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Becoming an Effective Discussion Leader 
Part 1 

 

By Kathy Laurenhue, M.A. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
As an activity coordinator, one of your most important roles is to help 
everyone feel safe and valued, which in large part comes from people knowing 
one another and having a warm relationship with one another. You can think 
of yourself as an orchestra conductor trying to create interesting music and 
harmony from your participants/musicians. 
 
This course is aimed at developing your skills as a discussion leader where 
discussion is the primary reason for the activity, though many of the ideas will 
also apply when discussion is secondary, such as the background to decorating 
flower pots or baking biscuits. 
 
Part 1 of the course covers logistics – room size, seating, lighting, etc – along 
with your role as facilitator. 
Part 2 will cover tips for promoting discussion in different groups. 

 
 
 

Conversation is a meeting of minds 
with different memories and habits. 

When minds meet, they don't just exchange facts: 
they transform them, reshape them, 

draw different implications from them, 
engage in new trains of thought. 

Conversation doesn't just reshuffle the cards: 
it creates new cards. 

Theodore Zeldin 
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Logistics – setting yourself up for success 
 
It is possible to have an interesting discussion anywhere, but you will increase the chances by creating 
an inviting and appealing environment. Here are a few things to consider: 
 
Room size matters: Depending on the topic and its appeal, you may be leading a discussion among 
three or four people, or more than 50. If the group is small, a cosy space is more likely to invite 
discussion than a room that feels cavernous. If the group is large, it is helpful if the space is big 
enough for people to easily turn their chairs to create smaller groups of three to five people at various 
points. If rows of chairs are used, be sure there is enough space between rows for people to easily 
enter and exit, including, if necessary, space for a walking frame or wheelchair. 
 
The seating should be as comfortable as possible, while also being as safe as possible.  

• Small group discussions in a living room setting are ideal in many situations, but older adults 
do not usually appreciate sofas so soft and deep that they cannot easily get up from them. 
Armchairs are often preferable to long sofas so that there is at least one arm for support when 
getting up, and many prefer a straight back chair to anything too soft.  
 

• Older adults tend to use the arms of a chair for support when seating themselves and rising 
again. Many of the overstuffed armchairs found in living rooms have fat arms that are hard to 
grasp for support. Better choices are chairs with rounded wooden arms that extend the full 
length of the seat for solid support and easy gripping. For large groups, there are also many 
stackable chairs with arms available, but not all are created equal – rigid, square, metal half-
arms are cold and uncomfortable to grasp, and do not extend far enough to really help the 
person get up. 

 
• Avoid chairs that pose a safety risk, such as folding metal chairs that can be unsteady and 

chairs on castors which can easily slip out from under the person. 
 

• Recognise that wheelchairs can be uncomfortable and inhibit circulation. Transfer people to 
alternative seating for your discussion whenever possible. 

 
Arrange the room so that everyone can see one another. Circular or semi-circular arrangements 
without barriers between people tend to be preferable, but many successful discussions also take 
place around a table. (A circular table is great for groups of up to eight people.)  
 
Be aware of the human tendency of people to sit in the same places. If 
you have a weekly meeting, people tend to gravitate initially towards 
where they are most comfortable. Young adults will often sit at the back 
of a room if they are not sure they want to be there, but older adults will 
often choose the back so they can easily slip out to go to the bathroom 
as needed. Children will often choose the front of a room so they have 
an unobstructed view; older adults tend to choose the front of a room if 
they have vision or hearing challenges. Respect the right of adults to 
choose where to sit and be sensitive to the potential for disagreements 
if a newcomer usurps another person’s regular seat. 
 



3 
 

Room temperature matters. Many of us have had to sit through a lecture in a freezing cold room or 
fallen asleep after lunch in a room that is too warm. As we age, the part of our brain that controls our 
body temperature tends to deteriorate. Alongside this, older adults generally move around less, so 
they may need a jumper in a room that feels comfortable to staff. When you are leading a group, if 
you have control over a thermostat, let the participants choose the room temperature. If you have no 
control, make sure that those who have a tendency to be cold have a jumper or even a blanket and 
gloves to make them comfortable. 
 
Many older adults have a hearing impairment. You can help them to have a 
more satisfying experience by: 

• Making sure their hearing aids are adjusted or that they are seated in 
a way that they can put their better ear toward the speakers. 
 

• Minimising background noises – no music, humming refrigerators or 
fans; no leaf-blowers or lawn mowers outside. 

 
• ‘Softening’ the room with curtains, fabric wall hangings, tablecloths, 

upholstered chairs, carpeting or other sound-absorbing surfaces. 
 

• Using a microphone or other amplifying device as needed. 
 
Pay attention to lighting. There are numerous things to keep in mind, but chiefly: older adults need 
more overall light, but they are also highly sensitive to glare. 

• As we age, changes to our eyes mean that we need more light to see clearly to complete a task 
or focus our attention. In general, we are most comfortable when a room is bathed in even 
lighting than when it has hot spots like wall-mounted lights or sun glare. 
 

• Glare can come from multiple sources, such as: 
- a large blank white screen during a PowerPoint presentation 
- windows behind and/or above a speaker  
- shiny surfaces, like light bouncing off a polished table or floor 
- too much sunlight streaming into a room  
- if an event is held outdoors – which can be very pleasant – glare can come from unfiltered 

sunlight, the light bouncing off a white surface, or something metallic like a chimney flue. 
 

• Many older adults also have vision impairments. Make sure that words and photographs – 
whether on handouts or on a screen – are large enough to be seen clearly by people with 
deteriorating vision. 

 
Think ahead about the details. 

• Do you want participants to have name tags or tent cards, and can the making of them be an 
activity in its own right? Or do you want to make them all ahead to a standard that ensures 
they can be clearly read from a distance? (If you use tent cards, write the person’s name on 
both sides to ensure that it can be seen by the greatest number of people.) Name tags are only 
useful if names are written large enough to be read clearly from a distance. Many people 
appreciate name tags for a variety of reasons: 
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- Participants who are new, part of a large group, or who simply don’t know each other well 
appreciate the reminder provided by name tags and the help in avoiding embarrassment. 

- Volunteer assistants who don’t know the group also need written confirmation about who 
is who. 

- People with dementia almost always need the reminders, and most can read the names 
far into the disease process. 

- Name tags – especially if they have an identifying symbol or logo of some sort – can help 
create a group identity and a sense of belonging. 

 
• Will you serve refreshments? If so, what, when and how will they be provided? When you’re 

having a discussion, it’s a good idea to at least offer something to drink because mouths get 
dry when we talk, and many older adults need encouragement to stay well hydrated. Food 
also draws people in and promotes a relaxed atmosphere. On the other hand, refreshments 
increase the risk of spills and require more clean-up. They can also be distracting as several 
people eye the last biscuit and concentrate on how to quietly obtain it. But rather than take 
the easy way out – no refreshments, ever – use your imagination: 
- Perhaps a baking activity in the morning can provide cakes for the discussion group in the 

afternoon.  
- Consider placing the refreshments at the back of the room so that they are easily 

accessible upon entering, but less distracting after the discussion begins.  
- Perhaps participants can have various roles (more about this later in the course), one 

being to help with cleaning up.  
 
