
Encouragement

Improving One’s Outlook

Activity Summary


An interactive exercise to highlight the importance of encouragement as a means to improve the quality of life.

Goals

(
To highlight the importance of encouragement as a means to improve the quality of our relationships with others.

(
To introduce two conceptual frameworks on the topic of encouragement: The Seven Types of Encouragement and the Four Directions of Encouragement.

Group Size

A group large enough to allow for several subgroups of 2 to 3 members each.

Time Required

90 minutes.

Materials

(
One copy of the Encouragement Interview Questions for each participant.

(
One copy of the Encouragement: The Seven Types handout for each participant.

(
One copy of Encouragement: Four Directions handout for each participant.

(
A pencil for each participant.

(
A flip chart and a felt-tipped marker (or a whiteboard and marker) for recording points raised.

(
Masking tape for posting flip-chart sheets.

Physical Setting

A room large enough to permit some privacy for each subgroup of two to three members each.

Facilitating Risk Rating

Moderate.

Process


1.
Introduce the activity by explaining that encouragement is one of the strongest interpersonal tools we have and an important part of the human experience. Positive encouragement can enrich one’s life and improve one’s relationships with others. Review the goals of the session and give an overview of the activity.


2.
Distribute the Encouragement Interview Questions to the participants and review the form.


3.
Create subgroups of two or three members each, depending on the size of the total group.


4.
Tell the subgroup members that they are to use the Interview Questions while interviewing one another. If there are three in a subgroup, the members are to rotate the roles of interviewer, interviewee, and observer so that each member has an opportunity to play each role. Allow up to 5 minutes for the participants to read the questions and think about their answers.

(10 minutes.)


5.
Allow 5 minutes for each person to be interviewed.

(15 minutes.)


6.
Reassemble the total group and distribute Encouragement: The Seven Types handout. Go through the points verbally while the participants follow along.


7.
Invite group members to contribute examples drawn from the interview activity. Allow 5 to 10 minutes for this, depending on response enthusiasm.

(5 to 10 minutes.)


8.
Distribute the Encouragement: Four Directions handout. Go through it verbally while the participants follow along. Lead the participants in specific examples of encouragement in each of the Four Directions:

(
Downward (the facilitator gives encouragement to group members).

(
Upward (group members give encouragement to the facilitator).

(
Across (group members give encouragement to one another).

(
Inward (the facilitator and group members take a few moments to give silent encouragement to themselves).

(10 minutes.)


9.
Reconvene the subgroups or create new ones and ask the members to discuss their reactions to learning about the Seven Types of Encouragement and the Four Directions of Encouragement. Then ask them to discuss themes that emerged during their interview sessions.

(15 minutes.)


10.
Reassemble the total group and solicit examples from the subgroup discussions of (in order) reactions, answers given, themes, and insights.

(20 minutes.)


11.
Return to Question 8 on the first handout. Ask how many responded “yes.” If any participants said that they would not go back and tell the persons who encouraged them what it meant to them, ask why that was. Point out that we affect each other positively or negatively every day, in everything we do, and that thanking someone for encouragement in the past is a way of passing on the positive effects. Answer any questions and respond to comments.


12.
Encourage them to state what they will do differently in the future as a result of this activity.

(10 minutes.)


13.
Provide summary comments and closure. Sample comments are:

(
It is important to realize that encouragement occurs in many ways other than just through direct interactions with people. Sights and sounds can encourage us. We can gain a sense of calm and well-being by visiting a garden, sitting and watching the ocean, or walking in a forest. Pets can provide encouragement through their unwavering affection. We can witness interactions between complete strangers that touch and encourage our spirits. Books, movies, and music can inspire us. Media stories of positive acts can inspire us to aid those in need or to take positive risks.

(
It is as important to encourage those around you as it is to be a source of encouragement to yourself. As parents, teachers, bosses, and friends, we have numerous opportunities every day to encourage others. Do it often.

Variation

The conceptual inputs on the Seven Types of Encouragement and the Four Directions of Encouragement can be introduced before participants are asked to share their personal experiences.

_________

Submitted by Phyliss Cooke and Daniel Eckstein.

