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Core Group & 
Other Volunteers 

Objectives  

To familiariz e you with  the  decision -making  body  of the  Project , the  Core Group , as well  as other  volun teers  

who  are not part  of the  Core Group . Both  the  Core Group  and the  non -Core Group  volun teers  are essential  

Core Elements  of the  Mpowermen t Project . 

 

What  youõll find  in  the  Appendix  to  this  module:  

Figure  5.1 Sample  Core Group  agendas  for  the  fi rst  4 meetings  

Figur e 5.2 Sample  Volun teer  Interest Sheets 

Figu re 5.3 Sampl e Icebreaker Exercises 

Figur e 5.4 Facilitation  Skills -Building  Tips  

Figu re 5.5 Brainstorming  Skill s-Building  Tips 

Figu re 5.6 Confli ct  Management Skill s-Building  Tips 

Figu re 5.7 Sampl e Core Group  Agendas fo r establish ed Core Groups  

Figur e 5.8 Sample  Core Group  Planning  òCheck Listó 
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4 Main  Ground  Rules  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

confiden tiality  

 

use  òIó stat emen ts 

mut ual  respect  

have fun!  
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Core Group members are volunteers, as are 

the other volunteers of the Project. Much 

of what is discussed in the second major 

section of this module, Volunteers, also 

pertains to Core Group members. Therefore, 

it will be helpful to read the section on 

Volunteers in order to get a more complete 

understanding of the Core Group. 

The Core Group is the decision-making body of the Project that  designs and 

carries out all Project activities. Usually it  is comprised of 12 to 20 young 

gay/bisexual men, depending upon the size of the community  (with  fewer 

Core Group members in  a smaller community,  and more in  a larger, more 

diverse community).  The Core Groupôs role is to: 

 

l  a nalyze the  problems  and  dilemmas  that  

young  gay/bis exual  men  face in  their  

communit y, 

 

l s trat egize  how  to address  those  problems  

thr ough  Project  activities , 

 

l i mplemen t  solutions  to the  problems,  and  

l a nalyze  if  the  strategies  are successful.  

The Core Group is also a key part  of the process 

of diffusing  messages and norms about HIV 

prevention (including safer sex, HIV testing, 

PrEP and HIV treatment ) to social networks 

throughout  the young gay/bisexual menôs 

community.  In  addition  to HIV/AIDS,  problems 

and dilemmas facing young men include where 

to meet other young men besides bars, the lack 

of safe places to socialize, a lack of community, 

challenges around HIV prevention , how young gay/bisexual men treat each 

other, homophobia in  the community  and internalized  homophobia by the 

young men themselves, how to maintain  healthy boyfriend  relationships,  

and so forth.  
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The Core Group 

analyzes if the 

Project goals 

and the goals 

of the activities 

are being met. 

The Core Group analyzes and considers the causes of these issues, and then 

it  designs and implements  activities that  might  be solutions. These solutions 

can involve developing Social Outreach Events (see Module 7: Formal  

OutreachðSocial Outreach Events and Outreach Teams) and conducting 

HIV prevention  promotional  outreach. Possible solutions also include 

helping to ensure that  M-groups are conducted, developing appealing and 

interesting  HIV prevention materials, and developing and disseminating 

publicity  materials for  the Project. The Core Group analyzes if  the Project 

goals and the goals of the activities are being met. For example, did a Social 

Outreach event attract  diverse groups of young men and was HIV prevention  

promoted? Did it  get men to think  more about how to maintain  healthy 

boyfriend  relationships  and how HIV prevention  enters into  such 

relationships? After  reflecting  if the goals of the event have been met, the 

Core Group then plans other activities and capitalizes on the lessons 

learned. 

This approach of focusing on problems and 

dilemmas, and then striving  to create solutions, 

is a key part  of community  organizing and 

empowerment. Organizing and creating a stronger, 

healthier  young gay/bisexual menôs community  is a 

key goal of this Project. Importantly,  successful 

community  organizers focus on ñwinnable winsòð 

addressing problems that  one can potentially  

change successfully, and this is also the approach 

used in  the Mpowerment  Project. Focusing on 

winnable wins gives the Core Group a sense of 

accomplishment and empowerment, as opposed 

to trying  to address major  social problems that  are 

important  but difficult  to alter. Therefore, the Core 

Group tends to focus on concrete, local issuesð 

while always keeping a focus on HIV  preventionð 

rather  than on issues that  are more difficult  to 

achieve. Men who want to focus on the larger issues 

are supported in  their  endeavors, but the Project tends to work on more 

achievable goals, while weaving HIV  prevention  into  all activities.  

Most of the Mpowerment  Projectôs Guiding Principles pertain  to the Core 

Group. Two of its Guiding Principles are that  the Project is peer run  and peer 

designed, and that  it  empowers the young men involved in  the Project. The 

Core Group meets both criteria  because it  makes important  decisions about 

running  the Project, and because it  is directly  involved with  decision-making 

and continual  analysis based on the Projectôs goals. The Guiding Principle  

of diffusing  the messages of HIV  prevention  throughout  the young menôs 

community  is achieved by ensuring that  the Core Group has representatives 

from  diverse social networks. 

 

This module describes how to establish a Core Group, its purpose, and how 

its work helps to implement  the Projectôs Guiding Principles. As with  all  of 

the Mpowerment  Projectôs Core Elements, adaptations to the Core Group 

model should involve careful consideration of the Guiding Principles. 
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it  is important  that the Core Groupôs composition  

reflects the Projectôs target population.  Every community  has 

substantial diversity,  with  many subgroups or segments. An 

effective Core Group should strive to include many men from  each 

of the major  segments of young gay/bisexual men that exist in the 

community.  Before assembling a Core Group for the fi rst time, or 

when needing to renew a Core Group by attracting  new members, 

the Coordinators should conduct a community  assessment. This  

is one of the very fi rst steps to start up the Project, but it  is also 

helpful  to do if  the size of the Core Group needs to be increased. 

(See Module 2:  Community  Assessment for  more information  on 

the community  assessment.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

In  order to have an Mpowerment  Project 

that can reach broadly into  diverse segments 

of the young gay/bisexual menôs community,  
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Results from  the community  assessment will  help guide the Coordinators in  

deciding who to recruit  to the group. Diversity  is a key consideration. Having 

a diverse Core Group ensures that  the Project represents a broad variety of 

ideas and perspectives, and a diverse Core Group helps create a broad base of 

support for  the Project within  the community.  As we state throughout  this 

manual, diversity  not only means men from  different  ethnic/racial  groups, 

but also from  diverse socioeconomic and educational backgrounds, different  

social networks, and so forth.  

In  addition  to considering diversity  issues, it  is also helpful  to recruit  young 

men into  the Core Group who have leadership qualities, and who are popular  

within  the different  segments of the young gay/bisexual menôs community.  

Men whose behavior and opinions  influence other young men and who know 

many other young gay/bisexual men will  be extremely helpful  as Core Group 

members. Since the Core Group (including  the Coordinators)  is the starting  

point  for  the diffusion  process (one of the Guiding Principles),  it  is helpful  if  

its members are respected by others and have a number of friends to whom 

they can spread the messages of HIV prevention , and creating a supportive 

community.  In  addition,  these men can endorse the Project, and tell  other 

young men in  the community  that  this is an exciting program, that its 

activities are interesting  and trendy,  and that  itôs worth  joining  this 

community  of young gay/bisexual men. 

While  it  is important  to have popular  men as members of the Core Group, it  

is also important  not to exclude anyone who wants to be a part  of this group. 

More help is always needed, and excluding men will  cause the Project to be 

perceived as cliquish.  

Membership  in  the Core Group will  change over time. Some men stay in   

the Core Group for  a long time, while others leave after serving only briefly.  

It  is not necessarily a problem if  some men decide that  they do not enjoy 

participating  in  the Core Group and therefore stop participating  in  it.  Given 

the amount of time and reflection  that  is required  of Core Group members, 

many men may decide they would rather  volunteer in  some other capacity. 

However, it  is important  for  the Project Coordinators to understand the 

reasons why young men stop attending Core Group meetings, since these 

may provide helpful  feedback to the Coordinators. For this reason, we 

recommend following  up with  former  Core Group members to find  out 

why they left  the group and to get their  suggestions for ways to improve the 

Project. New volunteers will  need to be recruited  on an ongoing basis to keep 

its membership between 12 and 20 men. 
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Mo tivations  for  joining  

the  Core  Group  

What motivates young men to want to be part  

of the Core Group, especially since it  takes a 

considerable amount of time and energy? Keeping 

this in  mind  will  increase your success in building  

and maintaining  the group. 