Think about it . . . 
Have you ever gone to an event in a room that was too crowded or that felt much 
too large for the group? How did that change the atmosphere? 
What seating options can you offer? Have you noticed individual preferences?   
How does a room set up as a classroom feel different from having chairs in a circle?  
Have you ever attended an event in a room that was too hot or too cold, or where 
the lighting and acoustics were poor? How did those discomforts affect your 
experience? 
What difference have things like name tags and refreshments made in your 
experience of events?  
 
Summary . . . 
Your role as a discussion leader is somewhat like the role of an orchestra conductor who is trying to 
create beautiful music and harmony, while drawing out the best from their musicians. It begins with 
creating an inviting physical space. You may not have total control over these things, but aim for: 

• A room that suits the size of the group and a seating arrangement that allows everyone to see 
each other. 

• Seating that meets the needs of the group for easy sitting and rising, and being comfortable 
during the discussion. 

• Temperature, lighting and acoustics that take into consideration the needs of the group. 
• The use of name tags to help everyone get to know each other, particularly if the group is 

large. 
• Providing refreshments to set a relaxed tone and keep people hydrated. 
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Your role as facilitator 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Most orchestras are set up with great attention to seating arrangements and sound effects, but as the 
conductor of your discussion group you probably have limited control over such things as the room, 
furniture and acoustics. You have much more control over creating a positive emotional environment 
in your setting. A talented conductor earns the respect of their orchestra by being both well-prepared 
and bringing out the best in their musicians. 
 
Your role as discussion leader is not to teach, but to facilitate, which simply means making the 
discussion easier to have. Like a skilled conductor, the first principle for making it easier is to value 
each person in the room – recognising their wisdom and insights and the unique gifts they bring to 
the table. If you work in a residential or day care setting, you probably already know each participant 
well, which is a great start for knowing how to draw that person out. The point of the discussion is to 
learn even more and to share both common and unique experiences. 
 
We will talk about ways you can prepare for various types of discussions in Part 2 of the course, but 
here are some general guidelines for being an effective facilitator… 
 
Creating an atmosphere where everyone is accepted and valued comes more naturally to some 
people than others. The first rule is to throw out thoughts that focus on yourself (How am I doing?) 
and focus instead on the needs of each participant.  
 
Welcome everyone every time  
Think of the beginning of any discussion as an invitation to dinner in your 
home. You would never invite someone to dinner and then fail to greet 
them at the door when they arrived! Your first words – said with a smile 
and a warm handshake or hug – set the tone for the next hour. Any of 
the following examples are likely to start things off well: 

• Welcome! I’m so glad you’re here! 
• Hello! It’s so good to see you! 
• Rita, your lovely smile always brightens my day! 
• John, I can’t wait to hear your insights about today’s discussion. 
• Mary, welcome! What a flattering jumper you’re wearing, a 

perfect match to your eyes. 
 
Always make sure newcomers are introduced to everyone at the beginning of a discussion, unless 
they explicitly wish to stay in the background or if the group is too large. Even then, introduce them to 

A single conversation across the table 
with a wise person 

is worth a month's study of books. 
Chinese proverb 
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at least one other group member who can serve as their companion and encourage further 
participation. 
 
In order to be free to greet everyone, you need to be prepared. Whatever props are needed for your 
discussion – videos, sample items, handouts, photographs, etc – should be prepared in advance. 
Chairs and tables should be arranged according to your plan for maximising the discussion. 
Refreshments, if you’re serving them, should be ready and waiting for the participants. 
 
 
Use your imagination to give participants roles  
Being fully prepared is ideal, of course, but not always possible if everything is 
up to you. Instead you can use the fact that virtually all human beings, until 
their dying day, want to be seen as useful and as contributing something to 
others. You can help people fulfil that need by assigning them (and perhaps 
rotating) tasks: 

• Someone to put handouts at each person’s place, as needed 
• Someone to make sure that napkins, cups, and paper plates are out  
• Someone to pass around refreshments 
• If it isn’t going to be too strenuous or a safety risk, someone to help 

arrange chairs in a semi-circle or around a table 
• If there is a tech-savvy participant, someone to help with the 

audiovisuals. 
 
But don’t stop there. Look for additional roles… 

• If you have a group of only four or five people, it’s easy to greet everyone individually, but if 
you have 25 people attending, participants can easily enter a room unwelcomed. Assign 
additional greeters, choosing people who smile easily and have a knack for putting others at 
ease. 

 
• If appropriate, put someone in charge of distributing name tags or tent cards, or helping 

participants to make them. 
 

• Are there passages to be read each week? Does someone love to read aloud or have a voice 
especially well-suited for it? (Note that people with dementia can usually read long into the 
disease process, as long as the print is large enough, even though they don’t necessarily 
comprehend what they read.) 

 
• Do you have any reason to need a note-taker or someone to write or tally responses on a flip 

chart? Is there someone in the group who likes the secretarial role? Any former teachers in 
the group who would like to take up position by the flip chart? 

 
• How about a clean-up committee to deal with refreshment debris, leftover handouts, room re-

arrangement or whatever can be safely and easily handled by them? 
 

• If you have a time limit rule for speakers (see ‘Making Rules’ below), you might assign a 
timekeeper. 
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• What about guest leaders? If you are working in an independent or assisted living community, 
you will probably have lots of people who are capable of leading a discussion on their own, 
especially if it is about a topic they are especially familiar with. Give them a chance. If it works 
well, you can invite the person to do it again and perhaps have one less thing to prepare for. If 
it doesn’t, well, it was only an hour out of the week! On the other hand, perhaps the person 
just needs a little coaching from you to do better. (This idea could also potentially work in a 
nursing home or dementia care setting, depending on the degree of disability of the 
participants.) 

 
• Along these same lines, one of the things recommended below is dividing large groups into 

smaller groups for brief discussions. Your group’s natural leaders might each be assigned to 
lead a small group during those times. 

 
• Can you think of other roles for participants? Do you need a Class Clown to begin each session 

with a joke or to lighten the mood if discussions begin to get heated? Do you need a 
Cheerleader to praise people willing to speak up? 

 
Think about it . . .  
How does knowing people’s life stories, interests, and preferences help you to put them at ease? 
Recall a time when you walked into a meeting and no one greeted you. How does a simple welcome 
change the experience? 
 
Summary . . . 
The first role of a facilitator is to put people at ease. This begins with greeting everyone as they arrive 
and helping participants to feel useful and valued, in part by giving them roles to play before, during 
and after the discussion. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Recognise a group’s multiple personalities 
Most adults will try to get along and keep the atmosphere light, but in 
any group, there will be multiple personalities. Here are five to be aware 
of: 
 
1. The Enthusiast is delighted to be there and eager to contribute their 
every thought. The challenge is not how to draw them out, but how to 
keep them from dominating the conversation to the exclusion of 
everyone else. 
 
2. The One-Track Mind thinks everything is related to their favourite topic, and tries to turn any 
discussion toward that topic. This participant can be doubly challenging because often that favourite 
topic is related to sex, religion, politics or some other guaranteed-to-be-controversial subject. The 
person needs to be valued, respected and rerouted. 

In our orchestra we have many 
nationalities, types, and temperaments. 

Artur Rodzinski 
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3. The Naysayer is sometimes related to the One-Track Mind, except that the One-Track Mind tends 
to believe they have the solution, whereas the Naysayer thinks no one does. The Naysayer is certain 
everything and everyone is going downhill and nothing can be done to stop it. A person like this can 
put a cloud over your whole discussion if you let them. You can sometimes soften the person’s stance 
by accepting their dour outlook, but not taking it too seriously. Give them a chance to speak, then ask 
if anyone sees things differently. Someone else is usually happy to lighten the mood. 
 
