
than two), being the ‘song leader’ choosing a song, etc. 

4 I am an active 
listener and am 
calm and present 

i. 4 active listening skills to practice. (1) Give your full attention 
to the sharing and then say: “Thank you. Can you tell me 
more about that?” (2) Gently investigate (but don’t pepper 
them with questions): “What was that like for you?”; (3) 
Link member to member: Watch for common experiences 
and point them out; (4) Model acceptance. 
 

ii. Calm begets calm. Here are three simple things you can do 
while you are leading a group to cultivate calmness: (1) 
Take three slow breaths (breathe in and out, breathe in 
calm, breathe out worry, breathe in peace, and relax); (2) 
Tell one body part to relax—choose an area of tension in 
you, e.g., say “shoulders relax”; (3) Then imagine 
something that brings you calm and peace, e.g., your 
beloved pet, a park, waves in the ocean etc. Say to 
yourself: “I am still, present and at peace.” Try it, it works. 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: Calmness is contagious and 
helps those living with dementia express themselves better 
with you. Being calm and present is in some ways the most 
important job you have in connecting with those living with 
dementia (both for yourself and group members).  

5 I feel confident that 
I can engage those 
who are quiet 

i. Respect personal differences. There are many reasons why 
group members may be quiet. Sometimes it is simply that 
they are learning by listening, sometimes it is because they 
are afraid of judgement by others. Or it can be because of 
ethnic differences—speaking openly about personal and 
emotional issues may not be congruent with some cultural 
norms.  Be sensitive and mindful of these differences. 
 

ii. Quietly engage quiet people. Try this: (1) Make eye contact. 
People are much more likely to talk if another person is 
looking directly at them; (2) Ask for their agreement with 
whatever is being discussed. It is a simple question that can 
be answered yes or no; (3) Ask for their opinion on a topic. 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: Look for ways to include 
those who don’t talk much. If you hear a word or phrase 
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you understand, build on it. Try this: invite them to take on 
the role of the windchime player, put song titles in a song 
basket and invite them to choose, pick the theme, etc. 

6 I feel confident 
dealing with those 
who monopolize 

i. Try ‘gatekeeping’. This is like opening the gate to let others 
in. How do you do this? Give positive feedback and then 
include others:  e.g. “Thank you Jean for sharing this, what 
an interesting life you have led!”—while they are basking in 
the praise say this: “I seem to remember John lived up 
north too.”  Then physically turn to another group member 
and ask for their input. 
 

ii. Keep challenges close by. Try sitting beside the group 
member that you know is dominating the discussion. That 
way you can give non-verbal cues to help regulate their 
input from a place of being with him/her, rather than 
against him/her. For example: a light touch on the arm to 
point to the person who is speaking, a finger to the lips. 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: Try not to focus on the 
words. Those with dementia may not be able to find the 
words to express what is going on. Let them share and 
participate in a way that works for them. Be warm and 
accepting, thank them for sharing and redirect.  

7 I feel confident 
engaging those who 
tend to be overly 
critical 

i. Understand your own inner critic. To really understand 
those who criticize it is good to get to know our own inner 
critic. Try this great two-chair exercise: http://self-
compassion.org/exercise-4-criticizer-criticized-
compassionate-observer/ 
 

ii. Acknowledge and problem solve. Those who tend to be 
overly critical seem to find fault in everything. Try this: (1) 
Listen and acknowledge. Let them know they have been 
heard. (To acknowledge does not mean agree, it simply 
means acknowledge.) (2) Invite them to move into 
problem solving—explore where can they take the issue to 
get some help with it. Say things like: “I wonder if…”  and 
suggest a brief alternative solution. (3) Then suggest that 
you can talk more with them after the group is over, so 
that the problem can get the proper attention it deserves. 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: Listen with your whole 
heart and empathize. Always look for the feelings behind 
the words. Criticism is often based on fear and anxiety.  
Validate the feelings to help them feel understood.  

