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VA Social Skills Training for Serious Mental Illness (SST) Training Program
VISN 5 Mental Illness Research, Education and Clinical Center (MIRECC)



TMS

• If you would like to get continuing education credit 
(CE) for attending this presentation, you need to have 
registered in TMS prior to the presentation. After this 
presentation, you also need to confirm in TMS that 
you attended the event and to complete the TMS 
course survey within 15 days after the presentation.

• Even if you do not wish to receive CE credit, please 
complete the TMS course survey so that we may 
receive program evaluation feedback and continue to 
offer CE for our training events. 

• We encourage you to complete the TMS course 
survey today.  



Fidelity for the SST Group

• Today the focus is on discussion fidelity issues and 
strategies in relation to SST groups.

• We are planning a future presentation where we 
address fidelity issues for the individual goal setting 
sessions that precede SST groups. 

• We also plan a future presentation on integrating 
measurement- based care into SST, which also has 
implications for intervention fidelity.



Agenda for Today’s Call

1. SST in the VA and Recovery 

2. Discuss treatment fidelity, why it’s important and how 
it’s measured.

3. Review factors that may impact fidelity 

4. Brief review of SST Training Program and SST 
intervention.

5. Explore resources to establish and maintain SST 
fidelity. 

6. Create a personalized SST fidelity action plan.



SST IN THE VA & 
RECOVERY



SST in the VA

• Designed for Veterans with a primary diagnosis of:
• Schizophrenia
• Schizoaffective disorder
• Bipolar disorder
• Treatment refractory depression (with social skill 

development as an area of growth)
• Recovery Model is an integral part of SST

–To provide any mental health intervention, respectful and 
affirming communication as a provider is key to develop a 
beneficial treatment alliance.

–People with SMI continue to be among the most stigmatized 
populations and be on the receiving end of many disrespectful 
communications. 
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SST Promotes Recovery

Recovery is “A process of 
change through which 
individuals improve their 
health and wellness, live a 
self-directed life, and strive to 
reach their full potential.”

Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA)

The use of recovery-oriented language is 
empowering.
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VA Commitment to Provide SST

• VHA mandates Veterans have access to SST, per the 
Uniform Mental Health Services Handbook (2008)

• Psychosocial Rehabilitation and Recovery Centers 
(PRRCs)

• VA Medical Centers (VAMCs)
• Very Large Community Based Outpatient Clinics 

(CBOCs)
• SST provision also positively impacts the MH Strategic 

Analytics for Improvement and Learning (SAIL) measure
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TREATMENT FIDELITY



What is Treatment Fidelity?

•“The degree to which a treatment 
was delivered as intended” 
(Perepletchikova & Kazdin, 2005)

•Also referred to as treatment 
integrity, treatment adherence, 
intervention integrity 



How is Fidelity Measured? 
•Objective measures are used to 

assess the fidelity of psychotherapies 
and psychosocial interventions.

•For example, The Social Skills Group 
Observation Checklist is used to 
assess fidelity to the SST model.



Social Skills Group Observation Checklist



Why is Fidelity Important?
•EBP without fidelity would not be an 

EBP
•Fidelity is linked to outcomes 

–For example, clients in SST Groups showed 
improved overall social skills and 
independent living skills (Kurtz & Mueser, 
2008; Turner et al., 2018). 

•Providing quality care to Veterans



Factors that Impact Fidelity 



Factors that Impact Fidelity  

“However, there is a tension between 
fidelity and the necessity for many 

therapists to adapt EBTs to his or her 
patients or circumstances of delivery.” 

(Andersen and Dorfman, 2016)



Poll Question 

What interferes or may interfere 
with leading your SST Groups to 

fidelity?