4. The Passively Engaged participant is happy to be there and listens attentively, but seldom shares 
their own thoughts. If you wait until the class is over and ask that person in private what they 
thought, they will likely be forthcoming: “Mary is off her rocker,” or “John loves to toot his own horn.” 
The person who is passively engaged may or may not actually be weighing what was said against their 
own opinions, but tends to be fascinated by the human interactions. 
 
5. The Positively Disengaged participant is there for the refreshments or the company of a group – 
wanting to be where the action is – but spends the time happily thinking their own thoughts. If you 
called on them, they would likely be embarrassed, because, not having been paying attention, they 
would have no idea how to respond. This person is like any of us when we are bored at an event and 
use the time to write a shopping list in our head. In a residential or day care setting, this person often 
has dementia, and is essentially trying to fit in. When this person does want to make a contribution, it 
should always be respected and accepted, even if it doesn’t seem related to the topic at hand. 
(People with dementia might make a comment about something that was being discussed five 
minutes ago because it has just worked its way through their brain.) 
 
Most people, of course, are just ordinary participants who speak up 
when they have something to contribute, and spend most of any 
discussion listening to others. They are as unsettled as you are by 
anyone who dominates a discussion or insists on taking it off course or 
putting a negative spin on everything. Like you, they tend to be 
unbothered by those who are only passively engaged or who are 
positively disengaged.  
 
Think about it . . . 
Do you recognise any of the personalities described here?  
Have you had them in your discussion groups? 
Do you fit one of the descriptions yourself? If so, which one?  
 
Summary . . . 
In any group discussion, there will be people with differing personalities and reasons for attending. 
Your role as facilitator is like an orchestra conductor who seeks to create harmonious music from that 
diversity. People who want limited involvement need to be respected, while people who are simply 
shy need to be drawn out. The person who loves to be the centre of attention needs some guidance 
in sharing the spotlight, and naysayers can often be softened by someone offering a different outlook. 
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Set some rules 
The first way you can control challenging participants is to let the group set its own rules at the outset 
of any discussion group, and then to put those rules (‘standards’ or ‘protocols’ if you prefer) in large 
print on a flip chart or poster displayed at each subsequent meeting. For example, if you are starting a 
Current Affairs session, say something like, “We want to give everyone a chance to participate in this 
class, so what do you think the rules for the discussion should be?” They are likely to quickly come up 
with a list something like this: 

• Everyone deserves to be listened to respectfully even if we disagree with what is being said. 
• Only one person speaks at a time. 
• No one speaks for more than 2 minutes at a time. 
• No interrupting. 
• No putting down or making fun of the speaker. Disagree with ideas, not people. 
• Listen attentively – can you be persuaded to the speaker’s point of view? 
• Before disagreeing, look for at least one point you can agree on. 
• No one speaks a second time until everyone who wishes has had a first chance to talk. 

 
One reason to keep the rules displayed is that you can add to them as needed. Something almost 
always comes up four or five weeks into a discussion group that no one thought of at the outset.  
 
Another reason is that they serve as a visible and constant reminder of the 
behaviour expected. It can be hard to cut someone off who goes on and on, but 
if you have a two-minute rule and a timekeeper, you can break in and say 
something like, “We appreciate your thoughts, Bob, and hope to hear from you 
again a little later, but we have a two-minute rule, and I’m afraid your time is 
up.” Similarly, the person who wants to chime in with their opinion for every 
question asked can be held back because there is a rule that says they must wait 
until everyone who wants to has had a chance to speak. 
 
The third reason for keeping rules in an easily-displayed format is that it can serve you well for single 
events where there is no time for rule-making. For example, if an expert is brought in to speak and 
lead a discussion on ‘The Future of Brain Health’ for a resident/family night, you can put the poster on 
an easel and say, “These are the rules we use for our discussion groups. Can we all agree we will abide 
by them tonight?” 
 
Think about it . . . 
Orchestras make beautiful music because they know the score and show courtesy and respect 
towards each other. How do rules enhance discussions? 
 
Summary . . . 
Having rules for discussions establishes the guidelines of courtesy and respect that are expected of 
participants. This is not only reassuring to people who might otherwise be too shy to speak up, but 
helps control people who have a tendency to dominate discussions. 
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Keep up the positive energy 
Once you have set a positive tone through your welcome and by giving lots of people active roles, 
how do you keep the energy level high enough to be stimulating, but not so high that the atmosphere 
is chaotic? And what else can you do to draw participants out or keep them quiet? Here are a few 
ideas: 
 
1. Establish rituals 
Each discussion should begin and end with a pattern that is set by the participants themselves.  

• Perhaps they like to get their refreshments and have a few minutes of general conversation 
with everyone before the real discussion begins.  

 
• If the group is 10 people or fewer, you may like to go around the group and let everyone 

‘check in’ with a brief sentence or two. For example: “I’m Joan, and I’m looking forward to my 
grandchildren visiting this weekend.” “I’m Bill, and my knee is better so I hope to rejoin the 
walking group soon.” And so on. 

 
• Some groups might like to begin with a funny or inspirational reading. 

 
• Depending on the topic, there may be a short introduction, 

a video, shared photographs or shared props. For example, 
if the topic is ‘Gifts from the Sea’, perhaps you could pass 
around some seashells and coral samples before the 
discussion. If you have an expert speaker giving a talk, you 
could give them a short introduction. At other times, the 
discussion might begin as soon as the topic is introduced. 
For a reminiscence discussion where the topic is ‘Talk 
about one of your earliest memories’, the only introduction needed before people begin 
sharing their thoughts might be a sentence or two about how sometimes we remember highly 
emotional events whilst at other times we remember things that seem completely random 
and inconsequential. 

 
2) Acknowledge responses 
Always thank the person for their contribution to the discussion and try to keep those responses 
equal in value. If you say to one person, “Thank you for sharing that,” and then to the next 
participant, “That is a GREAT answer!”, the first person is likely to feel that you didn’t think much of 
their response, even if you spoke warmly. At the same time, if you say ‘GREAT’ to everyone, you are 
unlikely to be seen as sincere and will lose credibility. 
 
3) Add colour and motion 
Whenever possible, combine physical and mental exercise. When you move, you help your brain think 
more clearly. Movement in general creates energy, excitement and interest in a room. Discussions are 
designed to be sitting-down exercises (you would get few people wanting to attend a standing 
discussion), but you can increase activity by getting people to vote on their opinions: 

• Raise your hand if you think football is the most popular sport worldwide.  
• Raise your hand if you think rugby is the most popular sport.  
• Raise your hand if you think neither one is.  
• Raise your hand if you really don’t care! 
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You can vote on almost any question. “Do you agree? Or do you disagree?” But raising hands isn’t 
very interesting, and most people only do it half-heartedly. 
 
A good alternative is to put something in raised hands to wave around.  

• Coloured plastic plates are great. They are lightweight 
but durable, reusable, washable, and can be coloured on 
both sides. (You could also use paper plates, but they 
would need colouring in or painting first and won’t last as 
long.) You can use colours according to the season (bright 
colours in summer, pastels in spring, etc), the holiday 
(multiple greens for St Patrick’s Day), or simply personal 
preferences. Waving these coloured plates creates such a 
delightful display that people tend to wave them more 
enthusiastically (or can be encouraged to do so) to increase the effect. It’s especially good 
when people are seated in a circle and can see the overall effect.  