First,  a major  motivation  to participate  in  the 

Core Group is that  it  provides an opportunity  to 

meet and socialize with  other young men. Since 

the social aspect of the Project is a prime  motivator  

for  many young men (and therefore is a Guiding 

Principle),  it  is important  from  the outset to 

include time for  socializing and team building  among Core Group 

members. For example, sometimes Core Group members choose 

to go out dancing together on a Saturday night.  Some Core 

Groups have made it  a regular practice of going out to a cafe 

together following  their  meetings. Building  such opportunities  

into  the Project helps to keep young men involved. 

Second, granting  decision-making power to the Core Group 

members is very motivating.  This contributes  to the strong 

sense of ownership Core Group members feel for  the program, 

which translates into  a willingness to commit  their  time to Project 

activities.  It  can be far more rewarding  to work on a program when 

you have a strong voice in  it  than if  you are only carrying out someone 

elseôs decisions, or if  you only have very limited  power in  deciding what 

the program will  do. Again, this sort of empowerment is one of the Guiding 

Principles of the program. 

Third,  having an opportunity  to help their  community  is highly  

motivating  for  some men, and the Project goals of community -building  and 

HIV  prevention  offer multiple  opportunities  to become involved in  these 

areas. Core Group members get to plan and carry out activities to prevent 

HIV  infection  among their  peers, support  friends to get tested for  HIV,  and 

support  friends to follow  up with  medical care if  they have HIV.  For other 

men, helping their  community  by reducing the sense of isolation  that  many 

young gay/bisexual men experience is motivating,  and thus they welcome the 

opportunity  to actively create new social outlets for  young men. 

 

 

Facili tating  Core Group  Meetings  

The Coordinators typically  facilitate  Core Group meetings, although skilled 

volunteers may also fulfill  this role or co-facilitate  meetings. As described in  

Module 4: Coordinators, it  is important  for  the Coordinators to have effective 

group facilitation  skills. If  they have never gone through  group facilitation  

training,  they should obtain  such training  as soon as possible after they are 

hired.  (See Figure  5.4 in the Appendix to this module for  facilitation  skills- 

building  tips.)  
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The Coordinators are both Core Group members and facilitators  of the Core 

Group. When a Coordinator  is acting in  the role of facilitator,  it  is best if  he tries 

to remain neutral  on issues that are discussed by the group. For example, if  a 

discussion is occurring about an upcoming event, the facilitator  should not be 

interjecting  his views about it.  However, it  is definitely  appropriate  for him  to 

pose questions to the group to get them to think  through  the consequences of  

any actions they are considering taking. If  a topic arises that  a Coordinator  wants 

to be able to contribute  input  to, it  is best if  he surrenders the role of facilitator  to 

another Coordinator  while he does so. 

 

It is important for 

the Coordinators to 

have effective group 

facilitation skills. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Skills -building  and  shar ed  M-gr oup  

experience  for  Core  Group  members  

Although  there is no formal  training  or orientation  for Core Group 

members, it  is strongly recommended that all of them attend 

an M-group. If  all Core Group members share the experience of 

participating  in an M-group, then everyone on the Project starts 

at the same place in terms of their  knowledge about many key 

elements of the Project: its goals, HIV prevention  behaviors 

including knowing oneôs own HIV  status, conducting informal  

outreach to friends, and an understanding  of the link  between 

building  community  and supporting  friends. 

When the M-group facilitators  (the Project Coordinators)  are first  learning  

how to facilitate  groups, they can conduct ñpractice groupsò with  Core Group 

members. This accomplishes two things:  the Coordinators are able to get 

needed practice as group facilitators,  and Core Group members experience 

being in  an M-group. Thereafter, whenever someone is interested in  joining  

the Core Group, they should be signed up for  an M-group as soon as possible. 
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Teams  

 
 

 
In  addition,  young men from  economically or educationally disadvantaged 

backgrounds may need some additional  support  in  order to assume a 

leadership role in  the community.  If  the Core Group has many members who 

have never before participated  in  a ñformalò group, it  may be very helpful  to 

provide a training  in  facilitation  skills  for  the entire Core Group. Learning 

facilitation  skills  will  make it  easier for  them to participate  in  Core Group 

meetings, and also to facilitate  both the group and team or subcommittee 

meetings. In  addition,  Core Group members are likely  to benefit from  

learning about approaches to conflict  resolution,  new computer skills  (e.g., 

Word, Excel, graphic arts software), places they can go in  the community  to 

obtain  a GED, and information  on attending college 

and obtaining  scholarships. As discussed in  Module 

11: Community  Advisory Boards, the CAB may be able 

to attend some Core Group meetings and provide life  

skills trainings  on such things as how to balance a 

checkbook, apply for  a job, dress appropriately  for  a 

job interview,  and keep a job. 

 
 

Carrying out Project activities involves 

many tasks and details, and the Core Group can 

delegate these responsibilities  to teams or committees 

of volunteers instead of trying  to tackle every issue 

itself.  For this reason, Projects have often formed the 

following  teams: 

Outreach  Team.  This team is in  charge of coming 

up with  a way to promote HIV prevention  

throughout  the community  and weave HIV 

prevention  promotion  into  Project events. 

Social  Outreach  Events  Team.  This team is in  charge of planning  all the 

Projectôs large Social Outreach Events, as well as other Project activities. 

 
During  its meetings, the Core Group reviews and gives feedback on each 

teamôs ideas and plans. For example, the Outreach Team may present to the 

Core Group their  ideas about conducting outreach at an upcoming event. 

The Core Group then discusses their  ideas and offers feedback. The Outreach 

Team then incorporates the Core Groupôs suggestions into  their  plans and 

proceeds with  the event. Likewise, if  the Outreach Team is developing ideas 

for an HIV prevention promotional  piece or an invitation  to an outreach 

event, they also present these ideas to the Core Group. Following  the Core 

Groupôs feedback, the Outreach Team then produces the materials. 

Often Core Group members will  also be a member of a team, and this overlap 

provides useful continuity.  This structure  leaves the details to the individual  

teams, and allows the Core Group to focus on larger issues. By not having to 

worry  about the details of eventsðwhich may not be of interest to everyone  

in  the Core Group anywayðthe Core Group is able to cover a number of 

different  topics at each meeting. Typically  teams will  meet during  the week, 

work on their  tasks, present what theyôve done at the next Core Group 

meeting, and solicit  feedback and ideas from  the Core Group. 
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òConfiden tialityó 

Frequenc y and  location  of  Core  Group  meetings  

Food  

Mpowermen t  Project  ground  rule s 

 
 
 

 

Core  Group  mee tings  

 

 

Core 

Groups function  most efficiently  when they meet weekly. Evening meetings 

generally work best since many Core Group members are students or hold 

day jobs. Meetings are generally held at the Project space, the physical 

center where the Project holds most of its 

outreach events. 

 

It  is important  to serve food at 

Core Group meetings becauseðsurprise, 

surprise!ðpeople like to eat when they  

get together. The type and amount of food 

depends on the Project budget, as well as 

community  expectations. Some Projects 

provide substantial meals before Core Group 

meetings, while others offer light  refreshments 

(juice, soda, chips, crackers, and cookies). 

Some Projects hold potluck  dinners where 

Core Group members bring  dishes to share at 

the meetings. Depending on when Core Group 

meetings occur, it  is important  to recognize 

that Core Group members may be giving up 

their  dinner  hour to attend the Core Group, so 

having something to eat is important.  

 

 
The Project ground rules 

or agreements (see list  below) are reviewed each time the Core Group 

meets, as well as at M-group meetings. They should also be displayed in  the 

Mpowerment  Project space. It  is fine to rephrase them to make them more 

culturally  appropriate  to the group of men that the Project is targeting. At the 

beginning of each meeting, a Core Group member typically  reviews the ground 

rules and describes what they mean to him.  Coordinators can then add any 

points that the volunteer may have left  out. The four  main ground rules are: 

  l   Confidentiality  

  l Use òIó statemen ts 

  l  Mutual  respect  

  l Have  fun!  

 

 

means that  private and sensitive information  

revealed during  a meeting is not repeated outside of the meeting without  

permission from  the person who shared it.  Or paraphrasing this agreement, 

what is said in  the room stays in  the room. While  the Core Group members 

are encouraged to tell  people about the Project, they should not share 

anyoneôs personal information  with  others. This is important  to emphasize 
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òUse ôIõ stat emen tsó 

òMutual  respectó 

òHave fun!ó 

 
 
 

 

at every meeting because many men are concerned that  their  

ñbusinessò will  be shared with  others. 