Factors that Impact Fidelity 
• Clinical setting

– length of group due to program schedule, challenge to orient 
group members in open group with frequently changing 
group composition

• Client factors
–Group members having pressing concerns to address

• Therapist factors
–Burnout, staff shortages, preference for less structured 

interventions

• Fidelity Drift 
–Risk increases if not regularly providing SST groups or 

receiving feedback on SST group provision (as in consultation) 



BRIEF REVIEW OF SST 
TRAINING PROGRAM 

AND SST 
INTERVENTION



Basic Components 
of the VA SST 

Training Program

Required Reading

Webcourse

• Practice Session 1
• Practice Session 2

Experiential Learning 
Session:

•Consultant provided feedback on your SST 
individual sessions and groups.

6 Months of Weekly Group 
Consultation



VA SST Training Model

Bellack, A. S., Mueser, K. T., 
Gingerich, S., & Agresta, J. 
(2004). Social skills training 
for schizophrenia: A step-
by-step guide. 2nd Edition. 
New York, NY: The Guilford 
Press.



Key Components of SST

1. Individual session for engagement, orientation, goal 
setting

2. Group sessions for teaching specific skills
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Individual Goal Setting Sessions

• Critical component of VA SST Model
• Build rapport, engagement
• Obtain informed consent
• Orient Veterans to SST and prepare them for group 

sessions
• Link recovery to SST
• Help them develop recovery goals for SST



SST Group Session Sequence
Welcome and Set Agenda 
Step 1: Review outside practice (for sessions other than the first session) 
Step 2: Establish a rationale for the skill 
Step 3: Briefly have members share a relevant experience or rationale 
Step 4: Explain the steps of the skill 
Step 5: Model the skill, review with members 
Step 6: Have a group member role play 
Step 7: Elicit and provide positive, then constructive feedback 
Step 8: Have the member role play again 
Step 9: Elicit and provide positive, then constructive feedback 
Step 10: Repeat role play again and elicit/provide positive feedback 
Step 11: Repeat Steps 6-10 with each group member 
Step 12: Develop outside practice assignments 



Sociocultural Factors and SST
From Bellack et al. (2004):

• “A major error that leaders can make when conducting social 
skills groups is to operate under the assumption that different 
cultural groups employ the same verbal and nonverbal patterns 
of communication.” (p. 99)

• “Clients who learn from models that are out of touch with the 
nuances of their particular sociocultural group or who are 
reinforced for behaviors that are maladaptive are unlikely to 
develop the social skills that are necessary for effective living 
within their community.” (p. 99)

• “Leaders need to be sensitive to the sociocultural factors relevant 
to the clients with whom they are working and must be able to 
modify the skills taught so that they accommodate the 
differences in lifestyles, values, norms, and preferences.” (p. 99)



Sociocultural Factors and SST 

• Maintain the SST Group Structure, AND…

• Be able to modify the skills taught so that they  
accommodate the differences in lifestyles, values, 
norms, and preferences.
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Group Room Layout and Movement in the Group Room 

Group 
Members

Board with 
Skill Title 

and Steps

Seats for facilitators to 
introduce and model skill 
and for Veteran and  role 
play buddy (role playing)

SST Group 
Session 

Sequence 



Resources to 
Establish and 

Maintain SST Fidelity 



Poll Question  

Poll Question: What tools and/or resources are you 
using to help maintain SST Fidelity (Check all that 
apply)?

A) Social Skills Training Quick Guide 
B) Bellack et al. 2004 SST Manual
C) Social Skills Group Observation Checklist
D) Social Skills Group Observation Checklist: Detailed 

Anchor Points Version
E) CPRS Note Templates
F) I do not use any tools or resources



Resources 

• Bellack, A. S., Mueser, K. T., Gingerich, S., & Agresta, J. 
(2004). Social skills training for schizophrenia: A step-by-
step guide. 2nd Edition. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

• SST Overview and Refresher Webcourse
• Social Skills Training Quick Guide
• SST Facilitators Guide
• Role Play Buddy Guide
• Social Skills Group Observation Checklist
• Social Skills Group Observation Checklist: Detailed Anchor 

Points Version
• SST CPRS Notes Templates



SST Overview and Refresher Webcourse
• What is Social Skills Training for Serious Mental Illness 