  
• Another alternative is to use scarves or wide fabric ribbons which people tend to wave gently 

back and forth in graceful, eye-catching patterns. Scarves encourage a motion that isn’t jerky, 
and therefore people are less likely to injure themselves or others in their enthusiasm. 
 

• You can also lead a sign-making activity prior to your initial discussion. Use a large circle or 
hand shape on heavyweight paper or card. One side can be green for ‘I agree’, and one side 
can be red for ‘I disagree’. Or use a smiley face for agreement and a frowning face for 
disagreement. Or a thumbs-up sign that can be turned downwards – this has an added 
advantage in that it can be held sideways in a neutral position for ‘Undecided’. 

 
Encourage people to vote often. 
 
Another way to add motion and increase participation is to throw balls or other objects around the 
group as people speak. The person responding to a question has the ball, and when finished, they 
then throw the ball to someone else who can choose to respond or simply throw the ball to another 
person. As the leader, you can help make sure everyone gets the ball and a chance to respond or pass. 
You can also have a rule that only the person with the ball is allowed to speak – another way to keep 
one person from dominating a discussion. 
 
Obviously, when working with elderly people, the type of ball you choose is 
important. You want to be able to give it specific direction (which is why 
balloons aren’t recommended) without injuring anyone. Beach balls or large, 
brightly coloured balls of wool work well – they are easy to grasp, visually 
appealing, and unlikely to knock anyone’s glasses off.  
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4) Add humour 
 
 
 
 
Perhaps the number-one reason people will return week after week to a discussion activity is that 
they always have a good time. Assigning someone the role of Class Clown to make jokes or lighten the 
mood was mentioned earlier in the course, but the reality is that people make jokes all the time. 
People will make jokes, often at their own expense, even in dire situations. The general rule is, ‘Don’t 
make jokes at someone else’s expense – don’t hurt feelings’. But you may notice that some people’s 
great affection for one another is based entirely on good-natured teasing, so there are exceptions to 
the rule. 
 
Your role is primarily to maintain an atmosphere in which laughing and having fun is encouraged, 
whilst knowing the limits for your group. For example, another way of voting an opinion would be to 
make unpleasant buzzer sounds for disagreement and tinkling bell sounds for agreement, both with 
appropriate hand movements. Some people would find that fun, while others would feel 
uncomfortably silly. If your group’s reaction was the latter, it would entirely spoil the mood. 
 
At other times your role is to set the limits. That means no ethnic, sexual, racist, or religious jokes. If 
people tell such jokes to each other in private, that’s up to them, but if you allow it as a discussion 
leader, it is asking for trouble. Someone will always be offended, and often have reason to be.  
 
It’s also important to recognise that encouraging an atmosphere of fun is rarely 
about constantly making jokes. In the example given earlier on voting about the 
most popular sport worldwide, the last choice was, ‘Raise your hand if you really 
don’t care!’ That can hardly be called a joke, but it is likely to get a laugh and the 
most enthusiastic response – especially in a group of elderly women, because 
someone finally recognises their view! 
 
Perhaps the most important reason to encourage laughter is that it is good 
exercise. Norman Cousins, a pioneer in humour as therapy, called it ‘internal 
jogging’. Laughter brings oxygen to the brain, so it literally freshens our thinking. 
It also boosts the immune system, reduces stress, promotes creative thinking 
and builds camaraderie among people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A smile is the shortest distance between two people. 
Victor Borge 

One time I introduced my orchestra as the 
Shampoo Music Makers instead of the Champagne Music Makers. 

Lawrence Welk 
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Think about it . . . 
What rituals are part of your discussion groups?  
Have you seen how colour and motion can enliven discussions? What difference do they make? 
Can you think of occasions when humour eased tension or simply made a discussion more enjoyable? 
 
Summary . . . 
Facilitation is not just about leading discussions, but also about creating an atmosphere where people 
feel at ease. You can do this by: 

• establishing rituals or routines that everyone is comfortable with 
• acknowledging each person’s response equally with an affirmative comment 
• adding colour and motion, and 
• encouraging humour. 

 
 
5) Facilitate! 
 
As a facilitator, your role is partly to model good behaviour – show that you are really listening to 
each person who speaks – and partly to actually facilitate. That means talking less, and drawing 
others out more. You can control the timing and direction of the discussion.  
 

• If Mr One-Track Mind has taken his two minutes to talk about his favourite unrelated subject, 
you will still thank him for contributing but tell him when his time is up, and then gently ask a 
question that brings the group back on to the original topic. 

 
• If someone hasn’t spoken yet, include that person without putting them on the spot: “Joan, 

do you have anything you want to add about this topic?” She can simply say no, if she 
doesn’t, but perhaps she just needed someone to help her into the conversation. 

 
• If someone says something that isn’t clear, ask for clarification: “I’m not sure I understand 

what you mean, Frank. Can you give us an example?” 
 

• If someone says something controversial, look for a way to 
acknowledge it without putting the person down. “That’s an 
interesting way of interpreting that.” Then, if possible, maintain 
harmony by changing the direction: “Does anyone have a different 
way of seeing that event?” 

 
• On the other hand, if someone says something blatantly prejudicial, 

don’t allow the discussion to continue in that vein. “I’m sure you 
have a reason for believing that, Jim, but in this class, we like to be 
positive, so I’m afraid I am going to have to cut you short.” It takes 
courage to do that, but over the long term, people will appreciate 
you for upholding a respectful standard. 

 
• If someone says something obviously wrong, do not humiliate them. We all misspeak at 

times, so if you can gently correct the person, do so. “You said ‘flat’, but I think you meant to 
say the earth was ‘round’.” If the person really believes something that is false, again look for 
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a way to acknowledge their view without humiliating them. “Okay, I can see you believe 
you’re right, so we’ll have to look into that before we meet again.” Then move on to someone 
else. 

 
• Allow for people to respectfully disagree. “Mary, you don’t seem to agree with Judith’s 

suggestion. What is your idea for solving this dilemma?” 
 
None of this means that as facilitator you shouldn’t share your own opinions or experiences – after 
all, the participants want to get to know you, too – but your primary role is to enable everyone else to 
have their say. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6) Stay flexible 
 
When you’re working with older adults, don’t be too rigid with your agenda. If you’ve created a list of 
questions to ask whilst reminiscing about early school days – teachers, subjects, classrooms, etc – and 
one participant veers off to discussing the sweet shop they passed on the way home, and then 
everyone starts talking about penny sweets, don’t worry about your list of questions – just go with 
the flow. 
 
If you’re leading a current affairs discussion about a topic that no one seems to know or care about, 
have a couple of back-up topics ready. 
 
7) Draw things to a conclusion 
 
The people in your group will likely have a varying sense of time constraints. 
When you are working with people with dementia, time generally has little 
meaning, and if a discussion runs over because the group seems interested, or 
fizzles out early because they don’t, it rarely matters. However, older adults in 
independent or assisted living settings are often highly attuned to their 
schedules, and if a discussion that was supposed to last an hour runs longer, 
they may be too polite to leave, but be worried about being late for something 
else. Others who are deeply engaged may hate to see it end, but the room is 
needed for another activity. In those circumstances, you can invite anyone 
interested in continuing the discussion to go to a different room, if possible. 
 