 
 

means that  each Core Group 

member discusses what he feels about a topic, rather  than 

speaking in general terms about what most people think  or 

trying  to impose his values and opinions  on someone else. Core 

Group members should be encouraged to use statements like ñI 

thinkò or ñI feelò when communicating  their  opinions.  

 
 

means listening  to others in  a 

respectful manner, regardless of whether one agrees with  their  

views or not. It  is natural  to disagree sometimes, especially 

given that  Core Group members come from  different  backgrounds and 

have different  life  experiences. However, all  points of view are valid. By 

respecting others, this creates a safe environment  so Core Group members 

feel comfortable expressing differing  opinions.  Being mutually  respectful also 

means not talking  while others are talking.  

 
 

 

The Project 

ground rules 

or agreements 

are reviewed at 

each Core Group 

and M-group 

meeting. 

 
means that the Projectôs activities should be fun and 

enjoyable. The work we are doing is important,  but be careful not to become 

overly serious while doing it.  

 

Socializing  before  and/or  aft er  Core  Group  meetings  

Scheduling a half-hour of time for  socializing before the Core Group gets 

started creates a relaxed atmosphere and a sense of community.  Playing 

music definitely  creates an upbeat mood. The socializing can be considered 

the period of time when the meeting is advertised as beginning until  the time 

the meeting is actually called to order. This period of time also allows leeway 

for  travel time, the inevitable straggling member, last minute  errands, etc. 

During  this time it  is important  for  the Coordinators to welcome each person 

who shows up to the meeting and mix  with  all the men (which  means that    

any preparations for  the Core Group meeting should be done prior  to this).  

The Coordinators can express their  appreciation  for  the Core Group members 

coming to the meeting, talk  to the new people, catch up with  the regulars, 

introduce  them to each other, and sparkle and be charming. This is also an 

excellent way for  new volunteers to get involved. Two or three Core Group 

members can form  a welcoming committee to make sure that  new people get 

introduced  around. Be sure to ask new men how they heard about the Project 

and keep notes on this, as the information  may guide future  outreach efforts. 

After  accomplishing the business of the meeting, many men like to continue 

socializing for  a while afterwards. This unstructured  social time is important  

for  team building  among the Core Group members. It  relates to the Guiding 

Principle  of developing a stronger and healthier  community  as young gay/ 

bisexual men create larger social networks of friends who support  each other 

about HIV prevention . It  also relates to the 
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Guiding Principle  of meeting young gay/bisexual menôs social needs. In  fact, 

the socializing aspect of Core Group meetings is often a bigger motivation   

for  participating  than the ñbusinessò aspect of the meeting. Turning  music 

back on after the meeting lets everyone know that  the meeting is officially  

over, and it  also creates a relaxed, fun, and social atmosphere during  which 

Coordinators can circulate through  the group to make sure that no one 

feels isolated or left  out. Having people stay and socialize after the meeting 

provides opportunities  for:  

 
    l C ore  Group  members  to get  to know  each other  bett er and  

develop  friendships  

 

    l C onducting  informal  outreach  by encouraging  each other  

to be safe sexually,  to get  tested,  and  to support  peers  in  

doing  both  

 

    l  Men to talk  to the  Coordinators  

    l   Recruiting  men  for  M-groups  

    l Making  referrals  to other  servic es 

    l   I  t  also  provides  a chance  for  those  men  who  missed  the  

social  time  before  the  meeting  to meet and  talk  with  the  

other  Core  Group  member s 

 

Occasionally some men only attend the Core Group to socialize and do not 

necessarily enjoy or contribute  to the Core Group activities. These men 

should be encouraged to attend other Mpowerment  Project activities instead, 

such as the weekly video nights or discussion groups, or simply  to come to the 

Project space after the Core Group meetings have ended. 

 

We cannot overemphasize the importance  of having music playing when men 

arrive for  Core Group meetings. As mentioned before, people often feel more 

comfortable and relaxed when they are in  a space with  music playing. Having 



 

Take  Minute s at  the  meeting  

The  impor tanc e of  planning  the  meeting  

Meet  beforehand  to plan  the  meeting  

 
 
 

 

music playing also improves the atmosphere by making the inevitable lulls  in  

conversation less ominous. Play fun, popular  music that  young guys listen to. 

Taking over the choice of music before and after Core Group meetings also 

provides an opportunity  for  a music-savvy Core Group member to get more 

involved. 

 

 
At each Core Group meeting ask 

someone to take minutes. This can be a job that a volunteer routinely  takes on. 

Typing the minutes directly  into  a laptop computer facilitates emailing them 

out to the Core Group or posting them to the Projectôs website and social media 

pages. It  also eliminates the need to type them out afterwards. Including  the 

date in  the fi le title  is helpful  for easy record keeping (but  donôt forget to also 

include the year of the meeting). A complete copy of the minutes should be fi led 

in  the Project office after the meeting. 

 

 

Preparing  for  Core  Group  mee tings  

and  developing  a preliminar y agenda  

 
Having productive  

and well functioning  meetings is one of the keys to a successful Core 

Group, and preparing  for  good meetings is simple and doesnôt take much 

time. No one wants to come to meetings that  are dry and boringðnot even 

Coordinators. Meetings that  are disorganized and unproductive  are also a 

major  source of frustration  to Core Group members, who are volunteering  

their  valuable time to the Project. One agency we worked with  watched its 

Core Group die after many weeks of pointless discussion about creating 

bylaws. Tasks that  donôt contribute  to community -building  and a sense 

of fun can frustrate  members and can lead to the groupôs failure.  The 

easiest way to avoid these common pitfalls  is to make sure that  meetings 

are well planned. Below are the steps weôve seen used to great success in  

Mpowerment  Projects. 

 

 
We strongly suggest that  

the Coordinators meet before the Core Group meeting to create a    

preliminary  agenda. Setting a preliminary  agenda rather  than a final  one 

embodies the Projectôs guiding  principle  to empower participants  by giving 

them a voice in  planning.  At the beginning of each meeting, the Core Group is 

then given the opportunity  to revise and approve the final  agenda. If  a Project 

has only one Coordinator,  then it  is recommended he meet either with  the 

Project Supervisor or with  one or more key Core Group members to get input  

on the preliminary  agenda. 

Including  Core Group members in  the planning  of meetings helps volunteers 

feel they have a vital  role in  decisions made about the Project. In  planning  for  

the Core Group meeting, itôs a good idea to review minutes from  the last 

meeting to see if  there are any important  details that  need following  up. (See 
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It ems  to include  on  the  agenda  

 

 

 

 

figure  5.1 in  the Appendix to this module for  a sample agenda covering  the 

first  four  Core Group meetings.) 

During  planning  for  the Core Group meeting, itôs a good idea to review 

minutes from  the last meeting to see if  there are any important  details that  

need following  up. 

 

 
Sometimes running  the 

Mpowerment  Project can seem like a juggling  act that  requires keeping many 

balls in  the air simultaneously, and this fact impacts the agenda. Trying  to 

focus on many issues simultaneously  sometimes results 

in  Core Group meetings that feel more like staff meetings 

than a vital  component of empowerment and  community - 

building.  The goal of Core Group meetings is not just to 

have volunteers give status reports on the work theyôve 

been doing, to assign tasks, or to think  of more work for  

everyone to do!  While  these are all important  tasks, itôs 

best to avoid letting  them dominate Core Group meetings. 

Instead, we recommend that  Core Group members spend 

time at the beginning of every meeting working  together on 

a team building  exerciseðsomething that will  help 

everyone get to know each other just a little  bit  better. (See 

Figure  5.3. in  the Appendix to this module for  a list  of 

sample icebreaker exercises.) 

It  is important  to review the ground rules at every Core 

Group meeting. MPower in  Albuquerque started every 

meeting with  an icebreaker and a special review of the 

ground rules, after which they would light  a candle. This 

symbolically  reinforced the idea of observing the ground 

rules during  the Core Group meeting. 