(SST)? An Overview and Refresher
–TMS Link: What is Social Skills Training for Serious 

Mental Illness (SST)? An Overview and Refresher (VA 
TMS Item #37842)

–Train Link (all public access): 
https://www.train.org/vha/course/1086072/

• Includes helpful overview of SST
• Can obtain 1.5 CEs

https://hcm03.ns2cloud.com/sf/learning?destUrl=https%3a%2f%2fva%2dhcm03%2ens2cloud%2ecom%2flearning%2fuser%2fdeeplink%5fredirect%2ejsp%3flinkId%3dITEM%5fDETAILS%26componentID%3d37842%26componentTypeID%3dVA%26revisionDate%3d1550765460000%26fromSF%3dY&company=VAHCM03
https://hcm03.ns2cloud.com/sf/learning?destUrl=https%3a%2f%2fva%2dhcm03%2ens2cloud%2ecom%2flearning%2fuser%2fdeeplink%5fredirect%2ejsp%3flinkId%3dITEM%5fDETAILS%26componentID%3d37842%26componentTypeID%3dVA%26revisionDate%3d1550765460000%26fromSF%3dY&company=VAHCM03
https://www.train.org/vha/course/1086072/


Poll Question
Which step(s) of the SST group 

session sequence are most 
challenging to do with fidelity? 



Fidelity Reminders
• Most common ways SST providers in consultation veer from fidelity and how 

to get back on track (anecdotal national consultant report)
– Forgetting to review the outside practice and/or forgetting to write down 

what each group member planned for outside practice the previous group 
so that no one may remember what the group member was supposed to 
do. 

– Insufficient role play set up which can result in an overly complicated and 
lengthy role play scenario. It is helpful to ensure you review the scenario 
and how the steps will be practiced before role play 1 begins. 

– Not giving enough positive feedback after role plays. Positive feedback is a 
powerful tool in learning and behaviorally specific positive feedback can 
be particularly useful. 

– Not giving behaviorally specific “even better” feedback after role plays 1 
and 2. The group member role playing the skill needs to have constructive 
feedback in order to practice more skillful social behavior. 

– Outside Practice Assignments are not developed and/or not specific: 
Saying something like “practice your skills outside group” rather than 
briefly and collaboratively making specific plans for outside practice with 
each group member. Also, if a group member does not think they can 
practice over the week, you can suggest they do another role play with a 
therapist/family member/case manager.



SST Quick Guide



SST Facilitator and Role Play Buddy Guides



Conducting More than One Group on the Same Skill

• Due to time restrictions, it is possible that not all group 
members will have the opportunity to role play the skill on the 
first day the skill is presented
– In these cases, it is recommended that the same skill be 

reviewed in the next session (and, if needed, during the 
session after that) 

– When repeating the skill, it is recommended that you follow 
the basic SST group session sequence as you did when you 
first presented the skill. However, Steps 2 and 3 of the SST 
Group Session Sequence can be abbreviated as discussed on 
the next slide. 

– Remember to keep track of which group members still need 
to role play the skill and be sure they get the opportunity to 
do so during subsequent sessions 



SST, COVID-19, and Fidelity Considerations

• All components of SST can still be 
completed with fidelity despite COVID-19 
pandemic related restrictions. 

• For example, outside practice may be 
completed but may involve another role 
play with a provider if the group member 
has limited social interactions.



Social Skills Group Observation Checklist 



Overview of the Social Skills Group Observation Checklist

• This tool determines if the group is being led to 
fidelity. 

• The Checklist is comprised of two main areas:
–1) General Structuring and Positive Engagement 

Skills (items 1-8)
–2) Steps of Social Skills Training (items 9-17)

• Items under each area are rated as: “Not at all,” 
“Partially,” or “Fully.”  

• Rate SST facilitator behavior throughout the group 
session (e.g., a facilitator may not engage group 
members during one small part of the group session, 
but in general they do engage the group members).



