
 1 

          YOUTH GROUP FACILITATION GUIDE FOR TRAINERS AND YOUTH LEADERS 

This guide provides a strategic, comprehensive approach to facilitating youth groups for youth. It emphasizes 

creating a brave, supportive, and empowering environment for participants to thrive, fostering their personal 

growth, and addressing the unique challenges they face. The guide covers various aspects of group facilitation, 

including planning, group dynamics, and activities. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE YOUTH GROUP’S NEEDS 

Understanding the terms “ACES”, “At Risk” and Marginalization  

ACE and ACES: ACE is an acronym that stands for Adverse Childhood Experience(s), ACES adds an “S” to the 

acronym, and this discusses the “score.” There is a test that reviews adverse childhood experiences, and the respondent 

then tallies their score. Based on research, various social determinants of health can be directly linked to a person’s ACE 

Score.  

At-risk and marginalized youth are those who face systemic disadvantages, including poverty, homelessness, trauma, 

abuse, discrimination, or lack of access to education due to oppressive factors such as institutionalized racism. These 

young people may be more projected to have negative life events and trajectories, such as dropping out of school, 

involvement in the criminal legal system, or untreated or even unidentified/misdiagnosed mental health issues. 

Some examples of Adverse Childhood Experiences could include and are not limited to: 

• Poverty or food insecurity: Not having food or enough food to eat before bed. Not having a warm 

enough coat. 

• Living in a home with domestic violence or experiencing violence at home or in their 

neighborhood.  

• Experiencing police brutality  

• Encountering a youth serving system 

• Living with a family member that may need substance misuse treatment 

• Trauma of any kind, left unresolved 

Some important things to note about Adverse Childhood Experiences, ACEs are experienced in every race, 

class, socioeconomic status. ACEs are not unique to one class, race or population of young people. ACEs can 

become compounding or more intense in their effects and the way they affect young people through things like 

historical and generational trauma (generational pain and trauma left unresolved and impacting the generations 

after them). ACEs can have a significant impact on a young person’s ability to succeed in school, causing a 

negative impact on their mental health, identity and self-image and overall well-being. 

• Adults who have experienced ACEs may have higher rates of negative health outcomes, including 

depression, obesity, substance abuse, anxiety, smoking and early death. 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/benefits/ocfs-

pub5222.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com  

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/benefits/ocfs-pub5222.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/benefits/ocfs-pub5222.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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“At Risk” Vs “At Promise” and Marginalization  

The term “At-Risk” was heavily developed in the education space and system. It was initially used to describe 

young people and students that were “at risk” of failing or not progressing to the next grade. This later expanded 

to experiences outside of the classroom, such as at-risk to interact with the juvenile criminal legal system or to 

experience some form of violence.  

Marginalization is defined by oxford languages as: “treatment of a person, group, or concept as insignificant or 

peripheral.” It is imperative to understand that many young people have experienced marginalization of their 

opinions, desires and specific needs in many spaces due to their age and being told “what they need” but often 

time never being a part of the discussion about themselves.  

As youth facilitators, it is our job to understand the role we play in having and facilitating discussions with 

youth but also, how we as guides and young adults may show up in the space and our places or privilege and/or 

any power dynamics that are at play in a common space. When facilitating discussions with young people, we 

must remember, the goal of our discussions and the main objectives of the space— youth safety and wellness. 

Young people “carry” many of the same emotions and complexities as adults and young adults and should be 

treated as such. Our conversations with young people are intended to help and not harm young people, so we 

must remember to check our biased thinking and assumptions about the lives and experiences of young people 

by understanding the information discussed above, youth guided practices and the positive youth development 

framework.   

Protective Factors 

Protective factors and prevention for ACEs and social determinants of health will look different across populations. What 

may be preventative in one community may not necessarily be effective in the next, and the same goes for young people. 

They all bring their unique experiences to the space, but that is something to celebrate and not to fear— there is more 

knowledge and lived experience/expertise. Honoring and acknowledging are great ways to ensure young people feel seen 

and validated. Youth discussions such as focus groups, advisory boards, and roundtables are only one piece of protective 

factors. Other protective factors include safe spaces: such as club houses, curriculum enrichment and afterschool 

programs, and extracurricular activities such as sports or hobbies. You and the discussions you are having with young 

people across the state are intended to be part of these factors.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gm-lNpzU4g 

 

Understanding Specific Challenges 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gm-lNpzU4g
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Understanding all the information discussed above, the complexities of experiences, environment, and 

processing can bring up various barriers and challenges when facilitating discussions with young people.   

Trauma: Many marginalized youths experience trauma related to their environment, family, identity, or 

community. Understanding trauma is essential to avoid re-traumatization and to support their emotional well-

being. Trauma can impact processing, reactivity, and engagement during discussions. 

Mental Health and recovery: Anxiety, depression, and other mental health challenges can impact the flow, pace, 

and topics of discussions with youth groups. This is due to stressors related to poverty, abuse, environmental 

stressors, or social stigma. Young people may be in various stages of their recovery journey and may present 

differently in the space, understanding this and acknowledging that may help ensure that young people feel safe 

enough to share and engage with the spaces they are occupying in different capacities. 

Cultural and Socioeconomic Barriers: Young people come from different cultural backgrounds or face 

socioeconomic obstacles that affect their sense of belonging and access to opportunities, so creating spaces that 

are welcoming and warm to young people are essential to having young people showing up authentically and 

presently for conversations.  

Building Cultural Humility and Sensitivity 

Helping young people to foster a space that is inclusive and accessible is important for having a space that 

young people feel like they can show up authentically. This will look different for different conversations, 

topics, young people, and settings.  

• Being culturally humble can begin with curiosity. When interacting with young people or concepts that 

aren’t something you can directly identify with or have experience or knowledge on, try to find a point 

of connection and if not ask to explore things with you (within reason and if the young person has the 

capacity and wants to). 

• Do additional research. 

• Know your audience, and the young people that you are working with. Ask about their aspirations, the 

things they enjoy and some of the things they don’t. Young people are more than just a product of their 

environment or their culture. They have viewpoints, beliefs, and ideals. You will want to be aware of 

cultural norms, religious practices, and potential language barriers, and adapting facilitation methods 

accordingly. This is that you can see someone as a whole individual; it is key to curiosity and 

exploration. 