Spending time reflecting  on the overall functioning  of 

the Project is of critical  importance,  as is a review of each 

of the Core Elements. For example, periodically  it  is 

helpful  to devote time during  the meetings to discuss how 

informal  outreach is progressing among the men attending  

Core Group so that  they continue to support  each other 

HIV prevention . Another  extremely valuable agenda item is 

to revisit  the issue of why local young gay/bisexual men are 

still  having unprotected sex, and how the Project can best 

address this problem.  Discussing this topic at least a few  

times a year will  help to ensure that  the Project is staying relevant to the HIV  

prevention  needs of its target population.  Including  an agenda item every few 

meetings about recruitment  for  M-groups is also extremely important,  since 

the Core Group can be instrumental  in  finding  new ways to attract  young 

men to these groups. 
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Prepar e the  sp ace for  the  meeting  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During planning 

for the Core Group 

meeting, itôs a good 

idea to review 

minutes from the 

last meeting to 

see if there are any 

important details that 

need following up. 

In  addition  to the  agenda  it ems  

dis cus sed  abo ve, other  topic s that  

ma y need  regular  att ention  include:  

  l   Brains torming  upcoming  events 

  l  Analyzing  previous  events 

  l  Recognizing  and  appreciating  volun teers 

  l G enerating  ideas  for  future  dis cussion  

groups  

  l  Implementing  publicit y plans  

l Producing  and  disseminating  safer -sex  writ ten materials  

l R ecruiting  new members  to the  Core Group,  the  Outreach  

Teams or  the  M-gr oup  Team 

  l Providing  refreshmen ts at  events 

l Creating  next  monthõs calendar  

l Cleaning  the  Project  space 

l Main taining  a database  of  participan t  information  

l F ollowing  up  with  new names  collected  at  events (e.g.,  to in vit e 

men  to an M-gr oup ) 

l Operating  a website  

 
For Coordinators, 

planning  the agenda and being mentally  prepared for  the Core Group 
meeting is half  the taskðthe other half  is preparing the Project space for  
the meeting. Here are some suggestions for  pre-meeting tasks: 

    l  Clean the  meeting  area, sweep or  vacuum  the  floo r, pick  up  

tr ash, etc. 

    l  Refill  condom  bowls  in  the  main  area and  in  the  bathroom  

    l M     ake sure  the  Ground  Rules  and  calendar  are pos ted,  

food  or  snacks  are out  and  ready , and  that  music  is playing  

in  the  background  

    l   Have flip  char ts and  markers  ready  

    l   Copy any handouts  that  are to be distributed  

Devoting 30 minutes before the Group convenes (and before the socializing 

time begins) to whip  the space into  shape can make a huge difference in  

how the meetings run.  If  the Coordinators are running  around trying  to get 

things set up while the Core Group men are socializing, this detracts from  

the upbeat mood. But when all preparations are completed before the first  

men arrive, then the Coordinators can spend their  time socializing with  Core 

Group members, meeting new people, making introductions,  and in  general 

making everyone feel comfortable. The Coordinators can also ask a couple 

of volunteers to show up 15 minutes early every week to help them with  last 

minute  details. So, we strongly recommend that  the Coordinators check 
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Star ting  the  meeting  

Introduction  of  coor dinators  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

e-mails and finish  up any paperwork before men come to the house. Again, 

the goal is to create a warm, welcoming, friendly  environment.  That may be 

difficult  to do if  the Coordinators are preoccupied with  last minute  tasks. (See 

Figure  5.8 in  the Appendix to this module for  a sample Core Group planning  

checklist that  can be helpful  to use before each meeting.)  

 

 

Conducting  Core  Group  mee tings  

An effective way to organize Core Group meetings is to spend about 

15-30 minutes on introductions  and team-building,  60 minutes on 

Project-related work,  and 30-45 minutes discussing broader, 

topical  issues. 

At times, and particularly  just before a large event, a part  of the meeting can 

also be spent breaking into  smaller groups or teams to complete urgent tasks 

related to the event. For instance, the Materials  Team may need to finish  

producing  a flyer  in  order to meet an approaching deadline, or the Outreach 

Team needs to make final  arrangements to go to community  venues to 

publicize an upcoming event. Alternately,  a Coordinator  can suggest that  the 

volunteers get together right  after the meeting to complete work on the task. 

 

 
We recommend that  Core Group meetings 

begin with  the Coordinators asking everyone to come together. People can 

grab anything  they want to eat or drink  as they sit down. At this point,  the 

music is turned  off, and the Coordinators welcome everyone and thank them 

for  attending the Core Group meeting. 

 
 

Coordinators then introduce  

themselves and give a quick overview of the Project. For example, in  Austin  

Coordinators started each Core Group meeting by reminding  members that  

the Project is a community -building  and HIV  prevention  program for  gay/ 

bisexual men ages 18-29. Itôs also helpful  to explain the Coordinatorôs role 

in  the Core Group and the Core Groupôs role in  the Project. For example, 

in  Albuquerque the Coordinators typically  explain that  while they are the 
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Dis cussing  the  ground  rule s 

Introductions  and  icebreakers  

Review  the  previous  week õs minute s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coordinators of the Project, they are also part  of the Core Group. Doing 

so reminds participants  that  all Core Group members ðincluding  the 

Coordinatorsðhave equal status in  the group. 

 
 

Typically  a Core Group member 

then states the ground rules for  the meeting, in  his own words. A Coordinator  

can add additional  points that  arenôt covered by the volunteer.  

 
 

Since not everyone may 

know each other (or remember each otherôs names), it  is helpful  to have 

introductions.  Rather than simply  having people go around the room and 

state their  names, it  is more personal and enjoyable to ask each man to 

answer a simple question, such as ñWhat is your favorite  way to relax?ò, 

ñWhat entertainer  do you really like?ò, or ñIf you could have a date with  any 

celebrity, who would you choose?ò Such exercises help break the ice, are fun, 

and provide a way for  Core Group to build  trust  and mutual  understanding.  

Many Projects have decided to incorporate  an icebreaker exercise into  

the start of every Core Group meeting as a way of setting a positive tone 

and getting to know members better. In  fact, we have noticed that  even 

though Core Group members sometimes balk at doing ñcornyò exercises, 

meetings beginning with  a team-building  exercise often have less conflict  

and are easier to facilitate  than meetings without  such exercises. Core 

Group members can also come up with  their  own icebreaker each week, and 

facilitation  of the icebreaker can be done either by a Coordinator  or a Core 

Group member. (See Figure  5.3 in  the Appendix to this module for  a list  of 

sample icebreaker exercises.) 

 
 

Briefly  go over the 

minutes of the last meeting to bring  people up-to-date. Remember to keep it  

fun. The facilitator  might  try  to make a joke, or recall something humorous 

from  the previous meeting. It  is important  that  whoever facilitates the 

meeting not come across as stiff  and formal,  since that  is likely  to make 

meetings feel boring  and impersonal. 
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The  òbusinessó issue s 

Parking  lo t  

 

 

 

 

 

The facilitator  then moves the group to 

the issues at hand: planning  and carrying out activities, and analyzing the 

success of previous activities. It  is helpful  to present the preliminary  agenda 

at this point,  either on a dry-erase board or a flip  chart, and ask the Core 

Group if  there are any additional  items they wish to add. Oftentimes the 

groupôs business agenda will  include brainstorming  ideas for  the next Social 

Outreach Event, making decisions about the event, assembling committees to 

work on it,  or evaluating how an event went. Before the group moves on to     

a new topic, the facilitator  can help members decide what the next steps are 

and together develop a timeline  for  accomplishing them. 

 
Each Coordinator  or team leader/  volunteer presents his teamôs progress and 

solicits Core Group input.  When a Project is in  the middle  of planning  a large 

event (like  a dance party),  each person in charge of a certain task is asked 

to report  on his progress. The volunteer who is coordinating  decoration, for  

example, talks about where that  team is in  the planning  process. The 

Coordinator  in  charge of HIV prevention  promotional  materials might  show 

draft  materials to the group for input  or approval. The Outreach Team 

leader talks about his teamôs plans to promote HIV prevention  during  the 

event. This can include discussions of the most recent outreach efforts, 

goals for  the planning  of events, M-groups recruitment  status, etc. One way 

to deal with  all the work of the Project is to break into  teams and have each 

one report  back to the Core Group about their  work or activities. (See 

Module 7: Formal  Outreachð Social Outreach Events and Outreach 

Teams for  more information  on what  issues to address when planning  

Social Outreach Events.) 

Reviewing the current  calendar by pointing  out upcoming activities can help 

to encourage Core Group members to attend future  events. Reviewing the 

calendar also provides an opportunity  to publicize each event and serves as a 

reminder  to volunteers to remember to invite  their  friends. Time might  also be 

taken to plan the next monthôs calendar. 

 

 

In  addition  to addressing business-related issues, some portion  of each 

Core Group meeting needs to be devoted to HIV  prevention -related issues. 