Phyliss Cooke, Ph.D., was a senior consultant with University Associates/Pfeiffer & Company and dean of its Intern Training Program. As a consultant, she specializes in the areas of small-group dynamics, organization development, training-program design and implementation, training for new trainers, and consulting skills for internal-resource personnel. In addition, she is an adjunct faculty member in the School of Psychology at Capella University. She is the author of numerous training activities and assessment instruments.

Daniel Eckstein, Ph.D., is an associate professor in the Center for Research and Counselor Education at Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, Texas. He is the author of Leadership by Encouragement, The Encouragement Process, and Psychological Fingerprints.

Encouragement Interview Questions

1.
Looking back on your life, who encouraged you? (Examples: a family member, teacher, friend, stranger)


2.
What did this person say or do?


3.
Were there factors in that situation that you think were relevant to what was said or done? (Examples: Another person present or listening? A significant event preceding or following the encouragement? An unusual setting?)


4.
What was your approximate age at the time?


5.
Looking back, how did this encouragement affect you? How did it affect the person you have become?


6.
Has the encouragement you received inspired you to encourage others?


7.
Did you ever tell the person who encouraged you about how the encouragement affected you?


8.
If you did not, and it were still possible, how likely would you be to tell the person?

Encouragement: The Seven Types

1. Role Modeling

Role models can be positive or negative. By observing someone behaving in certain ways, you begin to develop a sense of how you want to be. It can be enlightening to review how you chose your role models in your formative years.

Examples

Coach: “Although he frequently chewed me out, the coach let me know that performance matters, not excuses; that when others are relying on you, you need to contribute; and that he believed in my potential. This was what they call ’tough love.’”

Teacher: “My teachers praised me for small achievements, encouraged me to try harder, and pointed out possibilities that I hadn’t thought of.”

Film Stars: Through the roles they play in film and in real life, actors and actresses influence the popular culture, particularly teenagers and young adults.

2. Identifying Strengths and Abilities

Having one’s personal qualities (e.g., sense of humor, rapport with animals, sensitivity), talents, and skills pointed out by others is a powerful form of encouragement.

Examples

“My teacher said that I was a good writer, so I wanted to write more.”

“My grandmother said I had a green thumb, just like her.”

3. Supporting Over the Long Haul

Repetition of mottos to live by serves as encouragement for certain kinds of actions from childhood on. These must be continued over an extended period to have much effect.

Examples

“My father said that courage is not the absence of fear but the ability to carry a task through to completion.”

“Many positive statements from my friends throughout my formative years are the basis of my self-confidence.”

“My parents always told me that they would support me in achieving my career goals, no matter how long it took.”

4. Seeing a Person as Special

People who have low self-concepts or damaged psyches can be helped by being singled out by someone who believes in them.

Examples

“I was verbally abused at home, but my teacher paid attention to me and said I was a good person.”

“My sister protected me from my brothers, who called me stupid.”

5. Encouraging in Dark Times

Steadfast encouragement and loyalty is the theme here, usually during a difficult time in a person’s life.

Examples

“I was unfairly accused, yet he believed in my innocence and supported me during my darkest moments.”

“When I had the disease, my father said, ‘I believe in you; you can fight this.’ It kept me from giving up.”

6. Supporting What a Person Is Interested In

A person’s qualities, interests, and skills are the focus of the encouragement, whether or not the encourager has those same interests and skills.

Examples

He said, “If that is what you want to be when you grow up, we can take a trip to try it out.”

“My mom drove me to all the games and intrastate tournaments, even though she had never been interested in sports.”

7. Encouraging Specific Career Choices

Pointing the way toward specific career choices through influence, mentoring, etc., is a form of encouragement.

Examples

“My teacher said I had a gift for math and arranged for me to take advanced courses at the university while I was in high school.”

“My father wanted me to take over his business after I graduated from college, so I majored in business.”

Encouragement: The Four Directions

1. Downward

Family: Parents to children; older relatives to younger relatives/children

Work: Superior/supervisor to employee

Social: Higher formal-status person to lower formal-status person (government, police, military, committee, other title holders)

2. Upward

Family: Children to parents or older relatives

Work: Employees to superiors/supervisors

Social System: Lower formal-status person to higher formal-status person

3. Across

Family: Parent to parent, sibling to sibling

Work: Co-worker to co-worker

Social System: member to member, friend to friend, neighbor to neighbor

4. Inward

Oneself to oneself
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