• Be sure to ask about the research findings for credibility, Example: “I read this from the Center for 

Disease Control…. Would you say that this is true for your community or your families…why or why 

not?” 

All of these factors should be considered when looking at your audience/youth group. How you interact with 

young people 9-12 will look a little different from the interactions you will have with young people 22-24 and 

even young people 14-16. Conversations may bring up different things for each population of young people. 

Consideration of your audience does not only end and begin with age, geographical location, religion, 
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immigration status, literacy levels, gender and sexual identities along with the historical and environmental 

factors discussed will all play a role in group discussions and dynamics and should all be considered when 

sitting to have curious and relevant conversations with young people.  

 Know and understand that you are not all seeing. You will have blind spots; something may come up that 

you are not entirely prepared for; that is okay— and therefore mistakes and mishaps are bound to happen. 

Control your reactions when you make a mistake and be sure to acknowledge when you have made a mistake, 

no matter how big or small. The same thing we expect from the young people in the space, is what we as 

facilitators must exemplify. This is crucial to showing up as your authentic self and growing to trust and respect 

each other as humans, individuals and facilitator and member (participant).  

 These are all a natural part of forming a group.  

There are 5 stages of group formation, according to Bruce Tuckman’s model for groups formation. For 

reoccurring groups, the stages may take longer to pass, and a group may go through all of them, for more short-

term groups, groups may skip over a step or go through the steps out of order.  

• Forming: This stage includes introductions, welcoming and orienting to the space. Often, this 

stage is often quiet and polite. 

• Storming: This stage is characterized by increased comfort and familiarity; ideas and opinions 

are present; conflict may also arise due to sharing opinions, beliefs, sharing parts of identities 

and boundary trials.   

• Norming: This stage is characterized by the creation of norms, expectations, and guidelines that 

will be used by the group for collaboration and effective communication.  

• Performing: This stage is characterized by performing complete tasks. Now that the group is no 

longer awkwardly quiet and polite, the group has gotten to know each other and their boundaries, 

members have agreed upon guiding principles in which they will work together— they are now 

ready to work together towards a common goal, conversation or (series of) tasks.  

• Adjourning: The group has successfully completed their task/discussion or goal and now are in 

a period of reflection and assessment.  

 

Below is a great resource that can help you identify some behaviors and observable actions/ scenarios to help 

you identify where your group may currently be experiencing.  

https://www.wcupa.edu/coral/tuckmanStagesGroupDelvelopment.aspxhttps://www.wcupa.edu/coral/tuckmanSt

agesGroupDelvelopment.aspx 

 

CREATING A SAFE AND INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENT 

The term “safe spaces” is widely used and understood as a necessary part of a community, essential for the 

positive development of young people in their communities. Safe Spaces should be considered a space where 

https://www.wcupa.edu/coral/tuckmanStagesGroupDelvelopment.aspxhttps:/www.wcupa.edu/coral/tuckmanStagesGroupDelvelopment.aspx
https://www.wcupa.edu/coral/tuckmanStagesGroupDelvelopment.aspxhttps:/www.wcupa.edu/coral/tuckmanStagesGroupDelvelopment.aspx
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young people have the freedom “to be…” To foster a space like this takes intention, preparation and active 

collaboration and buy in from the young people in the space. As a youth leader and facilitator, below are some 

points of discussion to keep in mind when aiming to create a safe space for your discussions and activities to 

take place in and how to create opportunities for everyone to share but never force participation. A safe and 

inclusive environment is one where everyone feels valued, respected, and free from discrimination. Establishing 

this kind of space is critical in fostering collaboration, personal growth, and the well-being of individuals within 

any community—whether it's in the workplace, a classroom, or a social setting. Let's explore how to effectively 

create such an environment through the following key elements: 

Ground Rules Vs. Comfort Agreements: Levels of Youth Engagement 

Understanding language and perception are key when interacting with young people and creating a youth 

guided safe space. Ground rules are a display of power, usually dictated by an outside source, other than the 

young people operating about the space. Ground rules may seem like an authoritative set of rules that are 

enforced upon the young people in the space. Comfort and Brave Space Agreements aim to set up a guideline 

for how the young people will operate in the space, but it is a collaborative and collective agreement of what is 

important and vital for the success and safety of each young person in the space. These agreements are created 

by the young people in the space, and it is up to the young people in the space to hold each other accountable 

when there is an impeachment of the agreements. These agreements are to be led and driven by the young 

people in the space, allowing them to begin to comfortably discuss their needs and co-create the doctrine that 

will direct collaboration and how folks engage and interact with each other in the space. These rules act as a 

foundation for a safe and respectful environment, ensuring that everyone knows what behavior is acceptable and 

what is not. 

• Comfort Agreements: What do you need in the space to be free? What will make you feel safe 

enough to share and be your authentic self in this space? What are some things that are off 

limits?  

• Brave Space Agreements: What do you need to feel secure enough to explore your limits and 

what might you need to take care of yourself in this space if something does come for you? How 

do we help mitigate feelings of judgement, guilt or shame? How can we best help you move into 

spaces of exploration. 

Guiding agreements should be revisited periodically, especially if there are any concerns or incidents that arise, 

to ensure they remain relevant and effective. 

 

Ensuring Emotional and Physical Safety 
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Having discussions on what emotional safety, emotional tracking, regulation and processing are important. 

Upholding expectations, coping mechanisms, and tools for young people to have access and knowledge is 

important to ensuring that young people have the ability to empower themselves and each other regarding 

emotions and processing them is essential to the integrity of a youth safe space. Communicating very clear 

boundaries about physical safety, personal physical boundaries, emergency exits, fire safety, and emergency 

contacts is important for young people to understand the magnitude of the importance of a space being 

physically safe.  