Some suggested topics include informal  outreach (e.g., discussing how 

informal  outreach is going, encouraging members to talk  to their  friends 

about HIV prevention , addressing barriers  to informal  outreach); check-ins 

on whatôs happening in  the community  regarding HIV prevention  (e.g., 

what people are doing, what the community  norms are); drug and/or  

alcohol use and their  relationships  to safer sex; discussions about HIV  

testing (where are people getting tested, with  what regularity);  an update 

on HIV  in  the community;  and collaborations  with  other organizations. 

 
 

While  running  the meeting, sometimes topics are raised 

that  are not relevant to the immediate  task or issue being discussed. The 

ñparking lotò is a list  of unfinished  issues or ideas raised by the Core Group 

that  werenôt immediately  addressed. Sometimes these topics come up when 

the group doesnôt have time to address them, or they may be related to an 
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Di scussion  of  HIV/AIDS, the  communi ty and  other  issu es 

 

 

 

 

Meetings beginning

with a team-building 

exercise often have

less conflict  and  are

easier to facilitate

than meetings 

without such

exercises. 
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Announcemen ts  

Formally  end  each  meeting  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

entirely  different  discussion, or they just may not fit  into  the context of 

the current  conversation. For example, suppose the group is discussing an 

upcoming event, and then someone suggests another event he thinks  the 

Project might  be interested in.  That proposed event would then be put in  a 

parking  lot  at the end of the agenda to be discussed in  greater detail  after 

everything else on the agenda had been taken care of. 

The parking  lot  is a useful tool  that  helps manage distractions  from  the task 

at hand while ensuring that  topics donôt get lost. It  is also a good place to put 

event ideas, workshop suggestions, and other information  that  gradually 

become part  of an ongoing list  of ñparking lot  items.ò The entire parking  lot  

list  does not need to be covered at each meeting, and due to time limitations  

never could be. The Core Group gets to decide what parking  lot  items they 

want to tackle at each meeting. The important  thing  is not to forget about 

whatôs on the list,  otherwise it  will  end up as a ñgarbage canò instead of a 

ñparking lot!ò 

 
 

Many 

Core Groups take the opportunity  

at the end of each meeting to make any relevant 

announcements. These can be announcements 

about birthdays,  holidays, new events or openings 

around town, fun things to do, where everyone is going to dinner  that  night,  

or anything  else that  doesnôt require much discussion. 

It  is also helpful  to talk  about other events of interest  in  the community.  

Examples might  be an upcoming gay pride  festival, a film  festival, the 

opening of a new coffee shop, or volunteer opportunities  at local agencies 

and fundraisers. Encouraging participants  to attend other activities  can help 

them feel like they are part  of a larger community,  and when young men from  

the Project attend other events, they can also act as its ambassadors. 

 
 

Formally  end each Core Group 

meeting by thanking  everyone for  coming and participating  in  the meeting, 

and invite  them to stick around and socialize. As discussed earlier, the 

socializing time can provide a nice opportunity  for  newcomers to meet other 

guys and to find  out more about getting involved in  the Project. This informal  

socializing time can help build  community  by providing  opportunities  for  the 

participants  to have fun and find  support.  
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    l To inform  po tential  Core Group  members  about  the  Project  

    l  To inspire  them  to become  involved  

    l To in vit e them  to join  the  Core Group  

 

Creating an enjoyable, uplifting,  and sociable atmosphere for  the meeting 

is essential. Having music playing in  the Project space when men arrive 

helps create a welcoming and relaxed environment.  Providing  refreshments 

(typically  a whole meal for the fi rst few meetings) and an opportunity  for  the 

men to mingle and socialize also helps to set a pleasant tone for the meeting. 

(See Figure  5.1 in  the Appendix to this module for  copies of agendas used 

by the Albuquerque Project for  the initial  four  Core Group meetings. See 

Figure  5.7 in  the Appendix to this module for  additional  sample Core Group 

agendas.) Remember that it  is most effective to describe the Project as a 

community -building  program that also focuses on HIV  prevention.  The social 

aspects of the program should be emphasized at this meeting since many 

young men are not intrigued  about being part of an HIV  prevention  effort,   

but do want to be a part of a program that focuses on community -building  

and includes social activities. Of course HIV  prevention,  and the fact that  

HIV  is impacting  so many young menôs lives, are important  topics to address. 

However, also discuss the broader issues facing young men. At the conclusion 

of the meeting, the Coordinators should ask the men to let them know if  they 

are interested in  being on the Core Group, and set a time for the next meeting. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Once a group of potential  Core Group members has been

identi fied, it  is helpful  to invite  them to an informational  meeting 

about the Project. At this meeting the Coordinators introduce  

themselves, describe their  vision for the Project, and present its 

general framework.  The goals of this fi rst meeting are threefold:  
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Emphasize 

the social aspects 

of the Project. 

A useful exercise for  one of the first  meetings is to brainstorm  and discuss 

the problems and dilemmas that  young gay/bisexual men face. Often these 

issues will  include where to meet other young men besides bars, the lack of 

places to socialize, the lack of community,  AIDS/HIV,  HIV prevention , and 

cattiness among young gay/bisexual men. It  is important  to give the Core 

Group members adequate time to share their  feelings about these salient 

issues. This exercise helps motivate the men for  the next activity,  which is to 

brainstorm  some activities for  the Project to sponsor that would address the 

various problems they identified.  Some activities  that  have been organized 

include video nights, dance parties, balls, open-houses, barbeques, picnics, 

J- setting, retreats, voguing nights, outings, games nights, basketball, football,  

roller -blading groups, reading groups, volleyball  games, group discussions, 

political  actions, and workshops or forums on various issues ranging from  

boyfriends to how to do drag. Maintaining  an optimistic  and uplifting  tone 

at these initial  meetings will  help Core Group members feel inspired  to take 

action. Future meetings can then focus more concretely on issues to address, 

as well as activities the Project might  want to initiate,  and how to integrate 

HIV  prevention  into  all these activities.  
 



 

Comple te  required  evaluation  forms  

 
 

A useful exercise 

for one of the 

first meetings  

is to brainstorm 

and discuss the 

problems and 

dilemmas that 

young gay/bisexual 

men face. 

Evaluating  the  Core  Group  mee tings  

Meet the day after to debrief about the Core Group meeting. Itôs 

very helpful  to set aside some time on the day following  each Core 

Group meeting for the Coordinators to meet with  each other, or to 

meet with  the Project Supervisor. This is the time to analyze how 

the Core Group meeting went, to decide how it  could be improved,  

and to identify  all the tasks that need to be accomplished during  

the upcoming week to make sure every detail  is covered. It  is 

always important  to review the process that occurred during  the 

Core Group in order to analyze if  there was tension or confl icts in 

the group, if  good decision-making processes were followed, and  

if  the Coordinators have any concerns about what occurred in the 

meeting or with  each othersô facilitation.  

In  addition,  of course, the Coordinators need to think  through  the implications  

of the decisions made and the team reports, and how these further  the Projectôs 

goals. The Core Group planning  checklist in  Figure 5.8 in  the Appendix to 

this module can be used for this purpose. The issues and tasks that arise 

can then be put into  the Coordinatorsô behavioral objectives (See Module 4:  

Coordinators  for  more information  on behavioral  objectives). 

 

Poin ts to cover  are:  

    l What  tasks mus t  be accomplished,  when,  and  by whom ? 

    l How can volun teers be incorporated  in to those  processes ? 

    l Who will  follow  up  with  the  volun teers? 

 

 

One tip  to successful 

program evaluation is to complete any required  report  forms as soon as 

possible after every activity.  Core Group attendance/demographics and 

topics discussed can be recorded on the Mpowerment  Project evaluation 

forms (see Module 12: Evaluation,  Figure  12.6: Core Group Evaluation  and 

Planning  Form)  or on other forms that  the funder  requires. 

 

 

If  possible, it  is helpful  to receive feedback from  the Project Supervisor after 

each Core Group meeting in  order to discuss how it  went, what was 

accomplished, and what was planned to address during  the meeting. If  a 

supervision meeting doesnôt occur, it  may be possible to set up a phone call, 
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Dis cus s Core  Group  meeting  with  the  Project  Super vis or  
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Role  of  Coordinator s 

 

 

 

 

a regular e-mail  report,  or a voicemail report  with  the Project Supervisor. 

Ideally  at the same time, the Coordinators also share their  behavioral 

objectives with  the Project Supervisor, since these are closely related to what 

occurs and what decisions are made at the Core Group meeting. Coordinators 

can also share their  behavioral objectives with  each other, and this can be 

a great tool  for  processing and evaluating the Core Group. The Core Group 

checklist in  Figure 5.8 can be used as a reference tool  here as well. 

