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Why work in groups?
The best way to fight the divide and rule system is to unite and resist. Uniting means working with other
people in groups, and groups working with other groups to build a movement. Being successful will, at some
point, mean working with people who may not be exactly like us; they may be approaching our issue from a
different organising culture, perspective or motivation. Successful campaigns for deep, long-lasting change
require broad-based work with different groups or people. This is when we see how vital good group work
is, and how we respond to the opportunity of bringing the change we wish to see in the world.
How can we keep our group or movement working together whilst dealing with our differences - gender,
class, age, race, able-bodiness, rank and privilege? One of our many challenges is doing effective change
work without mimicking 'social smog' (sexism, racism, classism, homophobia, and so on). Different groups
work in different contexts and cultures, and they will have different approaches, so there is no one way to do
effective group-work, but here are some things to keep in mind when working in small campaigning groups,
and more widely.

Personal motivations matter - why are you part of the group?
Personal motivations are important. Compare how large campaigning NGOs draw up role profiles and hire
people with specific skills to carry out their plans, while grassroots activist groups rely on the people taking
part to be willing to do the things the group has decided to do. Too often, grassroots groups form plans
without considering individuals' motivations, visions and resources. And, given the fact that people in
grassroots groups may come and go, it's important to include space to get to know people, and explore why
they belong to the group/came to the meeting, what they can offer, and what they expect from the group.
We are also all in different places on the journey in understanding the issue and our way of campaigning.
Our personal theories of change, what action or strategy will be effective, may be different. Some of us are
involved because we need the personal connection in order to take action. Others' main motivation is
because it’s urgent and something needs to be done right now! Another motivating factor may be a desire to
further understand the issue. Inevitably, there will be some with a combination of motivations which aren't
easily dissected. While there will be some overlap in our concerns and motivations – otherwise the group
wouldn't have come together – some of our reasons for belonging to a group and how to best address the
issue are going to be different. While these differences can be a source of tension and conflict, they are also
the ingredients for a vibrant group and social movement, when we overcome them.

What's your group's culture like?
Group culture
Groups tend to develop their own culture over time, based on shared knowledge, beliefs, practices and
behaviours. Individuals in the group may or may not be aware of the group culture because they are steeped
in it – it just is. Newcomers to the group most likely will only notice the group culture if it is different from
their expectations or past group experiences. Feeling at home – or at least feeling space to be real and
authentic with each other – is a strong factor in determining whether people become and remain part of a
group. And no matter what the group's main purpose is in coming together, meetings will most likely be an
inevitable part of working together. A good meeting not only gets things done, it also involves, supports and

empowers the maximum number of people. So how do you work together in your group? What regular
habits and rituals do you have, for example, how do you begin and finish meetings? What do you do
together? How do you share roles within the group (leading meetings, speaking at events, doing tasks,
recording notes from meeting?)
What kind of group energy or patterns of interaction do you notice? How many people speak at meetings?
Are they the same ones each time? What does the body language say? How do you share information?
How much trust is in the group and among individuals? Trust is important for people to work effectively
together, and trust is built by people feeling safe to share their thoughts, feelings and experiences personally
and doing things together. One small way to build trust in groups is to make 'social' time for people to get to
know each other and to bring more of themselves than merely 'the activist' to the meeting.

Building trust
One meeting habit that invites trust is to break the ice beginning each meeting with a simple go round
responding to a specific statement like 'why I am here' or 'how I am connected to the issue'. For groups with
more stable membership, responding to a statement like 'a new thing I've learned about the issue is…', or
'something new in my life since we last met is …' Doing things socially outside of the campaigning group
can also build relationships and trust, and allow space for personal differences to be resolved. It can also
reveal different types of leadership and other valuable skills not always evident in the regular meetings.