Emotional safety is just as important to environments that are seeking co-creation and collaboration. For 

members of a group to be forthcoming with their ideas and invest in the space, they must feel valued, safe and 

appreciated. Clearly defining and addressing any form of bullying, discrimination, or harassment, and ensure 

that these behaviors are not tolerated. Another key element to maximum participation is to ensure the physical 

environment is accessible and accommodating to all individuals, including those with physical disabilities or 

other specific needs. The physical setup should reflect inclusivity, such as providing ample seating, considering 

lighting, and ensuring people can move comfortably. 

For transparency and agency, be sure that participants are aware of building safety protocols in case of 

emergencies and that there are clear exits and safe spaces. When you have a group in an enclosed physical 

space, be sure to go through this briefly during the orienting stage of the group.  

 

Both emotional and physical safety are interdependent in fostering an environment where people can thrive 

without fear. 

Building Trust 

Building trust can be difficult for some and even a bit intimidating for new facilitators, especially when 

intending to be safe space for young people. However, you as the facilitator cannot dictate when and how a 

young person will come around when they are ready to share or open up. What you can do be yourself, openly, 

honestly, and appropriately. One of the main ways we do this in youth peer support is through strategically 

sharing parts of our own stories to help foster connection and build bridges for understanding.   

Establishing clear, inclusive guidelines for engagement, like discussed above, helps foster a respectful and 

secure environment, while communicating the boundaries and limits for the space. Having these located in a 

space young people can refer or reflect upon these are important when discussing accountability measures. This 

way young people in the space won’t feel blindsided or attacked by reflective action.  Some guidelines might 

include confidentiality, respectful communication, and the importance of not judging others. These are essential 

for building trust between the young people but also between them and you as the facilitator. Facilitating a 
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youth group requires intention— this includes patience, empathy, and a deep understanding of the challenges 

they are currently facing. Trust is the cornerstone of any meaningful and productive relationship, and it is 

particularly crucial in creating a safe and inclusive space. Without trust, participants may be unwilling to share, 

collaborate, or contribute, and this can undermine the integrity of the environment. 

Some key components to building trust include: 

Consistency: Be reliable and consistent in your facilitation. The young people in the space need to know that 

they can count on you and each other, ensuring that the space is safe, stable and reliable. Be consistent in 

upholding the guiding principles and foundation of the group. Having a clear process for addressing breaches 

helps maintain the integrity of the environment and mitigates accountability.  

Empathy and Respect: Show that you care about each person’s well-being and validate their feelings and 

experiences. 

Clarity: Make sure that expectations, instructions, and activities are specific, clear, and easily understood. 

Active Listening: Encourage individuals to listen attentively and empathetically, allowing them to feel heard 

and validated. 

Supportive and Strengths Based Language: Promote the use of positive, non-judgmental language that 

fosters a sense of belonging. Create opportunities for individuals to share their thoughts and ideas in a safe 

manner, whether it be through open discussions, brainstorming sessions, or group activities. 

Confidentiality: Create a space where personal stories or sensitive topics can be shared without fear of 

disclosure outside of the group.  

Transparency: Be clear about your intentions, decisions, limitations, scope of work and understanding, and any 

changes. Open communication fosters trust and reduces misunderstandings. 

Vulnerability: Encourage leaders and participants to model vulnerability by sharing their own experiences, 

challenges, and mistakes. This helps humanize everyone and creates a sense of solidarity. 

Acknowledging and Addressing Conflict: When conflicts arise, approach them with the intention to 

understand and resolve them, not to judge or alienate individuals. This demonstrates a commitment to the well-

being of everyone involved. 

Mutual Respect: Trust is built through mutual respect. Encourage behaviors that demonstrate respect for one 

another’s time, ideas, and experiences. 

Follow-through: When promises or commitments are made, it's important to follow through on them. This 

builds credibility and reinforces trust over time. 

 

Empathy and Validation 

Empathy and validation are at the heart of making youth feel comfortable and supported. When you listen 

actively and show that you genuinely care about their experiences, it builds trust and connection. Here’s how 

you can bring empathy and validation into your group: Empathy and validation are foundational in creating a 

trusting environment where youth feel comfortable expressing themselves. Understanding societal norms and 

environmental contextual information is imperative to understanding and empathizing with what young people 
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are currently going through. This includes the norms that they have to abide by young people in a specific 

subgroup of populations. This also includes what is “cool” or trending, what movies, shows, music and thematic 

information they are consuming. Young people are being almost force-fed tons of information and opinions due 

to social media every day. This includes how they should feel about things, who they are cancelling and why, 

what music to listen to, what to wear— as we all are. And very much like young adults and adults in general, 

their own voices, wants, ideas and beliefs can get drowned out, by all the data “noise.”  When participants feel 

understood and respected, they’re more likely to open up, engage, and share personal experiences. Here's how 

to integrate empathy and validation into youth group facilitation: 

Empathy 

Start by really listening. Reflect what you hear back to them, so they know they’re understood. For instance, if a 

teen says, “School’s been really overwhelming lately,” you can respond with, “It sounds like there’s a lot going 

on right now.” This shows you're tuned in to their emotions. Active Listening Empathy starts with truly 

listening to participants. Encourage reflective listening by repeating or paraphrasing what they say, which helps 

them feel heard. For example, if a youth says, "I’m feeling really overwhelmed with school," a facilitator could 

respond with, "It sounds like school has been really stressful for you lately." This shows understanding without 

judgment. 

Nonjudgmental Responses: When young people express feelings, challenges, or mistakes, responding with 

nonjudgmental empathy is critical. This means accepting their emotions and experiences as valid, without 

minimizing or invalidating them. Avoid dismissive phrases like, “Don’t worry about it” or “It’s not that bad.” 

Instead, acknowledge their feelings, e.g., “It sounds like you’re going through a tough time, and that must be 

really hard.” Facilitators should also model empathy in their own interactions. If you can demonstrate 

understanding and kindness, you teach the youth in the group how to do the same. Share appropriate personal 

experiences, showing that everyone faces challenges and that it’s okay to feel vulnerable. 