 
 
 

I don't feel that the conductor has real power. 
The orchestra has the power, and 

every member of it knows instantaneously 
if you're just beating time. 

Itzhak Perlman 
 

The real art of conducting consists in transitions. 
Gustav Mahler 
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Just as people like to know what to expect as a session begins, they appreciate routine in how a 
session draws to a close, so add ritualised endings, too. For example: 

• Rather than ending abruptly, give a warning: “We have time for just two more responses 
before we have to close the discussion for today.”  

 
• After those responses, summarise what has been learned: “Well about half the group thinks 

the world is improving, half thinks the world is going downhill, and Bob would like to lead the 
downhill march!” 

 
• Thank everyone for their participation, and say something about how much you enjoyed their 

insights – leave them feeling proud of their well-earned wisdom.  
 

• Sometimes people like to end by clapping for themselves (and always for an outside speaker) 
or singing a song. 

 
• If appropriate, let them know the next week’s topic.  

 
• If no one is rushing to take over the room, invite participants to stay and mingle.  

 
• If you need their help in putting the room back in order, and they are physically able to do so 

(often it’s just about picking up plates and napkins), ask them. 
 
Think about it . . . 
Have you ever been at a meeting where the discussion leader took no responsibility for the direction 
of the meeting or the behaviour of participants towards each other? How did it feel? 
Have you ever planned a discussion and had it go in a completely different direction to what you had 
in mind? What happened? Did it work anyway? 
In your discussion groups, have you noticed that some people are highly concerned about keeping to 
a schedule while others don’t care? Can you satisfy both? 
 
Summary . . . 
Your role as a facilitator is to actively facilitate – to make discussions easy to have by controlling the 
tone and direction of the conversation. As well as making sure all participants respect the rights of 
others, you need to remain flexible, allowing a discussion to go off on a tangent if that’s what the 
majority of participants seem to be enjoying. Or changing to a new subject if people are uninterested 
in Plan A. It’s also your role to respect time constraints, and like a symphony conductor ending a 
concert, to draw discussions to satisfactory conclusions. 
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Becoming an Effective Discussion Leader 
Part 2 

 
 
Introduction 
 
In Part 1 of Becoming an Effective Discussion Leader, we noted that as an 
activity coordinator, one of your most important roles is to help the people in a 
group feel at ease with one another. That happens when everyone feels safe 
and valued, which in large part comes from people knowing one another and 
having a warm relationship with one another. We compared it to being an 
orchestra conductor who is trying to create interesting music and harmony from 
their participants/musicians. 
 
In Part 1, we covered the room set-up and the multiple responsibilities of a 
facilitator. In Part 2, we are going to explore a variety of different discussion 
groups and provide facilitation tips for each. 
 
 
 
Variety is the spice of life 
 
There are many different types of discussion that could be included in your weekly schedule of 
activities. The possibilities are endless, depending on the interests of the people involved. Popular 
topics may include: 

• Films – past and present 
• Literature 
• Art history 
• Reminiscence – life stories 
• Classic cars 
• Sports 

 
There are also spontaneous discussions that happen informally. For example: 

• A resident has just received photos from a grandchild’s birthday party and is passing them 
around (or passing around baby clothes they have just purchased for the grandchild). 

• A few people have come to lunch early and you would like to help keep them occupied while 
they wait for their meal to be served. 

 
Sometimes you may specifically encourage these informal discussions by wearing an interesting item 
of clothing, piece of jewellery, a badge with a funny saying on it, or by putting tent cards with 
discussion topics on the dining room tables. 
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Then there are the discussions that are secondary to another activity – that arise as your group is 
knitting, painting or cooking, for example. 
 
In this course we will be concentrating on the more formal discussion groups, but hope you will find 
that the ideas serve you well with the informal ones, too. 
 
 
 
Discussion vs. learning 
 
The primary purpose of some groups is to test your knowledge or learn something new. A trivia quiz 
group, for example, asks concrete questions that have single right answers, eg “Who starred in the 
film The Sound of Music?” A music group may listen to a particular opera and then have members 
report on the composer or its most famous performers. They might eventually offer their opinions 
about the opera – that is, have a discussion about the music – but their primary purpose is to learn 
something new or to look at something in a new way. 
 
Many groups combine learning and discussion. A discussion 
group based on travelling is likely to begin with learning a bit 
about a specific destination, but eventually it gets down to 
experience and opinion questions: 

• Have you ever visited there? 
• What was it like? 
• Would you go back, if you could? 
• If you haven’t been there, is it a place you would like 

to visit? 
• Have you ever visited somewhere similar? 

 
Discussion groups provide insights, not answers. They are not meant to test people’s knowledge; 
they are about sharing personal experiences and opinions. You may not agree with someone’s 
opinion, but they have a right to it anyway, so in discussion groups, there are no ‘wrong’ answers.  
 
People with dementia are often particularly sensitive to groups that test their knowledge, because 
they have difficulty making their brains retrieve single right answers. In reality, however, being tested 
is unappealing to most of us, most of the time. That doesn’t mean that people, including those with 
dementia, don’t like being exposed to new information; it just means that they don’t want to be 
tested on that new information. But people usually don’t mind giving their opinions or reaction to it. 
 
So, most discussions begin with a topic that seems worthy of being discussed, a brief presentation 
about that topic, and an opportunity to react to the topic or share one’s own experiences. 
 
Avoiding the controversial. 
Privately, many of your participants may enjoy a discussion on controversial subjects like religion, 
politics or sex, but these are generally not good formal discussion topics because beliefs tend to be 
strongly held, and these groups can often end in shouting matches and hurt feelings. Reason and 
rationality rarely prevail in these areas. 
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On the other hand, it is certainly possible to have a study group on topics like ‘World Religions’ or ‘The 
History of British Politics’, but the purpose of a study group is different from a discussion group. 
 
In the end, it comes down to what the participants want to talk about. 
 
Think about it . . . 
What are the popular discussion topics among your residents?  
Are there any topics that have not gone down well? 
Are there any new topics you have thought about adding? 
Do you have any special group discussion offerings for people with dementia? 
How do you feel about having your knowledge tested in a group setting? 
Do you offer any study groups that might be too controversial as simple discussion groups? What are 
the topics? 
 
Summary . . . 
Discussions can be held on any topic of interest to a group of three or more people. 
These discussions can be: 

• formal – with a speaker, handouts and a Q&A section 
• informal – like when a group of people reminisce on a particular topic 
• spontaneous – like when someone brings up a topic for discussion before a meal begins. 

In general, discussions do not test people on specific information, but give people opportunities to 
offer their experiences, opinions and insights on a particular topic. 
 
 
 
Making discussions multi-sensory 
 
Add interest through props. 
One way you can make a discussion more interesting is to bring in related props. 

• If you’re going to talk about shells or hats, for example, it’s easy to bring in samples to 
examine or try on. 

• A discussion of famous songs from the movies can be enhanced by showing video clips from 
the films or playing the songs and letting everyone sing along.  

• If there’s a classic car show in the local area, perhaps you can take a group on an outing. If that 
isn’t possible, the internet is full of images that can be enlarged and printed to pass around. 

 
Involve other senses. 
Props can make a topic touchable and visible. Some props – particularly food – can also enrich a 
discussion topic by providing interesting smells and tastes.  