8 I feel confident 
dealing with 
distractions, e.g., 
disagreements, 
inappropriate 

i. Create written boundaries. Invite the group to develop a 
written agreement around boundaries. Discuss respecting 
one another’s sharing without trying to cross talk: e.g., 
disagree, distract, rescue, make jokes, interrupt or fix 
things during the sharing. (Remember: Problem solving 

http://self-compassion.org/exercise-4-criticizer-criticized-compassionate-observer/
http://self-compassion.org/exercise-4-criticizer-criticized-compassionate-observer/
http://self-compassion.org/exercise-4-criticizer-criticized-compassionate-observer/
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humour, side 
conversations 

and sharing ideas among group members can be helpful, 
but it is best after the sharing is completed without 
interruptions or after the group.) 
 

ii. ‘Out-trick’ distractions. When group members use 
inappropriate humour or have side conversations that are 
distracting try this: (1) Don’t ignore inappropriate jokes—
out-trick them. Ask them to clarify what the joke means—
the joke usually falls flat when explained, or simply say you 
didn’t find the joke funny and it might make some group 
members uncomfortable; (2) Give those having a side 
conversation a task to do (e.g., choose a song, read a 
quote, etc.), or casually go and stand beside them. That will 
draw the group’s attention to them and they will usually 
fall silent. 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: When those living with 
dementia ramble, wander off topic or say inappropriate 
things, try this: Look for bits and pieces you can repeat 
back but don’t ignore inappropriate comments. If possible, 
honour their sharing and the preciousness of the moment. 

 

9 I feel comfortable 
when sharing gets 
emotional—I know 
what to do and say. 

i. Practice self-compassion. Research demonstrates that when 
we express our emotions in a healthy way, our self-
understanding and acceptance improves, we feel happier 
and become healthier. It helps in our work to be vulnerable 
and self-compassionate at the right moments. Try this: 
Take the self-compassion scale to learn about what gets in 
the way of being self-compassionate for you (see 
Resources List for this scale). When we practice self-
compassion, we are better able to do that for others. 
 

ii. Model sharing in a real way. Don’t make things up—when 
we are real, it gives group members permission to do the 
same. However, keep it short. Also remember this: Our role 
as a group facilitator is not to ‘fix’ problems shared, but to 
simply walk alongside. The healing comes through the 
group processes, not from us. As members support one 
another they find out that whatever their problems are, 
they are no longer alone. 
 

iii. For those living with dementia: Those who are feeling 
anxious can experience additional difficulties expressing 
what is going on. Try this: Use a calm measured talking 
voice, slow your breathing down and relax your facial 
muscles. This will help them do the same. Try to guess 
what the feelings are behind their words and then validate 
that. Be sure to confirm that you got it right. 
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10 I know how to 
practice self-care and 
keep my interest and 
energy up 

i. Use variety—it is the spice of life. Try this: (1) Once a month, 
invite a rotating group member to develop a new topic. 
Meet after the group, sit down at a computer. Explore 
topics, find music (use iTunes or your CD collection), 
google a photograph, google 3 quotes, etc. Then present it 
to next week’s group; (2) Invite an interesting guest to 
attend the group. Brainstorm with the group to and try 
outrageous ideas. E.g., invite the mayor, a local celebrity, 
your CEO, a member of the RCMP—anything goes. If 
possible, ask a group member to extend the invitation—it 
will be harder to refuse an invite from them. 
 

ii. Practice gratitude. When we write a gratitude list each 
week, what we have becomes much much more.  Try this: 
purchase the book “The Magic” by Rhonda Byrnes and 
walk through the 28-day practice. You will be inspired.  
 

iii. In working with those with living with dementia: Consider 
re-framing your role from being a giver of care, to a care 
partnership. Being a giver of care quickly leads to feelings 
of burn out and exhaustion. Being a partner in care means 
that caring is a two-way street. How to do this in real life? 
Invite group members to contribute in some way. E.g., help 
someone else, or give something to you—little things go a 
long way. Try this: “Are you a good hugger? I could really 
use one today!” or “Let’s go visit _____ I think she could 
use a hug (or a friend, a cup of coffee etc.). 

 
Questions or ideas? We’d love to hear from you! Email info@javagp.com or call us: 1-866-523-2411 (toll free) 

mailto:info@javagp.com