Validation 

When someone shares their feelings, it’s important to affirm that what they’re feeling is valid. Instead of 

brushing off tough emotions, acknowledge them: “It makes sense that you’d feel that way with everything 

you’re dealing with.” This makes the youth feel seen and respected. Validation means affirming that what 

someone feels is okay. It involves recognizing their emotional state without trying to change it. For example, if 

a participant expresses anger or sadness, validate their experience by saying, “It’s completely okay to feel that 

way given what’s been going on.” This helps youth feel that their feelings are legitimate and important. 
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Encouraging Self-Expression: When youth share their thoughts, encourage them to express themselves fully. 

This could involve simple prompts like, "Tell me more about how that makes you feel" or "What’s been the 

hardest part for you?" Creating a space where emotions are accepted allows for deeper, more honest 

conversations. 

Navigating Difficult Topics 

Youth groups often tackle tough issues like mental health, peer pressure, relationships, or trauma. Navigating 

these sensitive topics requires care, trust, and skill. Here’s how to approach difficult conversations: 

Create Ground Rules for Respectful Communication 

Set Clear Boundaries: Before delving into sensitive topics, set ground rules that ensure the space remains safe 

and respectful. These could include: 

• Listen without interrupting 

• Keep what’s shared in the group confidential (unless it’s a safety concern) 

• Respect each other’s perspectives 

• No judgment or shaming 

• Harmless curiosity  

 

Harmless Curiosity 

The phrase, “Do onto others what you would like done to you” you know that one, that we hear in grade school 

from the time we literally can talk and start forming sentences. That is the basic building block for empathy and 

quite frankly the star of the show, when discussing harmless curiosity. Harmless curiosity refers to the natural, 

non-judgmental desire to learn or explore something about someone without any intention to harm, invade 

privacy, or create discomfort. It’s about asking questions or seeking knowledge in a way that’s respectful, 

open-minded, and sensitive to others' feelings or boundaries. This type of curiosity encourages exploration and 

understanding but avoids crossing lines or being invasive. Explaining this concept to group members is 

important and reminders, along with the comfort agreements at the beginning of every meeting are essential for 

group discussion dynamics 

Be Mindful of Triggers: Some youth may have past experiences that could be triggered during difficult 

discussions. As a facilitator, be aware of potential emotional responses, and check in with participants if you 

notice signs of distress. Acknowledge that certain topics may bring up strong feelings and provide opportunities 

for participants to step back or take a break if needed. 
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When introducing difficult topics, use language that frames the conversation in a safe, open way. For instance, 

when discussing mental health, rather than jumping straight into the subject, you might say, "Sometimes we all 

experience moments of stress or sadness. It’s important to talk about it and share how we cope." This softens the 

approach and makes it less intimidating. This is called gentle framing. It is a way of warming members up and 

preparing for the discussion; this can help with the response and openness of the group. With lack of framing, 

shock, avoidable resistance, and downright hesitancy can occur during your discussion, leaving group 

progression and processing stagnant. 

Facilitate Open and Honest Discussion: Encourage youth to share their thoughts but never force them. Let them 

know that speaking up is optional. Use open-ended questions like, "How do you feel about this?" or "What’s 

been your experience with this issue?" to invite participation. Be mindful that everyone may process topics at 

different paces. Be Honest and Transparent, providing clear information: When discussing complex or serious 

issues, such as substance abuse or mental health, it’s crucial to provide accurate and age-appropriate 

information. If you don’t know the answer to a question, it’s okay to admit that, but commit to finding the right 

resources. This helps build trust and shows participants that it’s okay to not have all the answers. 

Encourage Peer Support: Allow youth to share their experiences and learn from each other. Peer support can 

be incredibly powerful in creating a safe space where young people feel less alone in their struggles. Facilitate 

discussions where they can share how they’ve dealt with challenges but be careful not to let anyone feel 

pressured to share if they’re not ready. 

 

Referral to Additional Support Services 

Sometimes, the issues that arise in youth groups are beyond the scope of what can be handled in the group 

setting. Referring youth to additional support services ensures that they get the help they need in a more 

specialized environment. Recognizing and identifying serious concerns, as a facilitator, means you will have to 

stay vigilant and observational. You may encounter situations where a youth’s needs require more than what can 

be provided in a group setting. This could include mental health crises, abuse, self-harm, or ongoing trauma. If a 

youth shares something that indicates they are in danger or experiencing significant distress, it’s essential to act 

quickly and appropriately. 

Stay Calm and Reassuring: If you need to refer a youth for additional support, do so with calmness and 

reassurance. Let them know that seeking help is a positive step, and it shows strength, not weakness. Use 

language like, "I think it would be really helpful for you to talk to someone who specializes in this area. You 

don’t have to go through this alone." 

Share Local Resources: It’s important to have a list of trusted local resources (e.g., mental health counselors, 

youth crisis centers, helplines) that you can share with the youth if necessary. Ensure these resources are 
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accessible and that you have permission from the youth or their guardian to provide them. Help reduce any 

stigma around seeking help by normalizing it. Mention that seeking support is something many people do and 

that it’s part of taking care of oneself. You might say, "A lot of people find it helpful to talk to a counselor or 

someone who can provide extra support, and it’s great that you’re willing to consider that." 

Explain Confidentiality: When referring to external support, be clear about what can and cannot be kept 

confidential. Explain to the youth that while their group participation is confidential, certain issues (e.g., harm 

to self or others) may require breaking confidentiality for their safety. 

 Depending on the situation, it may be important to involve parents or guardians in the referral process. Always 

obtain consent from the youth, but if they are in immediate danger or unable to consent, you may need to act on 

their behalf to ensure they get the proper support. 

• Know When to Refer: If a participant is dealing with serious issues like mental health crises, abuse, or 

trauma, it’s crucial to recognize when they need more support than what you can provide. 

• Be Reassuring: If you need to refer someone for outside help, do it gently and with reassurance. Let 

them know that seeking help is a strong step forward, not a sign of weakness. You might say, “Talking 

to a counselor could really help you work through this,” to make it clear that getting help is a positive 

thing. 

• Provide Resources: Have a list of trusted services, like mental health hotlines, counselors, or support 

centers, ready to share when needed. And always make sure to get the youth’s consent if you’re going to 

involve their parents or guardians in the process. 