• If you have a discussion about Greece, for example, why not make or bring in samples of Greek 
food? 

• If you are showing and discussing a film, why not bring in some popcorn to share around? 
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You can also make food the primary focus. For example, an 
autumn discussion on different types of apples is much more 
fun if everyone can try out and compare Granny Smiths, 
Braeburns and Coxes. And perhaps after everyone has given an 
opinion, the group can select their favourites and dip pieces in 
some melted chocolate or caramel. 
 
If you bring in a lilac branch on a lovely spring day, your group 
might not be able to smell it as well as they could in their youth 
(the sense of smell is diminished in most people as they age), but the branch is still likely to trigger 
fond memories of lilac’s beauty and fragrance. It may also trigger specific memories, such as a row of 
lilac bushes that formed a border between neighbours in a childhood home. 
 
When attempting to engage the sense of smell, use ‘the real thing’ if possible, instead of an oil or 
spray. Creating a citrus smell with a real lemon or orange will be more effective because the visual 
and touchable elements are added to the fragrance. (It also means you can make orange juice or 
lemonade afterwards.) One smell that is widely used to calm and soothe people is lavender. It should 
be fairly easy to get hold of some lavender sprigs and you can print out some beautiful pictures of 
purple fields to pass around with them. 
 
Think about it . . . 
What’s one of the most interesting props you have used to enhance a discussion? How did your group 
react? 
 
Summary . . . 
Whenever possible, enhance your discussions by using multi-sensory props. Add smell and taste by 
using food samples and fragrant props such as real oranges and lemons, and when possible, use them 
for refreshments that are tied to the discussion topic.  
 
 
 
Drawing out responses 
 
There are many ways to draw out meaningful responses and to increase participation. When you 
want to encourage people to speak up, these simple phrases or questions can help: 

• I’m interested in hearing what you think about that. 
• Please tell me more. 
• What has your experience been related to this? 
• Do you agree? 
• Does anyone disagree? 
• Does anyone have any other thoughts? 
• If we want to solve this problem (or change an outcome) what else needs to be considered? 
• What haven’t we covered?  
• What else do you want to say about this topic? 
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There are also specific things you can ask related to specific topics. For 
example, if you are leading an art history group, you might show a famous 
painting like the Mona Lisa. It’s easy to find some information on the artist, 
Leonardo da Vinci, and learn some details about the painting to point out, 
such as the mismatched background in the scene. It’s perfectly acceptable 
to begin a discussion group by providing new information. You can then go 
on to ask if anyone has specific knowledge:  

• Did any of you study art history, and do you have anything to add 
about Leonardo da Vinci? (He was a true Renaissance man, 
interested in many subject areas. He was a contemporary of 
Michelangelo, and like him, worked as a painter, sculptor and 
architect. Your participants may know this and other facts.) 

 
• Have any of you seen the original painting in the Louvre? What did you think? (Most people 

are surprised by how small it is.) 
 
But an art history discussion should not be intimidating or uncomfortable for anyone who has no art 
background. Go on to ask questions that anyone can have an opinion about: 

• Do you like this painting? Why or why not? 
• Mona Lisa is only faintly smiling. What do you think she is thinking about? 
• Many people think this painting promotes feelings of serenity. Do you? Do you prefer 

paintings that make you feel calm or energised? 
• What kind of artwork appeals to you? (Paintings, sculpture, pottery, etc.) 
• Are there any artists whose work you especially like? 
• This painting is about 500 years old. Can you think of a more modern painting that will be 

highly valued 500 years from now? 
• Do you do any art or craft yourself (such as embroidery, quilting, woodwork, painting, 

ceramics, etc)? Tell us about what you do and why you enjoy doing it. 
 
These same kinds of questions can be asked about any topic. 
For example, classic cars: 

• Did you ever own or ride in an antique car? Tell us 
about your experience. 

• What appeals to you about these classic cars? 
• Did they have any features that you miss in today’s 

cars? 
• What was your first car? Did it drive well? Do you 

remember how much it cost? 
And so on. 
 
Use open-ended questions. 
Notice that we often begin with a question that has a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer – “Did you ever own 
or ride in an antique car?” – and then we follow up with an open-ended question that invites the 
person to expand on their answer – “Talk about your experience.” Open-ended questions promote a 
better conversation. 
 
Avoid favourites. 
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Notice, too, that we have not talked about ‘favourites’. It is natural to ask questions about someone’s 
favourite colour/song/celebrity/film etc, but asking for a ‘favourite’ anything tends to put people on 
the spot, and implies that there is only one right answer, which can be especially confusing for people 
with dementia. You may respond “Yellow” if someone asks your favourite colour, but that may feel 
unsatisfying, because the reality is you like many colours and many combinations. 
 
A better question is “Name a colour you find appealing,” or “What’s 
a colour that you like?” Not only does that mean any answer works, 
but it can be followed up by many other questions. Let’s assume the 
person answers “Blue” – you can then ask: 

• Are there shades of blue you like better than others, such as 
turquoise or periwinkle? 

• Do you like these colours in any particular places, such as in 
nature? Like a blue sky or the water on a tropical beach?  

• Do you like to decorate using blue or wear blue clothing? 
• Do you like blue in combination with other colours, like navy with white or turquoise with lime 

green? 
 
It also frequently helps to ask about a particular person, place or thing. If you ask someone, “Tell me 
about a film you enjoyed,” they may struggle to think of one since they’ve seen so many in their 
lifetime. But if you ask instead, “Did you ever see the film The Sound of Music?” they can easily tell 
you. If the answer is ‘Yes’, then you can ask, “Did you like it?” or “What did you think of it?” and they 
will be able to answer confidently. This distinction is especially important when working with people 
with dementia, as it’s easier to respond to a concrete example than to come up with one yourself. 
 
Also avoid firsts. 
These same principles hold true for ‘firsts’. Unless something especially funny or traumatic happened, 
most of us don’t remember our firsts. 
 
Do you remember your first day of school? Very few people do. But if you are asked, “Tell me about 
an early school memory,” you are much more likely to be able to recall something and have a story to 
tell or an experience to share. 
 
It is possible that asking about someone’s favourite something or first 
experience may illicit a ready response (such as an amusing story about 
a first romantic kiss), but you are much more likely to consistently 
generate positive and wide-ranging discussions if you ask more 
generalised questions such as “Tell me about a colour you like,” or 
“What did or didn’t you like about school when you were very young?” 
 
Think about it . . . 
Is there a specific topic you would feel uneasy or unqualified to lead a discussion on? Do the above 
ideas help? (You can also look for a topic expert within your group to be guest leader!) 
Does the suggestion to avoid favourites and firsts make sense to you? Have you ever been at a loss to 
come up with a favourite something? 
 
Summary . . . 
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As a facilitator/conductor, once you have created a comfortable atmosphere, your next role is to draw 
out the talent of your orchestra, or in this case, the wisdom, insights and experiences of your 
participants. Three ways to do that are: 
• Use open-ended questions related to almost any topic. 
• Ask for opinions or preferences to a general topic, such as colours they like. 
• Ask their opinion about a specific topic or event, such as a film they’ve seen.  

But avoid asking people to choose favourites or firsts, unless they volunteer such information or seem 
to have an eagerness to share. 
 
 
 
 
 
A little more advice on reminiscing 
 
Some activity coordinators hold sessions that are specifically aimed at writing or reminiscing about 
one’s life story, but the reality is that the insights and opinions formed from life experiences pop up 
everywhere and are talked about, without the need for specific sessions. 
 
