Stages of Group Development
There is a tendency for all groups to go through some predictable stages of growth. A new group, which is just forming in the community around shared concern for an issue will go through some version of these stages. Even a group, which has been intact for a long time, may go through some aspects of these stages when they introduce new members, take on new leadership, or begin planning for a new and unfamiliar situation.  
In some of these stages, things move ahead.  Other stages can seem disruptive and discouraging. Each stage is a normal and predictable part of the group process.
The following discusses the facilitator’s role in relationship to these stages.  The keys for a facilitator are patience, recognizing the stage and providing the support and guidance to help the group continue the maturation cycle.  
Form: During this stage, group members are basically concerned with "what are we here for?" People will tend to look for a strong leader to get things moving in a new unstructured environment. Discussion will focus on different perceptions of the reason the group has come together, what types of information may be needed. People are "checking out" one another to decide whether they want to be part of the group. Little work is normally accomplished at this stage because there is some anxiety about the new situation and a fair amount of confusion about how to proceed.

There are two important roles of a facilitator at this stage: 1) everyone needs to feel welcome and included, to have a sense that their opinions will be respected 2) there needs to be some consensus, or group agreement, about the basic mission or goal they are seeking to work toward. This first basic is called a "maintenance" concern (maintaining good group relations) and the second is a "task" concern (getting the work done).  
Storm:  In this stage, anxiety increases and the group may seem to be going nowhere.  People may be testing for trust and maneuvering for position. Anticipate conflict.  Expect “alpha dogs” to emerge to challenge the leadership established in the first stage. Expect confusion as to who is leading what action steps.   All this will pass.  Think of it as essential tension. Expect some storms of people. Special interests in the group will try to assert themselves. Expect storms about process. There may be many different ideas about how to meet the goal.  Some groups may move through the storm phase in one meeting; other groups can stay stuck in this phase for years. 
   The group facilitator can help the group most by assessing and naming specific storming issues.  By getting conflict out in the open the facilitator can guide and model communication skills.  

    Ahead of this group’s meeting, develop possible  activities and worksheets to guide and focus the thought process around pre-set agenda pieces.  Small group work and reporting back is key to establishing worth of all individuals and yet a sense of product. Your role as facilitator is more pronounced at this stage.  Be prepared to rehearse members in active listening skills.   Be confident; this is a healthy stage.
Norm: At his point, people begin to act like a group. Members  can expect a pattern of how meetings will be conducted and what group behavior is normal. A sense of how they get their work done prevails. These ground rules, or "norms" address both how people treat one another (maintenance) and who will do what work and how work will get carried out (task). Members like working with each other and want to stay in the group. But there still may be problems. If people are concerned about getting along, they may not think critically, express differences or explore options.  
   Make sure participants stay focused, listen to everyone’s ideas and air their doubts so the group makes sound decisions. A facilitator supports a high functioning group by affirming the positive value of cohesion and difference.  Accentuate how the yin and yang bring balance.  Be prepared to showcase a variety of decision-making tools from which the group can choose so that the traditional voting paradigm does not divide and conquer the sense of team.
Perform: Now that the team has established its norms, it becomes capable of diagnosing, solving problems and making decisions, this is the stage where a great deal of work can occur. Because of the growth in the earlier stage, the group can become increasingly creative. As new tasks emerge, the group tackles them confidently. The group can work as a full group as well as delegate work to task forces and individuals. Initiative in leadership may come from any group member and most members share responsibility. 
A facilitator’s role as this stage is to: 1) affirm the high level of productivity; 2) offer process ideas; 3) encourage members to recognize each other’s contributions; 4) purposefully cause celebration of the successes and progress.  

Be prepared to illustrate a variety of group methods  from which a group can choose to accomplish work (forums, panels, workshops, conferences, task forces, committees, electronic forums, real time white board conference calls, face-to-face meeting, etc) 
Re-form: At some point, most groups return to the form stage, either because their original purpose has been achieved or because of membership or leadership turnover.  It is a transition time.  If productive work is completed, it may mean disbanding the group.  For some participants this yields disappointment to such an extent, that a surge to preserve the group for simply the relations and past pride emerges.  Without new task, this group will not re-mature. 
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   A facilitator’s role is to help the group examine new goals and change purpose.  Some members may leave and new ones join.  It is paramount for the facilitator to help the group reenter life at the form/storm stage.  Play particular attention to assisting the group in redefining the roles.  Spend time setting goals and defining group purpose, even though veteran members may be confident. This renews the total group commitment and vision, re-energizes current  members and builds a sense of inclusion among new ones.
________________________________________

Fig. 1 Think of your group’s performance together and their productiveness as a curve.  Most of a group’s life is spent in forming and storming, so it’s to a facilitator’s advantage to strategize process confidently.  Build-in the group activities in anticipation of specific growth areas needed.   
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