 

Incorporating empathy and validation, handling tough conversations with care, and knowing when to refer to 

additional support services are all critical pieces of creating a safe space in youth group facilitation. When youth 

feel heard, understood, and supported, they’re more likely to thrive. As facilitators, you are responsible for 

fostering an environment where youth feel supported and empowered. Additionally, knowing when to refer for 

external help ensures that youth get the specialized care they may need, helping them feel safe, heard, and cared 

for throughout their journey. 

 

ACTIVE FACILITATION & DISCUSSION DYNAMICS 

As a facilitator of discussions with young people, you have an important responsibility to understand the duality 

of your role. As a youth facilitator, your participation is crucial for building trust; however, you are also 

neutrally observing and analyzing the members of the group.  
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As a facilitator, you are guiding the participants in the space to move forward and process information 

together.  

 

As a facilitator you must be aware of your own biases and try to mitigate them by reminding yourself you are 

also playing the role of an observer, understanding that the information and experiences you have do not equate 

to your knowledge holding more value than the discussion taking place. 

 

“…A facilitator isn't there to give opinions, but to draw out opinions and ideas of the group 

members. Facilitation focuses on how people participate in the process of learning or planning, not just 

on what gets achieved. Believe it or not: how people sit, whether they are hungry and whether they can hear can 

make or break your planning process.…” 

 

A facilitator is neutral and never takes sides but explores any and all positions. 

As a facilitator and observer, understanding collective energy is essential. Are the members of the group tired? 

Are they nervous? Has something happened in schools or is something relevant to some members that is being 

discussed on social media? Is the political climate possible affecting any of the young people in your group? 

These are things to be aware of. Be sure to take a temperature check before jumping into your discussion. What 

is the collective energy of the group?  

Additional factors that can influence collective energy include if the members are hungry, how they are 

siting, if their view is obstructed, is the surrounding environment loud, and. if can they hear you or 

content be shared clearly. Are they bored or fidgety? Incorporation of physical activities or team 

building icebreakers can help. It is advised to have activities in your back pocket for days/meetings like 

this! Logistics are something to be aware of and a short run through before starting your meeting is 

always advised, if you can get into the space before the day of your group that is ideal so that you have 

time to digest and create solutions for any problems that may come up during your walk through.  

Group Roles and Responsibilities 

Define clear roles for group members (e.g., timekeeper, note-taker, group leader) to encourage active 

participation and a sense of responsibility. This allows members to take ownership of the space and co-create 

what meetings and their environment. During facilitation, you want to fully immerse yourself in conversation to 

mitigate distractions you will want to communicate with your group’s notetaker on things that you both may 

need for efficiency. Ask the group to identify leaders such as facilitators, timekeepers, and additional means for 

engaging the various young people in the space.  
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Encourage leadership opportunities for youth to promote confidence and self-esteem and fully functional 

interworking and co-creation relationships. This will also help to alleviate the number of responsibilities you as 

the facilitator will have to juggle.  

Be sure to check in and reassign roles for long term groups to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to 

explore different roles. Create clear guidelines for youth leaders and check in about possible materials they may 

need and ideas they may have to improve something or to discuss a problem and troubleshoot together.  

Encouraging Participation 

Positive Reinforcement: Use praise, gratitude, and encouragement to highlight constructive and relevant 

contributions— positive or “negative.” If a member/participant is being disruptive or is in need of some gentle 

guidance, you can redirect and refocus their attention and energy to the discussion or activity at hand (when 

necessary!), and if you have the rapport/capacity- you may even want to explore what’s going on with that 

young person or the group as a whole. Not all comments that are relevant will be positive- that is almost 

inevitable, do not take these comments personally, but review them analytically and discuss findings and 

possible solutions or look for places of exploration— we’ll discuss some more below! 

Thank the youth members for sharing their feedback, opinions and ideas. For some young people it may take a 

great deal of courage or determination to share their experiences and feelings and being thanked for their 

participation is a great way to encourage them to keep doing it! 

Encourage participation of quieter members by working in smaller groups before reconvening with the whole 

group. Conversations are less intimidating in smaller numbers. Be sure to always remind groups to assign a 

reporter, that will share out the main points of discussion with the larger group and a notetaker, that will help 

keep track of time and note the main points of discussion for the group. While speech and smaller groups can 

help with increasing verbal participation, there will be members that just don’t like speaking in groups or there 

will be days someone is just not up for verbal discussion— be sure to encourage members to participate non- 

verbally, be sure to create avenue(s) of non-verbal participation, through methods such as writing, surveys and 

even art. 

Deal with resistance 

Understand that not everyone is going to be open or want to participate. Don’t force participation. Some may 

have strong opinions or feel threatened or sensitive around a particular subject. Acknowledge their views as 

important. By acknowledging it may be difficult or saying “you may feel silly doing this but…” you already 
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win them over with your understanding. Be a good example of communicating respectfully and valuing another 

person. Show you believe in them and that you are confident in their abilities. 

 

You can and often will veer off track. Some days your plan will have to be put to the side. Be sure that your new 

discussion is still moving overall progress and group goals forward. Be sure to remain vigilant during this 

discussion with check points in conversation to tie discussions to overall learning or exploration objectives and 

redirect energy and attention if the discussion is “wandering into unhelpful territory.” Facilitator observation is 

absolutely essential during these instances. Be sure to monitor body language, tone of responses and the overall 

themes of the discussion, and when discussion flow allows, gentle and targeted redirection and reframing can 

take place. Be sure to remain neutral and sit in a place of inquiry and understanding as a conversation may not 

always seem “helpful” to you initially, but you may learn more about the members and their perceptions and 

attitudes during discussions like these. Listening to the discussion can allow time for you to restructure and 

connect the conversation back to your original plan or for a different plan entirely.  

 During group discussions there is the inevitable and what feels unconquerable— silence.  Giving youth 

members a moment to think about their responses is crucial. On platforms such as zoom this can be especially 

awkward if cameras are off, however you can always address the silence and let the members know you are not 

able to see them so ask for a thumbs up or a reaction when they are ready to respond. You can also invite 

responses to flow when members have thought of their answers.  Allowing time to sit after a question also 

communicates to members that taking a moment to pause and gather thoughts and ideas is encouraged and not 

seen as a bad thing.  If members are quiet after asking a question for a little while, you can ask members if your 

question was clear, or if it seems like they do not understand, you can try asking the question in a different and 

non-biased way.  