 

 

Monit oring  the  Core  Group  

 

Although  all  members of the Core Groupð 

including  the Coordinatorsðhave an equal voice in  decision-making, at the 

start of the Project the Coordinators will  have 

the clearest understanding  of the Projectôs 

goals, objectives, and methods. Hence, it  is 

important  for  the Coordinators to provide 

guidance to the Core Group as they make plans 

or deliberate about decisions. The Coordinators 

should pose questions to the Core Group so 

that they reflect on whether the activities are 

advancing the larger goals for  the Project, 

namely 1) whether young men are becoming 

empowered, 2) if  a strong and healthy young 

gay/bisexual menôs community  is developing, 

3) if  word about the Project is spreading 

throughout  the community,  and 4) if  young 

men are having conversations about HIV 

prevention  with  their  peers? Below are a few 

examples of specific questions Coordinators 

can pose to the Core Group to get them to 

think  about the larger goals for the Project. 

    l If  we put  on  this  outreach  event, will  we effectively  reach  all  

the  dif fer ent  group s of young  gay/bis exual  men  weõre trying  

to reach  in  our  communit y? 

 

    l  Do we need  to have an event  that  will  reach a partic ular  

segmen t of  the  communit y that  we havenõt yet reached? 

 

    l  If  we choose  this  name  for  the  Project,  will  we risk  alienating  

any group s? 

 

    l If  we have this  much  disagreemen t about  a decision,  

perhaps  we need  to back  up  and  reconsider  the  sour ce of  

our  differing  opinions . 

 

    l Will  doing  this  activity  help  guys  to think  more  deeply  about  

[issue]? 

 

    l Are we addressing  HIV pre vention  issues  in  various  ways in  

this  event? 
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Role  of  Project  Super vis or  

 

 

 

 

The Coordinatorôs role is to help the Core Group keep on track by 

encouraging members to reflect on their  roles and decisions. It  is not the 

role of the Coordinators to tell  the group exactly what to do or to point  out 

mistakes, at least not overtly.  Using a ñreflectiveò approach is more likely  to 

foster a sense of empowerment and to build  strong decision-making skills 

among Project volunteers as they think  through  what they are doing and why 

they are doing it,  than is a directive approach. 

Itôs important  for  Coordinators to know if  things are or are not getting done. 

The Coordinators need to monitor  if  Core Group members, subcommittees, 

and teams are doing their  work.  When Core Group members volunteer to do 

something, itôs a good idea for  the Coordinators to follow  up with  them in  a 

timely  fashion to check on progress. Sometimes Coordinators and volunteers 

have different  understandings about what everyone agreed to do, and a quick 

phone call or e-mail  can help correct these situations.  Additionally,  

volunteers have a lot  going on in  their  lives and they may need some gentle 

reminders  about getting their  work done for  the Project. Occasionally a task 

that  a volunteer agreed to do turns  out to require more time or is harder to 

accomplish than was first  envisioned. If  the Coordinators donôt check in  with  

volunteers about their  progress, the delay in  getting the task accomplished 

may not be apparent until  itôs too late to redistribute  the workload  or find 

another solution.  

 
 

The agency Project Supervisor can 

play a critical  advisory role to the Core Group, especially during  its first  few 

months. It  is highly  recommended that  Project Supervisors attend all Core 

Group meetings for  the first  month,  and then every other meeting for  an 

additional  two or three months. After  this, attendance once every few months 

usually works well. During  the meetings, he or she can model ways of getting 

the Core Group to reflect and work  

together cooperatively. The Project 

Supervisorôs presence also supports 

the Coordinators, who are usually less 

experienced at group facilitation.  (See 

Module 3:  Implementing  Agency for  

more information  about supervising  

the Mpowerment  Project.)  

Core Group members are likely  to 

be unclear about Project goals and 

objectives in  the beginning, and this 

lack of clarity  will  carry over into  their  

decision-making. At a couple of study 

Project sites, for example, Core Group 

members initially  thought  they should 

conduct outreach on HIV  prevention  at 

high schools. Project organizers had to 

point  out the statistics of HIV  infection  

among young gay/bisexual men and 

explain that  the Project was funded 

specifically to target young adults (18- 
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29 year olds). After  receiving this information,  the Core Groups realized their  

error  and refocused outreach planning  to target their  own age group. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Project 

Supervisor can 

model ways to get 

the Core Group to 

reflec t and  work 

together. 

Events that  the Core Group sponsors should be those that all members can 

get behind. The Project Supervisorôs presence at meetings during  the first  

few months of a newly formed Core Group can help ensure that  this happens. 

As a case in  point,  one Core Group decided it  would hold an event called   

an ñanti-Madonnaò party even though the idea was offensive to several of 

the Core Group members. At the meeting, the Project Supervisor reminded 

members that  one of the main objectives of the Mpowerment  Project is 

to build  a supportive community.  He then asked whether the event they were 

planning  would contribute  to this goal if  the theme was creating deep 

divisions within  the Core Group. The Project Supervisorôs presence and 

involvement  helped the group reflect on their  decision. The Core Group 

members were then able to see the larger issue, and unanimously  decided to 

change the partyôs theme. 

 

 

Parame ter s of  Core  Group  decision - 

making  pow er  

Although  the Core Group is invested with  considerable decision- 

making authority,  it  does operate within  certain parameters. 

For example, since the fi rst Mpowerment  Projects were funded 

through  the University  of California,  which does not allow alcohol 

at university  events, alcohol could not be served at outreach events. 

Likewise, to avoid problems with  funders (and their  reputation   

in the community),  sexual activity  is not allowed at the outreach 

performances or at the Project space. It  is important  to make 

such parameters known to the Core Group right  from  the start. 

Establishing parameters builds trust  and understanding  between 

the Core Group, the Coordinators, and the Project Supervisor. If  

parameters are not set up and clearly stated at the outset, if  the 

Core Group is suddenly told  at some later point  ñyouôre not allowed 

to do that,ò it  can undermine  their  belief in their  decision-making 

power. At the same time, it  is important  at the beginning of a 

Project not to establish too many rules about what the Core Group 

can and cannot do. 

The Project Supervisor and Coordinators are more knowledgeable about the 

Projectôs budget than is the Core Group, which is why they make most of the 

budget decisions. However, once the Core Group has gained some knowledge 

about the Projectôs methods and goals and some experience in  carrying out 
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Impediments  to good  decision -making  

Solutions  

 
 
 

 

activities, it  can be given a budget for  specific activities such as an outreach 

event and allowed to decide how to allocate the resources. 

 
Certain limits  also exist in  selecting a Project name for  each site. Since 

research has shown that  most young gay/bisexual men are not attracted 

to programs that  focus solely on HIV/AIDS,  the Mpowerment  Project 

organizers have specified that  the following  words not be part  of the program 

name: ñAIDS,ò ñHIV,ò ñeducation,ò or ñhealth.ò In  addition,  in  order not to 

scare off men who are not completely out about their  sexuality, the program 

name should not include the words ñgayò or ñqueer.ò 

 

 

Common  challenges  Core  Groups  face 

Since the Core Group is the decision-making body for the program, 

it  is extremely important  that they make the best decisions 

possible. A number of obstacles to good decision-making can arise. 

 

Making  well thought - 

out decisions sometimes takes a substantial  amount   

of time. It  requires carefully weighing the positive and 

negative aspects of the decision, and often involves 

soliciting  input  from  others outside of the Core Group. 

On occasion the Core Group begins to tire  of the slow 

deliberations required to make good decisions. In  a 

desire to get something accomplished in  a short time,   

or because members may become inpatient  with  always 

having to weigh decisions, insufficient thought  and 

time may be spent on planning  events. This can result 

in  the group producing events that are poorly executed 

or poorly attended (as, for example if  it  forgot to include 

HIV  prevention components or neglected to sufficiently 

publicize the event). Besides being demoralizing for the 

Core Group and Project volunteers, inadequate planning  

also creates a negative image of the Project in  the young 

gay/bisexual menôs community.  

In  addition,  some Core Group members may be quite 

attached to their  own opinions, which can result in their  not listening  fully    

to otherôs opinions or respecting what they have to say. This may result in  

divisiveness, in which case the decision-making process becomes quite dif ficult. 