Inclusivity
where does your group meet? Is it accessible by public transport? Does it have facilities and services which
make it friendly to people with disabilities? Is it an open, comfortable setting generally?
Meeting in someone's home or a pub/bar/café may make sense for some groups, it also may create barriers
or unhealthy dynamics for others. Some people may not feel comfortable around alcohol, or others may be in
a limited budget or ideologically opposed to consumption, and so buying a refreshment may seem like an
imposition, among many reasons. You might also consider things like childcare, or whether children are
welcome at the meeting. In short, give some thought to the needs, values and ethical and religious principles
that group members – both actual and potential – may have when choosing a meeting venue and time.
When do you meet and for how long? Do meetings start and finish on time?
Do you take and share notes? Is that role shared or always done by the same person? How do you
make decisions?
Do you have a group agreement (an explicit statement about things the group believes in and
behaviour expected, see 'maintaining nonviolence') How often do you revisit this agreement to see if
it's still relevant to those in the group?
Does everyone participate, or just the vocal few? How do you make space to hear the voices you
haven't heard?
How do you deal with difference and conflict? Are opposing viewpoints allowed to coexist, Or are
differences viewed as 'problems' to be either ignored, stifled or solved?
Do you say you believe in equality, power-sharing and anti-hierarchical organising, and then ignore
disparaging, condescending behaviour, plays for power and informal hierarchies? Do you only work
with people like yourself, or with a spectrum of allies coming from a range of class, race, ablebodiness and other backgrounds? How easy and comfortable are those relationships?
More questions and ideas to consider when thinking about your group and inclusivity can be found in '
nonviolence and gender'.)

Rejecting our social smog
A dynamic we often ignore or fail to give enough credence and attention to in our groups is that, when
resisting the dominant world order and building a more inclusive and participatory world, we are struggling
against a tide of relationship patterns carved by centuries of established hurtful hierarchical power relations.
We may say we believe in equality, peace and justice but we are scarred by centuries of sexism, racism,
classism, ageism, regionalism, able-bodism, and ad naseam-ism. Until we accept that this social smog
affects who and how we are in the world we'll reproduce the same social, economic and political systems
that formed each of us. We’ll play off our internalised oppressions against ourselves and each other to the
detriment of us all. Relationships based on equality, peace and justice are difficult to sow and nurture to life
in our current climate of arrogance ('that's not my problem'), ignorance ('they're just a little upset, but will get
over it') or complicity ('I'll throw my lot in with those folks - they're powerful, weighty within the group').

Participatory and Conventional Group-working
Characteristics
Every group's way of organising is going to be different, but here are few characteristics of what
participatory group-working looks like in contrast to how conventional groups function, and things that can
encourage fuller participation.

Participatory Group-working

Conventional G

Everyone participates, not just those who feel confident speaking out The fastest thinkers and most articulate speake
in groups, or the most influential group members.
status get more attention.
How to encourage this:
Go rounds, or random rounds, where everyone has space to
speak their mind.
Social time for informal discussions and personal matters to be
worked through.
Time for pairs to discuss before opening up to whole group.
People give each other room to think and get their thoughts all the
way out.

People interrupt each other on a regular basis i
to the group.

How to encourage this:
A group agreement including points about how speaking turns
happen (such raise hand to show you'd like to speak).
Knowing each other and awareness of our needs and
communication styles can create space for all voices.
Active listening is one way of holding discussions which
builds connection and empathy between people helping us find
mutual understanding despite differences.

People draw each other out with supportive questions like, 'What do Questions are often viewed as challenges to au
you mean by … ?''People are able to listen to each other's ideas
the person being questioned has done somethin
because they know that their own ideas will be heard, and the whole thinking.
group is engaged in seeking the best outcome.
People have difficulty listening to each other's
rehearsing what they want to say.

How to encourage this:
A group culture of curiosity and good will to understand the
other person's perspective.
Build trust within the group; this will allow people to believe
each other's good intentions and good will
A problem is not considered solved until everyone who will be
affected by the solution understands the reasoning.
How to encourage this:
Established and frequently examined decision-making
structures -- who decides, what, when and why?
Decision by consensus – when appropriate – also ensures all
voices are heard.

Conflict, change and groups

A problem is considered solved as soon as the
influential thinkers have reached an answer. Ev
'get on board' regardless of whether they under
decision.