A notable example from youth works 

If the question is, “After what you saw today, how do you feel?” 

• Do not rephrase it to “Do you feel sad about what you saw?” 

• Instead, rephrase it to “What do you think about what you saw today?” (This helps students 

transfer abstract feelings to concrete thoughts and keeps it open to a wide range of possible 

answers.) 

Summarizing can also be helpful when obtaining responses from members. We want to summarize and share 

back to them that we have heard. This can be increasingly helpful for note takers and yourself as the facilitator 
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to understand responses, however we want to ensure that we are paraphrasing correctly, if you do summarize 

someone’s thoughts be sure to allow time/space for them to correct or clarify your interpretation if necessary.  

To end a group meeting or session you want to be sure to report out and discuss key points, this may include 

reoccurring themes, trends in the discussion, the initial purpose of the discussion and even comparing where the 

discussion started to where it ended off. This helps group members reflect on what was learned, remind them of 

possible areas to follow up and how to reach out if any additional thoughts or feelings come up for them after 

they leave the space, and can define next steps for members of the groups, for both you as the facilitator and 

everyone else as participants and youth leaders in the group. 

Managing Conflicts 

 Conflicts are necessary and will almost always take place when a group is forming.  This is OK.  When 

acknowledging and addressing any sort of conflict, you want to be sure to check in with yourself emotionally 

and physically first. Be sure to take a scan of your body and your own reactions; you can then address the 

situation in a more relaxed, efficient way. Be sure to use direct language and not generalize conflict grouping 

with all members together. 

Use active listening and encourage open dialogue— leading with curiosity to promote understanding, for you 

and for the young people involved.  While addressing conflict, you want to remind members that everyone is 

human, that we will remain compassionate and empathetic, and we will lead our discussions with respect. These 

gentle reminders will calm the parties involved and remind them that the space is restorative and centered 

around their advancement and wellness. Facilitate conflict resolution through mediation, helping youth 

understand differing perspectives while remaining solution focused. In instances like these to ask the young 

people what they believe may be a solution. 

 

Focus on group processes. Is the group repeating itself? Are all members who wish to be, participating? Is the 

discussion staying on track and on time? 

Explain what you see happening and ask participants to confirm if their experience is the same. Be factual and 

specific. Avoid blaming or criticizing individuals. 

 

ACTIVITY PLANNING AND EXECUTION 

Icebreakers and Team-Building Activities 
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Examples: “Two Truths and a Lie,” “Human Knot,” or “Find Someone Who…” 

These activities help reduce anxiety, build trust, and encourage group cohesion. 

 

Discussion-Based Activities 

Examples: Guided discussions on topics like “What does success look like to you?” or “How do you cope with 

stress?” 

 Encourage participants to share their thoughts, ensuring every voice is heard and valued. 

Hands-On and Creative Activities 

Examples: Art projects, music creation, or role-playing exercises. 

These activities allow youth to express themselves creatively and engage with the material in a non-threatening 

way. 

Reflection and Debrief: At the end of each session, allow time for participants to reflect on what they learned 

or experienced. Questions for reflection could include: “What was your biggest takeaway from today’s 

session?” or “How will you use what we talked about in your daily life?” 

 

GROUP CLOSURE AND FOLLOW-UP 
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Ending Sessions Positively 

Wrapping up your youth group sessions with a positive vibe is key to leaving everyone feeling good and 

motivated. You can do this by quickly recapping the main takeaways from the session, so everyone knows what 

they learned. Celebrate what the group achieved, big or small, and make sure everyone knows they made 

progress. It’s also a great idea to have a fun closing activity or ritual, like sharing something positive or doing a 

quick relaxation exercise. This helps everyone leave with a smile! And don’t forget to keep them engaged 

beyond the group, whether it’s by suggesting follow-up activities or setting goals for the next session. Ending a 

session on a positive note is crucial in maintaining engagement, promoting a sense of accomplishment, and 

ensuring participants leave feeling valued and motivated. Here are some ways to end a session positively: 

1. Summarize Key Takeaways: Revisit the main points of the session to reinforce learning. Highlight any 

personal growth, contributions, or breakthroughs participants have made. This not only solidifies the 

material covered but also allows participants to reflect on their progress. 

2. Celebrate Successes: Recognize and celebrate both individual and group achievements. This can be as 

simple as giving out positive feedback or offering small rewards or recognition. It helps build self-

esteem and encourages continued participation. 

3. Closing Rituals or Activities: Create a closing ritual that signals the end of the session. This could be a 

group cheer, a circle where everyone shares one positive thing they learned, or a brief mindfulness 

exercise to calm and center everyone. Rituals provide structure and comfort, ensuring that everyone 

leaves on a positive note. 

4. Encourage Reflection: Allow time for participants to reflect on their experiences. This could be 

through a short journaling activity, sharing thoughts in a circle, or discussing what they will take away 

from the session. Reflection helps solidify the learning and provides a sense of closure. 

5. Promote Continued Engagement: End the session by providing opportunities for continued 

engagement outside of the group. This could include recommending resources, suggesting a follow-up 

activity, or setting goals for the next session. It shows participants that the learning and support extend 

beyond the current session. 

Evaluating the Group’s Impact 

It’s important to check how your group is doing to make sure it meets everyone’s needs and goals. Start by 

defining clear objectives at the beginning of the program, so you have a benchmark for progress. Getting 

feedback from the participants is essential—ask them what they enjoyed, what was helpful, and what could 

improve. Keep an eye on their behavior too; are they showing growth in confidence, communication, or other 

skills? Evaluating the group dynamic and watching how relationships form also gives a good sense of how well 

things are going. You can even use simple tools, like surveys or reflection journals, to track growth and 

satisfaction. Evaluating the group’s impact is essential to ensure that the program is achieving its goals and 

meeting the needs of the participants. It allows facilitators to assess how well the group dynamics are 

functioning and what areas need improvement. Here are some strategies to evaluate the group's impact: 
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1. Set Clear Objectives: At the start of the program, establish clear goals and objectives. This gives both 

facilitators and participants something to measure progress against. Whether the aim is personal 

development, skill-building, or social connection, having defined outcomes helps focus on the 

evaluation process. 