The naturalness of these informal and spontaneous discussions opens up limitless new possibilities. 
Feel free to let reminiscence – and the wisdom and insights gained – creep into any discussion topic. 
 
But if the focus of the discussion is reminiscence, here are a few more ideas to keep in mind as a 
conductor:  
 
Don’t worry about chronology. 
Talking about life experiences chronologically is not a particularly useful way to conduct a 
reminiscence group. We don’t remember life in the order it happened. Nor do we remember only the 
most important life events. We tend to remember moments, and often we are at a loss when we try 
to figure out why one memory ‘sticks’ and another one doesn’t.  
 
Choose topics that are broad enough for everyone to contribute to. 
For example: 

• Grandparents, parents and other influential relatives or friends 
• The neighbourhood you grew up in  
• Falling in love 
• Celebrations  

 
That’s not to say you can’t begin a discussion on ‘School 
Days’ with a brief news article on, for example, the demise 
of one-classroom village schools. Many of us are intrigued by 
how children concentrated when lessons were being given 
to all age groups of students in one room. But few of us have 
had that experience, so if you promote the session with that 
narrow focus, few will be able to relate. On the other hand, 
if the topic is ‘How Classrooms Have Changed Over the 
Years’, everyone can comment.  
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Reminiscing when people have dementia. 
Here are a few more tips especially related to reminiscing with people with dementia: 

• As noted earlier, people with dementia are especially sensitive to being asked to respond to 
questions with a single right answer, so don’t ask questions like, “Where did you grow up?” 
Instead, say something like, “I understand you’re from Newcastle. What was it like growing up 
there?” If the person gives you a very general answer (“Nice”), you know you have to keep 
asking questions with simple answers. But if the person provides a fair amount of detail, you 
can still ask open-ended questions like, “Tell me about the house you grew up in.”   

 
• Some people with dementia are painfully aware of their 

memory loss and especially sensitive to questions like, “Do 
you remember … ?” Ask instead, “Did you ever … ?” (Did 
you ever skip school? Skate on a frozen lake? Milk a cow?) 
That way the person can answer with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’, 
and you can ask follow-up questions as you choose. If the 
person says “Yes” to milking a cow, you might ask, “Was it 
difficult to learn?” or “Were you good at it?” 

 
• People with Alzheimer’s disease and some other forms of dementia are especially prone to 

losing track of time and numbers. To avoid embarrassing the person with dementia, don’t ask 
things like: 
- “How long have you been married?” 
- “How many children do you have?” (This may seem like an innocent question, but because 

people with dementia frequently slip in and out of real time, they may confuse their 
children with the siblings they grew up with.) 

- “When was that?” Or “How long ago did that happen?” 
 
Think about it . . . 
Have you ever been surprised how a discussion topic with a specific purpose drifted into 
reminiscence? 
What reminiscence topics have been particularly successful with your groups? 
Have you ever asked someone with dementia a question you found they couldn’t answer? Were you 
able to put them at ease? 
 
Summary . . . 

• The insights and opinions we have formed as a result of our life experiences creep into 
virtually every discussion, which is natural and okay. 

• If you are trying to lead a group specifically aimed at reminiscing, don’t try to organise topics in 
chronological order, because that’s not how we remember. 

• Do suggest topics that are broad enough for anyone to contribute to and follow-up with 
specific questions as appropriate. 

• When reminiscing with people with dementia, avoid asking questions that involve time and 
numbers – When, How many, How long ago, etc – or asking “Do you remember … ?” Try asking 
“Did you ever … ?” instead. 
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Building rapport 
 
One of the nicest things about special interest groups is that the people who attend often have an 
easy rapport through their common interest and tend to build stronger relationships over time. You 
can encourage this in groups that don’t have an obvious commonality in a number of ways.  
 
First and foremost, listen carefully to what others have to say and point out their common 
experiences. You may already know some of these experiences from the individual life stories of your 
participants. For example, if someone mentions, “I was stationed in Lincolnshire with the RAF,” you 
might say, “Oh, Doris came to us from Lincolnshire. You might want to talk with her about your 
memories of life there.” 
 
At other times, commonalities pop up during conversation. This can 
be especially true in reminiscence groups. You could be talking about 
how schools are reducing break times to allow more time for 
academic subjects, and everyone shares their opinions and 
experiences of break times. You are likely to have multiple people 
who feel getting outdoors is an important counterbalance to sitting in 
a classroom, and many will share memories of playing football, 
marbles, jacks or hopscotch, for example. 
 
What we have in common unites us, but so does empathising with someone whose experience was 
different from ours. We tend to admire someone who has overcome obstacles or remains cheerful 
and optimistic in spite of circumstances. Sometimes whilst reminiscing, someone will share something 
highly personal, such as childhood abuse. That suggests there is a high level of trust among members 
of the group. Recognise the courage it took for the person to share such information and then work to 
maintain such trust in the group by talking about maintaining confidentiality.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Male groups. 
Despite it seeming slightly stereotypical, it is fair to say that there is often a difference between 
discussion groups made up of all women or all men. Men generally like to discuss facts. If they talk 
about a fishing trip, they will discuss: 

• The type of poles and bait they used 
• What kind of fish they were aiming to catch, what they did 

catch and the ones that got away 
• Where they went fishing and the best places to find certain 

types of fish 
• Techniques and tricks of the trade 

And so on. 
 

I'm now doing three things: concerts, conducting, and teaching, and . . . 
I learn to see things from different perspectives and listen with different ears. 

The most important thing that you need to do is really listen. 
Itzhak Perlman 
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It’s possible that part of the appeal of fishing for them is being out in nature where life is quiet, 
peaceful and unhurried. They may enjoy the scenery and the solitude – or if they go with a friend, the 
camaraderie – but that isn’t usually what they talk about. 
 
The rapport they build with one another is also initially based on facts: 

• “Yes, I use that kind of bait, too.” 
• “You’ve been to Horseshoe Lake and caught carp there? Isn’t that a terrific place to fish?” 

 
Women are usually much quicker to talk about feelings and to share intimacies, which is why carer 
support groups are more often made up of women. Male carers are more attracted to a group that 
guarantees new information, such as ’10 quick and easy meal ideas’ or ‘Tips on how to make bathing 
easier’. Eventually, the men are likely to share their feelings in such groups and to build strong 
relationships with one another, but they prefer to focus on a topic that is based on a common 
interest, not a common need. Don’t force what doesn’t feel natural for them. 
 
Think about it . . . 
What has worked to create rapport in your groups?  
Are there certain participants who can be counted on to help you create rapport? (Use them and 
thank them!) 
Have you noticed that men tend to bond differently to women? Think about what works well in your 
men-only groups. 
 
Summary . . . 

• We build rapport by learning what we have in common with other people, or what we have to 
admire about other people whose life experiences have been different to ours.  

• It is a sign of great trust among group members when confidences are exchanged, but be sure 
to maintain confidentiality when appropriate. 

• Although they may end up with the same easy rapport, men have a tendency to bond over the 
facts of their experiences, while women bond over the feelings of their experiences. Be 
attuned to that difference. 