 
 

The most effective solution  to these and other decision- 

making problems is to put things into  perspective by reminding  the group 

of ñthe big picture.ò Help group members determine where the decision fits 

within  the Projectôs broader goals of building  community  and preventing 

young gay/bisexual men from  becoming infected with  HIV.  Also, remind  

Core Group members that  taking the time together to review and reflect upon 

their  decision-making processðor essentially how they treat one another 



 

Consensus  Versus  majorit y rule  

during  group deliberationsðis as important  as reaching a good decision, 

because it  also contributes  to a stronger sense of community.  

 
It is important 

for Core Group 

to carefully 

consider 

all its decisions. 

Another  effective approach is to divide the decision-making process into  

stages. For example, a number of sites have followed a two-stage process   

in  deciding upon a name for  the Mpowerment  Project. During  an initial  

brainstorming  session, Core Group members jot  down a variety of names 

for  the Project and discuss the pros and cons of each. (See Figure  5.5 in  the 

Appendix to this module for  skills-building  tips on brainstorming.)  Then 

they can select the top 10 ideas and ñtest marketò them with  young men in  

the community  to solicit  their  reactions. At the next Core Group meeting, 

members can report  back to the group on what they found out. By using this 

information  gathering process, the Core Group now has additional  input  and 

can base their  decision on something more concrete than the Core Group 

membersô personal opinions. This approach can be used whenever a very 

important  decision is being made (such as selecting a theme for  a major  

event), and it  requires only a little  more time to make the optimal  choice. 

In  addition,  having the group prepare a detailed timeline  and task 

assignments will  also reduce the likelihood  of producing  events that  are 

poorly  planned and executed. (See Module 7: Formal  OutreachðSocial 

Outreach Events and Outreach Teams.) 

Occasionally a Core Group member decides that  he finds the slow, 

deliberate process of decision-making to be quite unpleasant. 

Such an individual  might  find  it  preferable to volunteer on a 

team where he can work on more immediate  activities, such as 

organizing a volleyball  tournament  or participating  with  outreach 

in  the bars. 

 
 

A natural  question 

that arises is whether the Core Group makes decisions through  

consensus or majority  rule. Striving  to reach total  agreement on 

every issue is cumbersome and can sometimes result in a decision 

never being made. When decisions are made by majority  rule, 

however, a decision can be reached that leaves slightly  less than half 

of the group feeling frustrated.  It  is always preferable to strive for 

general agreement on a subject. In  order for the Project to succeed, it  

is important  for the Core Group to carefully consider all its decisions. 

All  Core Group members should have the opportunity  to fully  

express their  thinking  on each subject, with  all others carefully and 

respectfully listening  to their  peersô thoughts. 

Sometimes the Coordinators may suggest that  a decision be put 

off until  Core Group members have had a chance to ask their  

friends for  their  input  on the topic, as in  the example described 

above regarding selecting a name for  the Project. At a future  

meeting, the topic can be discussed again. At such moments it  is 

valuable to remind  Core Group members about the importance  

of respecting a diversity  of opinions  during  the decision-making 

process. This type of sensitivity  helps to develop a supportive 

community  that  embraces diversity  in  all its forms. 
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Be welcoming of 

newcomers to 

the Project. 

 
This is understandable since its members meet weekly, discuss issues and 

carry out activities, and end up spending a considerable amount of time 

together. However, if  the Core Group becomes too cliquish  and is not 

welcoming of newcomers, then this problem needs to be addressed. In  such 

situations,  the Core Group may need to be reminded of the community - 

building  goals of the Project and of the need to attract  and welcome new 

participants.  Publicizing  Project events broadly gives all young men in  the 

community  the opportunity  to attend, and at the events, let men know that  

they are welcome to come to the Core Group. Itôs important  that  young gay/ 

bisexual men in  the community  know that  Core Group meetings are open to 

all, including  newcomers. At every Core Group meeting, make sure to greet 

all newcomers and introduce  them to current  volunteers as well as other 

newcomers to the Core Group. 

 
 

Core  Group  Adap tations  
 

 

 

We have observed some 

adaptations by community -based organizations to Core Groups that  are 

noteworthy.  One adaptation was enacted by Mpowerment  Detroit,  and 

involved the creation of a Core Group that  members joined by way of an 

internship  process. They called their  Core Group the Young Brothers United,  

or YBU (an acronym that  also posed the important  question, ñWhy Be  

You?ò). In  order to become a YBU member, guys had to apply and then meet a 

number of different  requirements.  The interns  had to do a predetermined  

amount of volunteering  and facilitation  of groups and events over the course 

of the year in  order to ñgraduateò to YBU membership. They also had to 

complete a specified number  of hours conducting outreach and training  on 

topics such as effective group facilitation,  and effective outreach and event 

planning.  Applications  for the YBU were accepted once a year. After  the 

interns  had taken on significant  responsibility  and had proved themselves to 

be committed  to helping their  community  as well as bettering  themselves (for  

example, completing  a GED, enrolling  in  a local college), they were allowed   

to become YBU members. 

The Project Supervisor of Mpowerment  Detroit  understood that  the added 

hierarchical  structure  wasnôt as fluid  as in  the original  design because it  

limited  inclusion  in  the Core Groupðnot everyone could join  when they 

wanted. However, the guys themselves pushed for  this structure  as a 

way to protect the reputation  of the group. The participants  felt  that  the 

additional  requirements  would act as a buffer  and protect the group from  

drama. They wanted to weed out guys who said they wanted to join  but   

in  reality  didnôt want to do the work.  For those who remained interested 

(and there were many), the YBU structure  gave them something to work 

towards and provided them with  tangible achievements they could reflect 
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It  can also be very helpful  to remind  everyone of the Projectôs ground rules, 

including  respecting the diversity  of opinions  and being respectful of each

other. This is especially true when conversations get too ñheatedò or personal. 

Occasionally the Core Group becomes cliquish.  

Restricting  Cor e Group  membership  
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on with  pride. They even instituted  an ñExecutive Core Groupò for long 

standing YBU members in  order to build  in  an additional  layer of goal setting 

structure.  Although  this may sound very hierarchical,  and quite different  

from  the typical  Mpowerment  Project, eventually joining  the Executive Core 

Group was a goal that  young men could achieve if  they put in  the time and 

commitment  to the Project. 

Mpowerment  Detroitôs adaptation to the Core Group retains fidelity  to the 

original  interventionôs design because: 
 

    l  it  continued  the  principle s of being  an empo wering  

experienc e for  young  men  

 

    l  it  was run  by and  for  young  men  themselves  

    l  they  continued  to seek Core  Group  member s fr om  div erse 

parts  of the  communit y so that  diffusion  would  occur  

 

This adaptation could be challenging for  some Mpowerment  Projects, 

however, because it  creates additional  monitoring  and record keeping in  

order to confirm  that  the stated requirements  are being met. Additionally,  

this structure  is unlikely  to work at the start of a Project because prospective 

Core Group members may not see the benefits of aspiring to be on the Core 

Group. Indeed, for  Mpowerment  Detroit,  the YBU structure  evolved over 

time. Thus, Projects that  choose to design their  Core Group in  this way 

should only do so after a program has been in  operation for  a while. 

 

Paying  Core  Group  members  

Another  adaptation that  we have seen in  several Mpowerment  Projects is to 

pay Core Group members a small stipend. The rationale  behind this practice  

is that  young men from  economically disadvantaged backgrounds gain self- 

esteem by being paid something for their  time. Additionally,  they are more 

willing  to participate  in  the Core Group if  they are compensated for  their  time 

since they desperately need financial  help, sometimes simply  to cover the 

costs of transportation  to and from  the meetings. 

Although  we recognize these benefits, we also believe that  there are 

downsides to paying Core Group members that  should be considered. One 

issue is the importance  of having diverse men join  the Core Group. Providing  

stipends may limit  how many men can be part  of the group due to budgetary 

constraints. It  could also be problematic  to have both paid and unpaid Core 

Group members, since men who are not paid may not want to participate.  

This might  result in  a Core Group that  doesnôt change over time, which may 

limit  expansion into  diverse social networks. 

A second problem that  may arise is that  Core Group members may feel they 

only need to work on the Project when they are being paid, when in  fact their  

efforts will  be needed for  more activities  than the Core Group meetings alone. 

However, there are ways to address this issue. For example, Core Group 

members could be reimbursed for  their  transportation  expenses at least part  

of the time, since it  is unlikely  a Project could afford  to pay all transportation  

costs for  everyone in  the Project. 
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An alternative  to paying each Core Group member a stipend could be holding  

a lottery  at each meeting. Those in  attendance would get to participate  in  the 

lottery  for  a chance at being paid for the following  week. Such a system would 

not discourage new members from  joining  the Core Group, since they would 

have as much of a chance of winning  as long-time members. 