2. Collect Feedback from Participants: Regular feedback is vital in understanding how participants feel 

about the group’s impact. This can be done through surveys, one-on-one check-ins, or group 

discussions. Questions might include: What did you enjoy most about the session? What challenges did 

you face? How has the group helped you? 

3. Observe Changes in Behavior: As a facilitator, observing any changes in the participants’ behavior or 

attitudes over time can provide insight into the group’s impact. Are they more confident? Are they 

demonstrating improved communication or problem-solving skills? Tracking these changes can be a 

form of qualitative evaluation. 

4. Group Dynamics: Assess how well the group is functioning. Is there a sense of belonging? Are 

participants engaging with each other in a positive and supportive way? Evaluating the group’s 

interpersonal dynamics is crucial to understanding its effectiveness. 

5. Measure Personal Growth: Tracking individual development over time is a great way to gauge impact. 

Facilitators can do this through self-assessments, reflection journals, or goal-setting exercises at the 

beginning and end of each session or program. This allows participants to see their growth and 

highlights areas of improvement. 

6. Use Evaluation Tools: Consider using structured evaluation tools like rubrics or scales to assess both 

qualitative and quantitative aspects of the program. For example, Likert scales can measure participants’ 

satisfaction with the sessions or their perceived improvement in various areas (e.g., self-confidence, 

teamwork). 

Providing Ongoing Support 

Just because the session is over doesn’t mean the support has to stop! Stay connected with your group by 

suggesting follow-up activities or challenges that keep the momentum going. Regular check-ins—whether it’s a 

quick chat or a more formal one-on-one—help make sure no one feels left behind. Setting up an online space 

for everyone to share and stay connected is another great way to keep the community alive. Plus, pairing 

participants with mentors or peers can provide extra encouragement. Encourage everyone to set personal goals 

and check in on how they’re doing. And don't forget to share resources like videos or books that can keep them 

inspired outside of the group. Finally, celebrate progress! Recognize milestones, whether it’s through a shout-

out or a fun event, to keep everyone feeling proud of their growth. 

By ending on a high note, reflecting on the group’s impact, and staying engaged afterward, you’ll create a 

supportive, motivating environment where everyone feels valued and encouraged to keep growing. 

After a youth group session ends, ongoing support is essential to ensure that the participants continue to feel 

connected, supported, and encouraged as they apply what they’ve learned in their daily lives. Here’s how to 

provide ongoing support effectively: 
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1. Follow-Up Activities: Send participants home with take-home assignments, challenges, or exercises 

that relate to what they learned in the session. This not only reinforces the session’s teachings but also 

provides a bridge to keep participants engaged. 

2. Individual Check-Ins: Regular individual check-ins allow facilitators to connect with participants on a 

personal level. These check-ins can be done informally (through casual conversations) or more formally 

(via scheduled one-on-one meetings). Check-ins help monitor individual progress, provide guidance, 

and offer emotional support. 

3. Online Communities: Establishing a private online platform (e.g., a Facebook group, WhatsApp chat, 

or forum) where participants can stay connected is an effective way to provide ongoing support. This 

allows for continued peer interaction, sharing resources, and maintaining the sense of community built 

during the sessions. 

4. Mentoring or Peer Support: Pairing participants with mentors or setting up peer support systems 

encourages continued learning and growth. This can be especially helpful in providing consistent 

support, particularly for those who might be facing challenges between sessions. 

5. Encourage Goal Setting: Help participants set achievable personal goals related to the group’s 

objectives. Support them in creating action plans and check-in regularly to monitor progress. This helps 

participants stay focused on their growth and allows facilitators to provide tailored guidance. 

6. Resource Sharing: Provide resources such as articles, videos, workshops, or books that are aligned with 

the group’s themes. Resources give participants ongoing learning opportunities and allow them to 

continue developing their skills and knowledge outside of group sessions. 

7. Create Opportunities for Continued Engagement: Offer other programs, workshops, or events that 

participants can engage with. This keeps the momentum going and provides opportunities for further 

growth and connection. 

8. Recognize Milestones: Celebrate participants’ achievements, both big and small. Acknowledging 

milestones reinforces the value of ongoing effort and reminds participants of their progress. You might 

send congratulatory messages, certificates, or host a small event to honor their accomplishments. 

By thoughtfully ending sessions on a positive note, evaluating the group’s impact, and providing ongoing 

support, youth group facilitators can foster a supportive environment that encourages growth, learning, and 

connection long after each session concludes. 
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RESOURCES 

"The Role of Trust in Creating a Safe and Inclusive Environment"(National School Climate Center): This 

source emphasizes the centrality of trust in fostering safe and inclusive spaces for students, providing insight 

into how trust can be built and maintained. [Source](https://www.schoolclimate.org/) 

 "Building Trust in the Workplace"(Harvard Business Review): This article provides comprehensive insights 

into the role of trust in organizational settings and how trust-building practices can be implemented. 

[Source](https://hbr.org/2017/03/the-speed-of-trust) 

 "The Importance of Ground Rules in Group Work" (MindTools): This article emphasizes how ground rules 

help establish expectations, set boundaries, and create a safe space for open communication in group settings. 

[Source](https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newLDR_91.htm) 

 "Why Are Ground Rules Important?"(University of California, Berkeley): This resource explores how creating 

ground rules fosters better collaboration, transparency, and respect within teams. 