Conflict
Many activists are motivated to get involved in a campaign because they empathise with those caught up in a
conflict between justice ('us') and injustice ('them'). We expect, and are often prepared for conflict with the
campaign 'opponent' or target, but conflict within our groups is not usually part of our vision of change, so
not something we welcome or expect. Whether it's conflict with the 'opponent' or among group members, it
usually involves physical and emotional pain, and our most typical responses are to dominate, suppress,
avoid, accommodate or ignore conflict. However, nonviolence is about handling conflict differently, and to
be the change we wish to see in the world grassroots campaigning groups need to learn to hand conflict in
ways that are cooperative, creative and constructive.

Change
Inner and outer change in ourselves and the world begins with handling conflict differently - unlearning the
social scripts of gender, class, race, power and rank. While we campaign on wider world issues, we also
need to transform ourselves and deal with the issues of social smog in our own environment and
relationships. It's not a linear process; do not be tempted into easy thinking that we have to change ourselves
first before we can change the world; this can be a recipe for inertia. Change is dynamic; both inner and
outer change are essential and connected and happen together. Transformation is a holistic process each
feeding into the other, both individually and socially.
See Seeds for Change 'Working with conflict in our groups: a guide for grassroots activists' for more tips on
dealing with conflict in groups - http://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/conflictbooklet.pdf

Group Agreements
A group agreement is a list of suggested behaviours about how to interact with each other and when done
well, a group agreement can help to support a group to interact better with each other and practice new
behaviours for more effective communication. Even if it’s an informal group and everyone is relaxed, a
group agreement is one way to build and define a group culture, making it easier for newcomers to fit in. A
group agreement needs to be based on a real group process. If you plan on the group agreement session
taking 10 minutes, you are rushing the process; rushing makes it a ritual and reduces its meaning. People
need time to express their concerns, ask questions about what's on the list, and make an internal commitment
to points in the agreement – or, eliminate points from the list.
Ideally the whole group makes a list of proposed points for the group agreement together; alternatively a few
group members may do this. However it happens, the list then needs to be discussed and accepted by all.
Testing for acceptance of the group agreement must be done in a genuinely open way and with active
participation. You may want to ask people to stand if they agree with each point on the list, or use it as an
opportunity to practice consensus decision-making. You should expect some resistance and questions about
the points on the list. Developing a genuine and effective group agreement requires time and willingness to
explore the meaning behind the words, to ensure there is mutual understanding.
Beware of points that may mean different things to different people. For example, 'active listening' refers to
a specific communication method, but also means a wide range of behaviours and different things to
different people. So it might be more effective to actually describe what 'active listening' look like, for
example, one person talking at a time, or no interrupting. Another point frequently included in a group
agreement that requires clarification is 'maintain confidentiality about the group's work'; Does this mean not
sharing anything from the meeting, or is it OK to talk about the meeting in a general way that does not
identify people or delicate matters? It's also important that the list include behaviours that can actually be

regulated. 'No internal or external judgements' for example, may be one group's idea of a good point for
inclusion – but we can't monitor or enforce rules about another person's internal thoughts. So, if the group
can't enforce a point from the list, it's not an effective point for your group agreement.
Enforcement of a group agreement can and should be done by everyone in relaxed and gentle ways, and is
best when explicit and direct – identifying behaviour in the moment or shortly after it. For example, 'Sam,
we have agreed to put our phones on silent'.

Group agreements aren't a panacea
We should be aware that group agreements also have a negative side. The reality is that a group agreement
tends to represent the mainstream norms of the group who may be unaware of their power and influence in
creating the group culture and how it coerces others to lose a bit of themselves. For example, 'no
interruptions' is a typical point for a group agreement, yet it explicitly privileges one communication style
over another. In this case the mainstream believes interruptions reduce effective communication because
people cannot make their points when they are cut off. This is a belief more associated with white, middleclass, professional people from the Global North. People from other cultures' may have a different style of
communication and view interruptions differently; they may be seen as a way that some people keep the
conversation moving, as a way of moving with the flow of a conversation, and other participants might want
to respond point-by-point - in their view the people taking up so much time making multiple and even
unrelated points are the rude ones!
In sum, it is important that group agreements are willingly and genuinely agreed by people and not imposed.
Be aware also that group agreements should not become lists of politically correct behaviour designed to
enforce mainstream norms
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