
There are some observations I’ve made about all-volunteer activist groups that have relevance.  We 

tend to be 

1. Passionate—we care about the issue deeply so we’re less likely to “go along” with anything that 

threatens our view of what will be successful. 

2. We feel a bit entitled—we’re donating, sacrificing, our time, skills and money so we should be 

compensated in other ways.  Those ways vary depending on each person’s motivation and 

personal baggage—maybe a little special tx, maybe getting our own way. 

3. We’re continually transitional.  Members come and go, activists have lives, the group is 

continually filling gaps and making adjustments to personalities and to personnel.  Almost any 

warm body is welcome and rarely do newcomers receive much orientation or introductory 

training.  We don’t get them on-board very well. 

4. And this is huge.  We rarely/never have leaders experienced in group process, organizational 

management, etc.  Our leaders tend to be whomever was least able to say “no.”  They might be 

great leaders of events, actions or campaigns but that’s a different focus, requiring different 

skills than what it takes to lead an organization. 

5. Frequently the governing body, e.g. the Board is not familiar with its duties and responsibilities, 

e.g. they approve minutes without reading them, they can’t understand financials so they don’t 

bother, come to meetings when it’s convenient.  They are not engaged in that role enough to 

anticipate organizational problems so they are caught in reactive mode. 

There are stages in group development.   The shortcut mnemonic is Forming, Storming, Norming, 

Performing—and then there’s some sort of end or conclusion to a project, and the process begins again.   

Forming: polite, exciting, getting to know each other, beginning to clarify the purpose, share values, 

form subgroups—the good leader provides orientation 

Storming: Uh, oh, this is harder than we thought, fear and doubts set in and competition for leadership 

(or at least telling the leader how much better it would be, if done my way) is common as people try to 

seek resolution to the discomfort they feel.  New leadership often emerges and a successful storming 

stage establishes a decision-making process that works for the group. 

Norming: Now the focus is on problem-solving; Functional relationships are formed, the group is 

cohesive; practical leadership is shared. 

Performing: This is the joy.  It’s most productive, commitment is high, it’s fun and exciting to be part of 

the group; outsiders see the vitality and want to join.  The group is interdependent with the leader and 

the leader can delegate. 

End of project or stage of work.  Members drop off, and group recycles to clarifying the new purpose, 

new values. 

Group dynamics. OPS. 