[Source](https://sa.berkeley.edu/groundrules) 

"Creating a Safe and Inclusive Learning Environment" (University of Minnesota): This resource highlights how 

ensuring both emotional and physical safety contributes to an inclusive environment where individuals feel 

comfortable. [Source] () 

The Importance of Emotional Safety in the Classroom (Edutopia): This article discusses the significance of 

emotional safety in educational environments, which is applicable to other settings as well. It covers how 

emotional safety leads to greater participation and learning. [Source] () 

The Role of Trust in Creating a Safe and Inclusive Environment"(National School Climate Center): This source 

emphasizes the centrality of trust in fostering safe and inclusive spaces for students, providing insight into how 

trust can be built and maintained. [Source](https://www.schoolclimate.org/) 

 "Building Trust in the Workplace"(Harvard Business Review): This article provides comprehensive insights 

into the role of trust in organizational settings and how trust-building practices can be implemented. [Source] () 

 

https://youthworks.com/blog/10-tips-leading-small-group-discussion/ 

https://blink.ucsd.edu/HR/training/instructor/tools/discussions.html#6.-Summarize-the-results. 

https://www.sessionlab.com/blog/facilitation-skills/ 

https://youthworks.com/blog/10-tips-leading-small-group-discussion/
https://blink.ucsd.edu/HR/training/instructor/tools/discussions.html#6.-Summarize-the-results
https://www.sessionlab.com/blog/facilitation-skills/


 22 

https://fns.sg/10-tips-for-facilitating-youth-activities/ 

 "The Youth Worker's Guide to Group Work" by Bill Cumming – This book offers practical advice on 

facilitating youth groups, including how to end sessions positively and evaluate the group’s impact. 

"Group Dynamics in Recreation and Leisure: Creating Conscious Groups" by Shirley R. M. Roush – 

This source discusses the importance of group dynamics, providing insights on how to evaluate group impact 

and maintain positive group energy throughout the process. 

"The Art of Facilitating Learning" by Peter M. Senge and colleagues – This resource provides guidance on 

effective group facilitation, including ways to create ongoing support and monitor progress. 

National Mentoring Partnership (MENTOR) – Their resources often cover best practices in youth 

engagement, the importance of ongoing support, and strategies for evaluating program 

impact: www.mentoring.org 

• "The Role of Positive Youth Development in Engaging Youth in Community-Based Programs" 

• Authors: Laura L. S. Lamb, Andrea L. L. L. Drexler 

• Journal: Journal of Youth Development (2013) 

• Link to Article 

Title: "Measuring the Effectiveness of Youth Programs: A Framework for Evaluation" 

• Authors: David P. Walsh, Diane H. Griffin, and John R. Neal 

• Journal: Youth & Society (2016) 

Title: "Youth Development and the Group Facilitation Process: Evaluating the Long-Term Impact of Youth 

Programs" 

• Authors: T.J. Taylor, R.S. Williams 

• Journal: Journal of Community Psychology (2015). 

• Link to Article 

• Title: "Mentoring and Youth Development: A Longitudinal Study of Youth’s Social Competence" 

• Authors: R.M. Hawkins, J.R. Smith 

• Journal: International Journal of Adolescence and Youth (2018) 

Title: "Engaging Youth Beyond the Program: The Importance of Continuous Support" 

• Authors: Sarah G. Peterson, John F. Anderson 

• Journal: Child & Youth Services (2017) 

Title: "Group-Based Youth Programs and the Development of Personal and Social Skills" 

• Authors: Patricia L. Kessler, Henry W. Andrews 

• Journal: Journal of Positive Youth Development (2019) 

• Link to Article 

Title: "Assessing the Impact of Youth Programs: A Practical Guide to Using Program Evaluation Tools" 

https://fns.sg/10-tips-for-facilitating-youth-activities/
https://www.mentoring.org/
https://www.nae4ha.org/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/15206629
https://www.springer.com/journal/41155
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• Authors: Mark R. Johnson, Susan T. Greenfield 

• Journal: Youth & Society (2014) 

• Title: "Empathy and Emotional Regulation in Adolescence: The Role of Social Competence" 

o Authors: Karen L. Bierman, Jennifer L. K. McMahan 

o Journal: Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2017) 

o Summary: This study explores how empathy plays a critical role in adolescent social 

competence and emotional regulation, demonstrating the importance of empathetic interactions 

in youth development. 

o Link to article 

• Title: "The Power of Validation: How Emotional Support Can Shape Adolescent Well-Being" 

o Authors: R.J. Weinstock, T.A. Kerns 

o Journal: Child Development (2019) 

o Summary: This article discusses the impact of validating emotional experiences in adolescence 

and how validation fosters positive psychological outcomes and well-being. 

o Link to article 

2. Navigating Difficult Topics 

• Title: "The Importance of Safe Spaces for Discussing Sensitive Issues in Youth Programs" 

o Authors: David P. Walsh, Gregory S. Young 

o Journal: Youth & Society (2015) 

o Summary: This paper discusses best practices for youth facilitators when navigating sensitive 

issues in group settings. It emphasizes the importance of creating ground rules and handling 

difficult topics with care. 

o Link to article 

• Title: "Navigating Sensitive Topics in Youth Groups: A Facilitator's Guide" 

o Authors: N. Fox, A. McGrath 

o Journal: International Journal of Adolescence and Youth (2016) 

o Summary: This article examines strategies for facilitating conversations around difficult topics 

such as mental health, trauma, and identity. It offers guidelines for maintaining a safe and 

respectful space while dealing with sensitive issues. 

o Link to article 

3. Referral to Additional Support Services 

• Title: "Youth Mentoring and Support Systems: Facilitating Access to Resources" 

o Authors: K.H. Bowers, S.J. Johnston 

o Journal: Journal of Community Psychology (2018) 

o Link to article 

• Title: "The Role of Youth Services in Promoting Mental Health: Referral and Support Systems" 

o Authors: M. Lee, L. Brown 

o Journal: Journal of Youth Services (2020) 

4. General Youth Development and Safe Spaces 

• Title: "Creating Safe and Inclusive Spaces for Youth: Best Practices for Facilitators" 

o Authors: A. McDonald, P. Collins 

o Journal: Journal of Positive Youth Development (2017) 

o  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10964-017-0739-0
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.13076
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/jcop.22004
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o Link to article 

• Title: "Facilitating Safe Spaces for Adolescent Development: The Role of Group Leaders" 

o Authors: L.E. Deardorff, T. C. Hall 

o Journal: Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2016) 

 

 

 

https://www.springer.com/journal/41155
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