
3.5 STUDY UNIT 5: Roles of the worker and group leadership skills  

When working with groups, the social worker needs to have knowledge and skills in quite a 
number of roles. The following are the roles identified by Zastrow (2015:44): 
 

ROLE FUNCTION 

Enabler  

Helps group members to articulate their 
needs; clarify and identify  
problems; explore solution strategies; 
select and apply a strategy; and develop 
their capacity to deal with problems more 
effectively.  

Broker  
Links groups that need help with 
community services.  

Advocate  

Actively represents the group in institutions 
that have the capacity to  
help the group but are not interested in 
doing so.  

Empowerer  

Develops the capacity of the group by 
increasing its personal,  
socioeconomic and political strength and 
influence.  

Activist  
Seeks basic institutional change; a shift in 
power and resources for a  
disadvantaged group.  

Mediator  

Intervenes in disputes between parties to 
help them find compromises;  
reconciles differences, or reaches mutually 
satisfactory agreements.  

Negotiator  
Brings together people in conflict and 
seeks to bargain and compromise  
to find mutually acceptable agreements.  

Educator  
Gives information to groups and teaches 
adaptive skills.  

Initiator  
Calls attention to a problem and warns 
members.  

Coordinator  
Brings components together in an 
organised manner.  

Researcher  
Engages with literature on topics of interest 
and assesses the merits and shortcomings 
of programmes.  

Group  
facilitator  

Serves as a leader for a group discussion 
in a group with a particular focus.  

Public  
Speaker  

Talks to a variety of groups to inform them 
of available resources, or to argue the 
need for new services.  

Du Toit and Spies (1997:64) explain that when we speak of the skills of the group worker, 
we mean the behaviour of and activities performed by the group worker to help the group 
achieve its aims. Although a group worker may also possess natural communication skills, it 



is important that he or she develops these skills and acquires new skills. Unlike casework 
(covered in the counselling skills module), individuals in a group have greater freedom to 
decide  

 whether they wish to participate in communication in the group  

 with whom they wish to communicate  

 how they are going to make use of other members to communicate their ideas to the 
group.  

Some group worker skills place greater demands on the social worker than casework skills. 
Consider, for example, the skill of listening: As a group worker you must be able to listen to 
more than one person at a time. In the counselling skills module, we dealt with listening as it 
applies to only one person or to a family. A family is a natural group with already 
established relationships. Lewis (1989:155) refers to the interaction among group members 
and interaction with the group leader. As he explains:  

A group leader's basic tools in promoting interaction are the kinds of responses he makes to 
the comments of the group members. Criticism, an authoritative opinion, or a long-winded 
speech by the leader will stop the group in its tracks. But there are certain kindsof leader 
responses which actively stimulate further intercommunication.   

SKILLS DESCRIPTION 
AIMS AND DESIRED 

OUTCOMES 

Active listening  

Attending to verbal and non-
verbal aspects of 
communication without 
judging or evaluating  

To encourage trust and client 
self-disclosure and 
exploration.  

Restating  

Saying in slightly different 
words what a participant has 
said to clarify the meaning.  

To determine if the leader has 
understood the client’s 
statement correctly; and to 
provide support and 
clarification.  

Clarifying  

Grasping the essence of a 
message at the feeling and 
the thinking levels; simplifying 
client statements by focusing 
on the core of the message.  

To help clients sort out 
conflicting and confused 
feelings and thoughts; and to 
arrive at a meaningful 
understanding of what is 
being communicated.  

Summarising  

Pulling together the important 
elements of an interaction or 
session.  

To avoid fragmentation and 
give direction to a session; 
and to provide for continuity 
and meaning.  

Questioning  

Asking open-ended questions 
that lead to the self-
exploration of the how and 
why of behaviour.  

To elicit further discussion; to 
get information; to stimulate 
thinking; to increase clarity 
and focus; and to provide for 
further self-exploration.  

Interpreting  

Offering possible explanations 
for certain behaviours, 
feelings and thoughts.  

To encourage deeper self-
exploration; and to provide a 
new perspective for 
considering and 
understanding one’s 



behaviour.  

Confronting  

Challenging members to look 
at discrepancies between 
their words and actions or 
body and verbal messages; 
pointing to conflicting 
information or messages.  

To encourage honest self-
investigation; to promote full 
use of potential; and to bring 
about awareness of self-
contradictions.  

Reflection of feelings  

Communicating 
understanding of the content 
of feelings.  

To let members know that 
they are heard and 
understood beyond the level 
of words.  

Supporting  

Providing encouragement and 
reinforcement.  

To create an atmosphere that 
encourages members to 
continue desired behaviours; 
to provide help when clients 
are facing difficult struggles; 
and to create trust.  

Empathising  

Identifying with clients by 
assuming their frames of 
reference.  

To foster  
trust in the therapeutic 
relationship; to communicate 
understanding; and to 
encourage deeper levels of 
self-exploration.  

Facilitating  

Opening up clear and direct 
communication in the group; 
and helping members to 
assume increased 
responsibility for the group’s 
direction.  

To promote effective 
communication among 
members; and to help 
members reach their own 
goals in the group.  

Initiating  

Promoting group participation 
and introducing new 
directions in the group.  

To prevent needless group 
floundering; and to increase 
the pace of the group 
process.  

Goal setting  

Planning specific goals for the 
group process and helping 
participants to define concrete 
and meaningful goals.  

To give direction to the 
group’s activities; and to help 
members select and clarify 
their goals.  

Evaluating  

Appraising the ongoing group 
process and the individual 
and group dynamics.  

To promote better self-
awareness and understanding 
of group movement and 
direction.  

Giving feedback  

Expressing concrete and 
honest reactions based on 
observation of member 
behaviours.  

To offer an external view of 
how the person appears to 
others; and to increase the 
client’s self-awareness.  

Suggesting  
Offering advice and 
information, and direction and 
ideas for new behaviour.  

To help members develop 
alternative courses of thinking 
and action.  

Protecting  Safeguarding members from To warn members of possible 



unnecessary psychological 
risks in the group.  

risks in group participation; 
and to reduce these risks.  

Disclosing oneself  

Revealing one’s reactions to 
here-and-now events in the 
group  

To facilitate deeper levels of 
group interaction; to create 
trust; and to model ways of 
revealing oneself to others.  

Modelling  

Demonstrating desired 
behaviour through actions.  

To provide examples of 
desirable behaviour; and to 
inspire members to fully 
develop their potential.  

Linking  

Connecting the work that 
members do to common 
themes in the group.  

To promote member-to-
member interactions; and to 
encourage the development 
of cohesion.  

Blocking  
Intervening to stop counter-
productive group behaviour.  

To protect members and to 
enhance the flow of the group 
process.  

Terminating  
Preparing the group to close a 
session or end its existence.  

To help members assimilate, 
integrate and apply in-group 
learning to everyday life.  

 