Overview of the Social Skills Group Observation Checklist 

• Fidelity for an SST Group is defined in the VA SST Training 
Program as 80% or more of the items on the Social Skills 
Group Observation Checklist (SSGOC) being rated “Fully” 
and none are scored at “Not at all.”

• The SSGOC: Detailed Anchor Points Version was developed 
to facilitate rating reliability and fidelity. This document 
includes specific behavioral descriptors for each item and 
has been updated so that it is even more specific and 
helpful in rating group sessions.



Updated Social Skills Group Observation 
Checklist: Detailed Anchor Points Version



Let’s 
Practice



Rating Scenarios on the Social Skills Group Observation 
Checklist

• The behavioral descriptors can help facilitate 
rating your groups.

• Let’s take a closer look at the Social Skills 
Group Observation Checklist: Detailed 
Anchor Points Version using some sample 
scenarios.

• We have sample scenarios from an SST group 
session on the following slides and we will 
discuss how you would rate the items on the 
Detailed Anchor Points Version. 



Rating Scenario for Item #9
• Item #9 Reviewed the outside practice from the previous 

group session

The group leader asks a yes/no question to all the group 
members about whether they completed their outside 
practice. Group members shared that they did the practice 
and said they were highly effective. The steps of the skill 
were not discussed.



Anchor Points for Item #9

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

9. Reviewed the 
outside practice 
from the previous 
group session

Did not ask about 
outside practice of 
previous skills. 

Asked at least one 
group member (but not 
all) about outside 
practice or just asked a 
Y/N question about 
whether outside 
practice was 
completed. Did not 
reference the steps of 
the skill when 
reviewing the outside 
practice.

Asked each group 
member who had been 
assigned outside 
practice about their 
outside practice and 
briefly but fully 
reviewed what 
occurred during the 
outside practice. 
During the review, 
either group 
member(s) and/or the 
facilitator(s) referenced 
at least some of the 
steps of the skill.



Rating Scenario Answer for Item #9

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

9. Reviewed the 
outside practice 
from the previous 
group session

Did not ask about 
outside practice of 
previous skills. 

Asked at least one 
group member (but not 
all) about outside 
practice or just asked a 
Y/N question about 
whether outside 
practice was 
completed. Did not 
reference the steps of 
the skill when 
reviewing the outside 
practice.

Asked each group 
member who had been 
assigned outside 
practice about their 
outside practice and 
briefly but fully 
reviewed what 
occurred during the 
outside practice. 
During the review, 
either group 
member(s) and/or the 
facilitator(s) referenced 
at least some of the 
steps of the skill.



Rating Scenario for Item #10

• Item #10 “Established a rationale  for using the skill.”

For this item, please turn to page 198 in Bellack et al. 
(2004). 

The group facilitator asks the group members why it is 
important to practice making requests. Group 
members provide their input and group facilitator fills 
in comments with all the main points from the Bellack
et al., rationale. 



Anchor Points for Item #10

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

10. Established a 
rationale for using 
the skill

Did not establish or 
only established 
minimally why the skill 
is important or helpful. 

Did partially but not 
fully establish why the 
skill is important or 
helpful using input 
from group members 
and, when needed, 
facilitator(s). At least 
part of the rationale 
section of the skill 
sheet in the Bellack et 
al. manual is covered 
in this discussion.

Established fully the 
importance/helpfulne
ss of using the skill 
using input from 
group members and, 
when needed, 
facilitator(s). The 
main points from the 
rationale section of 
the skill sheet in the 
Bellack et al manual 
are covered. 



Rating Scenario Answer for Item #10

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

10. Established a 
rationale for using 
the skill

Did not establish or 
only established 
minimally why the skill 
is important or helpful. 

Did partially but not 
fully establish why the 
skill is important or 
helpful using input 
from group members 
and, when needed, 
facilitator(s). At least 
part of the rationale 
section of the skill 
sheet in the Bellack et 
al. manual is covered 
in this discussion.

Established fully the 
importance/helpfulne
ss of using the skill 
using input from 
group members and, 
when needed, 
facilitator(s). The 
main points from 
the rationale 
section of the skill 
sheet in the Bellack
et al manual are 
covered. 