 
 
 
Dividing into groups 
 
You can also build rapport – and generate ideas – by dividing people into 
smaller groups. In a group of four or five people, everyone usually has 
ample opportunity to talk, but once you have eight to ten people or more 
(and some groups may include 25 or even 50 people), many thoughts are 
likely to be unheard. That’s when dividing people into smaller groups is 
especially important. 
 
The easiest group is a pair. You can simply say, “Turn to the person next 
to you and talk about … ” In pairs, everyone gets a chance to talk, and 
most people can have a natural conversation about many topics. In some 
cases, though, you may want to say something like, “I’m going to give 
each of you one minute to share your thoughts. Decide who will start 
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talking first, and I will let you know when a minute is up so that you can switch roles and the listener 
can become the talker.” This format is more important when you want to give each person some 
uninterrupted time to speak. Talking about colours you like works well as a general conversation, but 
talking about one of your earliest memories deserves some uninterrupted time. 
 
At other times, you may want to divide into groups of three, four or five people. If you have 45 
minutes for a discussion group with 25 participants, chances are that many thoughts will not be 
voiced, especially if part of the time is taken up with greetings, refreshments and farewells. That’s 
when it’s worth spending at least part of the session in smaller groups.  
 
In a residential or day care community, dividing people up into pairs or small groups is usually done 
based on who is sitting next to whom. Many older adults have limited mobility and walking across the 
room to join another group is not always an easy option. But when it’s possible, find ways to mix 
people up so that they get to know a variety of people better. Always create groups by what people 
have in common, either real or manufactured. Here are a few ideas of ways to do that: 

• Ask them to find a partner who is wearing the same number of rings, or similar shoes or the 
same colour item of clothing. 

 
• Divide them by seasons – “Everyone who has a spring 

birthday in this corner, summer birthdays over there … ”  
 

• As they enter the room, ask everyone to choose one of six 
pictures of fruits (presumably they will choose a fruit they 
like). When it is time to divide up, they need to find the 
group who chose the same (eg apples, bananas, oranges, 
grapes, strawberries or blueberries). 

 
• Divide the room into six conversational areas by putting posters or signs on the walls – ask 

people to go to the area with the poster of the song title (or celebrity, dessert, flower, etc) 
they prefer. 

 
• Give everyone a half or a quarter of a picture you have cut up and ask them to find the 

person(s) who completes their picture. 
 

• If they are given new name tags each time, put one of six different stickers on them in advance 
so they are grouped by stickers. 

 
If groups end up being uneven sizes, you can usually find someone who is willing to move to another. 
 
Be sensitive to any group divisions that could be potentially embarrassing. Some people are 
enormously proud to be 93, where others still prefer to shave a few years off their admitted age, so 
don’t group people by age. Similarly, people are often sensitive about inches lost from their height 
and hair lost from their head. 
 
Think about it . . . 
Have you tried any interesting ways to divide people into smaller groups? 
 
Summary . . . 
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The process of building rapport is often helped along by dividing people into smaller groups so that 
more people have a chance to voice their thoughts. When dividing people into groups, always look for 
(or create) something positive that they have in common.  
 
 
 
Two last thoughts 
 
Use lists. 
Let’s say everyone is tired of bad news, so you have decided to have a 
discussion on ‘Things that are good in the world’. It proves a popular topic and 
25 people are in attendance. You have divided the large group into smaller 
groups to generate lots of ideas and give everyone a chance to voice them. 
Now it’s time to make lists: 

• One person in each group can be assigned to write their group’s ideas 
down.  

• After a few minutes, go around to each group and ask someone to read 
the group’s list aloud.  

• Ask another person to put the ideas on a flip chart for all to see.  
• Each new group then puts a check mark next to things that have 

already been mentioned that they agree with, and add any new items 
they have come up with.  
 

Usually seeing other people’s ideas generates even more ideas, and everyone feels good, in this case, 
both because the subject was positive and they all had a chance to contribute.  
 
You can also keep those good feelings going by displaying the list on a noticeboard and asking others 
in your community to add to it, which in turn might arouse the curiosity of others so that even more 
people attend the next group meeting. 
 
We have suggested having one person take notes for the group in this example, but when it comes to 
making lists or relating experiences, often everyone appreciates having a pencil and paper to make 
notes. It can be embarrassing to have thought of three things you want to say and forget all of them 
by the time the discussion reaches you. It has happened to all of us, but older adults can be especially 
sensitive because they think everyone is looking at them for signs of memory loss – and often enough, 
they are right. 
 
One caution: creating lists doesn’t mean everyone will agree. You may have contradictory thoughts on 
the same list, but keep things light and non-judgmental. “Here’s another good thing to add to the list 
– we have the freedom to disagree!” 
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Create new traditions. 
Another way to build rapport is by creating traditions. You may already have some traditional 
discussion groups on travel or films, for example, but you can also create new ones that don’t have to 
happen weekly or even monthly. For example: 

• Every 31st December you might have a New Year’s 
Resolution discussion group. 

• You may like to have a discussion group for each 
season of the year. 

• When the Queen’s birthday honours list is 
published, you may like to hold a session to talk 
about who has been awarded an honour and the 
honourable things they have done. 

 
Think about it . . . 
Have you used group lists during discussions in creative ways? How? 
Are there any discussion traditions where you work now? Have you got any ideas about new ones you 
might add? 
 
Summary . . . 
Making lists can be a good way of generating ideas in a discussion and can include contradictory 
viewpoints.  
Some people like having a pencil and paper to make their own lists or notes (of their own or others’ 
thoughts). 
You may have some discussion traditions, but be on the lookout for new traditions that could be 
incorporated into your activity programming. 
 
 
 
Evaluate 
 
When a group discussion is over, evaluate it. A good start is to simply think about how things went. 
Some groups are more engaged than others and some groups function better on one day than 
another. Don’t beat yourself up because you couldn’t get Mr Smith to smile – gravity has turned the 
faces of many older adults into downward-drawn mouths that don’t reflect their real feelings. On the 
other hand, do keep looking for ways to make the discussion fun and/or meaningful for everyone.  

• Ask the people who were present but didn’t actively participate what they thought. As we 
noted earlier, many passively engaged people prefer it that way. They are comfortable with 
being on the sidelines. 

 
• Ask for input from your most actively engaged people, too. They are likely to be enjoying the 

class, but they may still have good ideas for making it even better. 
 

• Consider doing one-page written surveys asking for participant input. How is the room 
temperature? Are the chairs comfortable? Can they hear and see okay? Are they given the 
chance to participate as much as they want? Do they have any suggestions for improvement? 
Do they have any suggestions for other topics or other groups? 
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• Also ask people who may have dropped out why they have done so. Some people discover 
they really aren’t interested after a week or two, or they don’t have the energy needed at that 
time of day, but some people drop out for reasons that are potentially surmountable. Perhaps 
they needed to be seated where they could hear better. Perhaps they were offended by 
someone’s comment, but never spoke up. 

 
• Finally, don’t hesitate to ask people who have 

never participated for their thoughts. It may be 
that they have never participated for the same 
reasons some people dropped out, or they may 
have their own ideas for new groups they would 
like to be part of. 

 
The best way to improve as a discussion leader is through practice, so go out and have fun! 
 
Summary . . . 
To keep improving your discussion groups, evaluate them on a regular basis. You can do this 
informally by asking past and present participants what they like(d) and dislike(d), and how they think 
you could improve the discussions. You can also ask participants to fill out brief surveys and use their 
ideas to improve current groups and come up with new discussion groups. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


