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5  MANDALA OF ROLES
USING STARHAWK'S 

MANDALA OF ROLES, 

THIS TOOL IDENTIFIES 

THE DIFFERENT ROLES 

IN A GROUP AND 

ROTATES THEM.

USED METHODS
•	 Presentation
•	 Working in pairs or small groups  

OBJECTIVES
•  	Young people become aware of 

informal roles within a group and 
strategies for accessing them. 

•  Young people learn to vary roles to 
enable horizontal functioning.

SKILLS
Relational skills
• 	 Dealing with diversity in your encounters
• 	 Collaborating through active participation
• 	 Dialogue
• 	 Learning to listen

Critical Thinking
• 	 Curiosity towards others and the world
• 	 Self-reflection, knowledge and insight
• 	 Reflection about one’s 
	 own position in the system
• 	 Insight into other contexts and 
	 reference frameworks

Action and commitment
• 	 Solution oriented
• 	 Aware about own role and 
	 responsibility in the system
  

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROCESS

1ST PART : PRESENTATION OF THE 
MANDALA OF ROLES

Present the different informal roles 
in collaborative groups using this 
image and the descriptions on 
the following page. 
You can also share the following  
definition of a 
"group": a set 
of individuals 
gathered for 
the same 
purpose.

TIME
•	 50 minutes

MATERIAL 
• 	6.5.1 Image, to project or print 
• 	6.5.2 Background roles
• 	6.5.3 Questions, to project 
	 or print
• 	Paper
• 	Markers
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LEARNING AREA

SOUTH-FIRE-GRACES

“The Graces represent the enthusiasm and passion 
that we associate with fire (…) through their benevo-
lence, they attract people into the group and make 
them feel good there. They are the hosts who wel-
come the new arrivals. Towards the oldest, they are 
kind and show respect because of their social status.

NORTH-LAND-DRAGONS

“They constitute the concrete anchor of the group, 
they assume responsibility for the general functioning 
of the group, asking thorny questions such as: “do 
we have the means to finance this project?". The 
Dragons also play a protective and defensive role for 
the group. They ensure that the group does not suf-
fer intrusion and does not break up due to internal 
pressures. They guard the boundaries of the group 
and manage what happens at the margins, these 
dynamic zones where the culture of the group inter-
sects with the broader forces at work around it.

AREA OF ACTION

EAST-AIR-CROWS

They keep an overview (what are our objectives, how 
are we going to achieve them?; What changes does 
the future hold for us? Who keeps their commitments 
and who tends to give up?). Crows keep us on the 

right path by looking forward. They summarize what 
has been achieved and determine what still needs 
to be done to achieve our objectives.”

WEST-WATER-SNAKES

Snakes see things from below. They are in direct con-
tact with the group's operating methods and help 
it adopt practices and projects that strengthen ties. 
They are attentive to emotional and communication 
patterns in the group and bring latent conflicts to 
light. Furthermore, they question the group's habits 
of thought, are attentive to gossip and anything that 
is not expressed directly or openly. Snakes tend to be 
disruptive, which is why it is not an easy role to play. 
But, by nature, snakes are destined to change their 
skin and renew themselves. Groups also sometimes 
need to change to get rid of bad practices and old 
sterile patterns. Ultimately, snakes help build trust in 
the group by bringing latent conflicts to the surface.

CENTER-CONNECTION-SPIDERS

Spiders stand in the center of their web, and this po-
sition allows them to perceive the slightest move-
ment from any point. In groups, Spiders play the role 
of liaison agents, attentive to all exchanges in the 
group. They can set up communication channels – 
a discussion list, an efficient website, telephone call 
chains. They ask questions such as: “Who needs to 
be informed about this decision?” Who is involved?

5  THE MANDALA OF ROLES

ROLES WITHIN A GROUP

Descriptions extracted from (Starhawk,2021)
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2ND PART: REFLECTION

Once the mandala is presented, propose to the group the following 
sequence, which includes 3 reflection moments plus a restitution. The 
first reflection is done individually, the second in pairs and the final 
reflection in 2 groups.

1	 Individual reflection (5 min): 
	 In this first phase, the objective is for everyone to become aware of 

their own role and their tendencies in the different group experiences. 
Hand out or project the following questions, as recommended by 
Starhawk:
• 	 What roles do you tend to take on? In your life? In the group?
• 	 Which roles do you identify with most?
• 	 What roles are you least comfortable with? Which ones do you 

avoid?

2	 Pair discussion (10 min):  
	 In pairs, compare ideas and evaluate roles in the current group, with 

these questions:
• 	 What roles can we identify in this group?
• 	 What roles are clearly assigned? And on the contrary: which roles 

are not assigned?
• 	 In this group, what roles confer social power?
• 	 You can explain the concept of social power before starting the 

pair discussions (see under tips)..

3	 Group work (15 min): : 
	 Divide the participants in two groups, one group will work on the ac-

tion roles and the other on the learning roles. Focus on the following 
questions:
• 	 What are the advantages and disadvantages of each role?
• 	 What roles are more likely to generate resistance or conflict?
• 	 What are the roles that confer most social power?

4	 Restitution: 
	 in plenary, each group chooses a spokesperson who will present the 

main results of the reflection to the whole group related to the last 
group discussion..

DEBRIEFING

• 	 Ask the youth how knowing each other's roles can help them to col-
laborate and work together?

• 	 How can they use this knowledge to their advantage?

ALTERNATIVES

• 	 When presenting the content, you can be as creative as you want 
without forgetting that the most important thing is to convey the in-
formation in a way that is suitable for the participants. For example, 
you can use a slideshow or information sheets for each role, which 
you can then ask a participant to read aloud.

• 	 In terms of restitution and depending on the time available, you can 
suggest that the two groups present their reflections in a different 
way. For example, they could use a small scene, a documentary for-
mat, a television program, or a match commentator style.

• 	 You can also let the youth discover the mandala in a different way.  
Firstly, you explain the symbols and the roles attached. Then the 
youth choose the symbol they identify with the most and explain to 
the others why. Afterwards, they do the same for the role they iden-
tify with the least. In the second step, participants work in pairs to 
reflect on the advantages and disadvantages of the diffrent roles 
and share their thoughts with the group in a plenary session. The fa-
cilitator can add theoretical insights. At the end, the facilitator may 
invite the group to define the roles for an ongoing project.
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TIPS FOR THE FACILITATOR

• 	 As background information, social power as used by Starwhak can 
be explained as follows: "Social power is connected to power with, 
the influence we have among equals." Power-with sees the world 
as a web of relationships. It focuses on how these relationships can 
be shaped, changed, and influenced. It values people and actions 
based on their impact on others and their past experiences.

	 Power-with is built on respect, influence, and empowerment. It 
means: The strength of a person in a group of equals comes from 
suggesting ideas and being listened to, not from commanding. Power

	 -with happens when others are willing to listen to our ideas. This 
willingness shows respect for each person as an individual.

• 	 Follow up: If the group already knows the roles, during the next 
meetings, ask people to consciously adopt them during the session. 
You can make this decision visible using a role grid on a piece of pa-
per installed in the space.

• 	 The mandala of roles  is a reflection tool, especially for already es-
tablished groups.

SOURCE 

The mandala of roles in the group :
• 	 Starhawk. (2021). How to get organized? Handbook 
	 for collective action. Cambourakis Editions.
• 	 Starhawk. (1987). Truth or Dare. Encounters with power, 
	 authority and mystery, op. cit., p.277.