Increasing non-monetary incentives for  participating  in  the Core Group is 

yet another option,  especially those that are likely  to increase  community - 

building  such as taking active Core Group members out to dinner,  on 

retreats, or on camping trips.  Rather than paying Core Group members to 

attend meetings, Projects might  also explore ways to compensate members 

for  specific tasks (e.g., recruiting  new men into  M-groups, designing a flyer,  

distributing  flyers throughout  the community).  

 

 

Limiting  voting  righ ts for  

new  Core  Group  att endees  

Another  adaptation we have seen relates to voting by 

Core Group members. The Core Group, as it  was originally  

designed, allowed anyone to vote when they attended 

a meeting, even if  they hadnôt attended an M-group or 

Core Group before. Many Projects have found this to be 

frustrating,  because new members were allowed to vote 

even though they did not necessarily have a full  grasp of 

the Project goals and Core Elements. Sometimes a Core 

Group had been working  on developing an event over 

several meetings, and a new person would suddenly 

show up at a meeting and try  to change the direction  

of the planning.  
 

For these reasons, a number  of Projects have added the rule that  individuals  

cannot be voting members of the Core Group until  they have attended a 

certain number of meetings (often three are required)  and have attended 

an M-group. As Mpowerment  Detroitôs adaptation illustrated,  other 

Projects have felt  that  one needs to ñearnò a place at the table by developing 

leadership skills  and showing the ability  to follow  through  on responsibilities.  

We think  that  these adaptations make a lot  of sense when they translate 

into  having a more functional  Core Group. At the same time, it  is always 

important  to keep in  mind  the Mpowerment  Projectôs Guiding Principle  of 

the diffusion  of HIV  prevention  messages into  diverse segments of the 

community.  Therefore, it  is not desirable to create barriers  for  new men to 

join  the Core Group, since they often represent new social networks. Thus, 

if  a Project decides to add requirements for  becoming a voting Core Group 

member, they should be reasonable. 
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Volu nteerism  

Volunteerism is at the very heart of the Mpowerment  Project. 

The Project can only succeed if  numerous young men 

volunteer their  time and talents to its day-to-day 

operations. Not only do volunteers do most of  

the work that keeps the Project running,  but 

they also become powerful  agents of change in 

their  diverse communities.  A relatively  small 

staff can accomplish a tremendous amount 

by effectively mobilizing  a large, diverse, and 

dynamic volunteer base. For example, the 

Mpowerment  Project in Eugene, OR operated 

with  four  part-time staff, but they recruited,  

trained,  and supported over 100 young gay/bisexual 

men who volunteered in the Project, either as Core 

Group members or guys who helped out for a single event. 
 

It  does not matter  how much or how little  time someone can spare. There is 

a role for  every young gay/bisexual man in the Mpowerment  Project. The 

most important  thing  is to involve as many men as possible. This is because 

everyone who volunteers comes into  contact with  the Projectôs norms and 

philosophy. That philosophy stresses the importance  HIV prevention and 

being part  of a community  whose members actively support  each other. As 

such, each young gay/ bisexual man who gets involved with  the Project 

becomes a potential  ñchange agentò who then takes this message back to his 

networks or social circles, thus attracting  more people into  the Project. The 

Project calls this phenomenon its ñdiffusion process,ò and this is one of the 

Mpowerment  Projectôs Guiding Principles. Although  many volunteers never 

engage in  any type of formal outreach at bars or at community events,  
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this does not affect the Projectôs effectiveness in  any way. Anyone who 

participates is likely  to contribute  to the Projectôs outreach simply  by sharing 

information  about it  with  their  friends. 

Another reason to have as many volunteers as possible is because by 

volunteering,  the men feel a part of the community  that the Project is seeking  

to build.  This is another Guiding Principle  of the Project, building  a community  

of young gay/bisexual men who support each other about HIV prevention . 

Thus, having more volunteers means having a larger community,  and this in 

itself can attract  more men to the Project. 

 

Supporting  volun teerism  

It  is critical  that  Project Coordinators know the essentials of working  

effectively with  volunteers. Specifically, it  is helpful  for  the Coordinators 

to attend to the following  areas on an ongoing basis: 

    l  Encouraging  and  valuing  the  contributions  of  volun teers 

    l Making  cert ain  that  volun teers receive careful  tr aining  and  

supervision  

 

    l Coordinating  the  eff ectiv e use of  volun teers 

    l Ensuring  that  volun teers remain  mo tivat ed,  happ y, and  

productive  

 

    l  Ensuring  that  volun teers reflect  the  diversit y of  young  gay/  

bisexual  men  in  the  communit y 

 

This section provides some suggestions and insights on ways to facilitate  

volunteersô contributions  to the Project, but we also suggest that  Coordinators 

take full  advantage of other resources within  their  agency or community         

of information  about successfully working  with  volunteers. Staff                 

from  elsewhere in  the implementing  organization  or other organizations may 

have helpful  tips on how to motivate and retain  volunteers. 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
It is vital 

to express 

appreciation 

for Project 

volunteers and 

to recognize their 

contributions. 

Oppor tunitie s for  volun teers  

There are many opportunities  for  volunteers in  the Mpowerment  Project. Not 

every participant  needs to join  the Core Group in  order to make a valuable 

contribution  to the Project. One of the strengths of the Mpowerment  Project is 

that  it  offers many ways for  young gay/bisexual men to become involved, 

depending on their  interests, talents, and time. Below are numerous  

examples of volunteer opportunities,  grouped by activity  areas. 

 

 

Volu nteer  oppo r tuniti es with  the  

Mpowermen t  Project  

Cleri cal /Admini st rati ve 

¶ answering  the  telephone  

¶ assisting  with  mailings/ e-mail  dis tributions  

¶ making  calls  (or  sending  text  messages) to schedule  and  remind  M-gr oup  

particip ants 

¶ main taining  mailing/ e-mail  lis t  of particip ants 

¶ developing  a Project  calendar/new sletter/ social media  page 

¶ assisting  with  comput er issues  

¶ developing  and  main taining  the  Project  website  developing  and  

main taining  the  Project  libr ary  

¶ decor ating/main taining  Project  space fundraising/obtaining  in -kind  

donations  

¶ gran t writing  

Planning/Design  

¶ being  a member  of the  Core  Group  

¶ helping  to plan  outreach  events 

¶ designing  fliers  and  publicit y materials  

¶ designing  outreach  materials   

¶ assembling  outreach  materials  

¶ designing  and  making  costume s for  the  Outreach  Team 

Outreach/ Con tact  with  Public  

¶ participating  on  the  Outreach  Team 

¶ posting  and  distributing  publicit y materials  at  physical  locations  as well  

as online   

¶ hosting  Social Outreach  Events 

¶ recruiting  and  scheduling  M-gr oup  particip ants  

¶ co-facilitating  M-gr oup s 

¶ hosting  drop -in  hour s at  the  Project  space 
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Inv olving  volun teers  in  the  pr oject  

and  empo w ering  them  

The Mpowerment  Project has a unique philosophy about working  with  

volunteers. Instead of using volunteers to simply  get tasks done, it  facilitates   

a process for participants  to take on roles of authority,  leadership, and 

responsibility  that  fosters a sense of ownership of the Project. It  is important  

that  the Coordinators do not convey the idea that  the staff is ñon topò and   

that  the volunteers work for  the staff. Coordinators should be able and willing  

to participate  in all of the tasks volunteers are asked to carry out, acting as 

mentors to volunteers along the way. It  is not appropriate  for  Coordinators 

to delegate the most boring  and dull  tasks to volunteers. For the Project 

to succeed, the young men who participate  in  it  must develop a sense of 

ownership of the Project and the Projectôs goals. 

Every task in  the Mpowerment  Project can become an opportunity  to build  

community  among volunteers (one of its Guiding Principles).  For example, 

envelope stuffing  and making safer-sex kits  are essential tasks that  can 

readily be performed in  a social atmosphere. Likewise, the Outreach Team 

activities can be fun social opportunities  as men get together to make 

costumes, plan their  outreach performances, or gather before an outreach 

activity  at a bar or community  event. These activities give participants  a 

chance to spend time together, talk,  listen, and get to know and appreciate 

one other. They are also opportunities  to support  each other about HIV 

prevention , and remind  each other to provide the same support  to friends. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

34     Mpowermen t Project  Module  5 Core Group  