Rating Scenario for Item #16
• Item #16 “Provided or elicited behaviorally specific 

suggestions for improvement for each group member’s 
role play.”
After the first role play for each group member, the 
facilitator provides specific and behavioral constructive 
feedback (i.e., “even better feedback”). After the 2nd role 
play for each group member, the facilitator only 
encourages the group members to try again for practice 
without providing or asking about specific ways to make 
the role play even better. The facilitator says “Well, let’s 
just role play again and give it a try.” How would you rate 
item #16?



Anchor Points for Item #16

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

16. Provided or elicited 
behaviorally specific 
suggestions for 
improvement for each 
group member’s role 
play

Did not provide or elicit 
suggestions for 
improvement or provided 
vague suggestions only. 

Provided or elicited brief, 
specific, supportive, behavioral 
suggestions (1-2 suggestions 
maximum) for improvement 
after at least some roleplays. 

Provided or elicited brief, 
specific, supportive, behavioral 
suggestions for improvement 
(maximum 1-2 suggestions) 
consistently after 1st and 2nd 
role plays in a set of 3 role 
plays (or in all but the last role 
play, if there are more than 3 
role plays in a set conducted 
with the same group member). 
Constructive suggestions were 
given to all group members 
engaging in role plays. Stated 
how to make role play scenario 
more challenging if a group 
member’s first role play 
displayed mastery of the skill 
within the initial scenario’s 
context. Made sure group 
member was clear on specific 
suggestion before doing next 
role play. 



Rating Scenario Answer for Item #16

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

16. Provided or elicited 
behaviorally specific 
suggestions for 
improvement for each 
group member’s role 
play

Did not provide or elicit 
suggestions for 
improvement or provided 
vague suggestions only. 

Provided or elicited brief, 
specific, supportive, behavioral 
suggestions (1-2 suggestions 
maximum) for improvement 
after at least some roleplays. 

Provided or elicited brief, 
specific, supportive, 
behavioral suggestions for 
improvement (maximum 1-2 
suggestions) consistently 
after 1st and 2nd role plays in 
a set of 3 role plays (or in all 
but the last role play, if there 
are more than 3 role plays in a 
set conducted with the same 
group member). Constructive 
suggestions were given to all 
group members engaging in 
role plays. Stated how to make 
role play scenario more 
challenging if a group member’s 
first role play displayed mastery 
of the skill within the initial 
scenario’s context. Made sure 
group member was clear on 
specific suggestion before 
doing next role play. 



Rating Scenario for Item #17
• Item #17 “Assigned specific outside practice for the skill 

taught.“

Each of the group members share they will not have the 
opportunity to practice because they will not be seeing 
many people in the following week. The group facilitator 
nods and moves on to end group. They say, “Ok, that’s 
fine. You all practiced today in group so just see if 
something comes up this week.” How would you rate 
item #17?



Anchor Points for Item #17

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

17. Assigned specific 
outside practice for 
the skill taught

Outside practice may 
have been mentioned in 
general but no specific 
outside practice 
assignments were 
created. 

Outside practice plans 
were collaboratively 
developed and/or specific 
(e.g., included when/with 
whom/where they will use 
the skill) for some group 
members.

Outside practice plans 
were collaboratively 
developed for all or 
nearly all group 
members, and the 
plans were specific 
(e.g., included 
when/with 
whom/where they will 
use the skill). 



Rating Scenario Answer for Item #17

Steps of social 
skills training Not at all Partially Fully

17. Assigned specific 
outside practice for 
the skill taught

Outside practice may 
have been mentioned in 
general but no specific 
outside practice 
assignments were 
created. 

Outside practice plans 
were collaboratively 
developed and/or specific 
(e.g., included when/with 
whom/where they will use 
the skill) for some group 
members.

Outside practice plans 
were collaboratively 
developed for all or 
nearly all group 
members, and the 
plans were specific 
(e.g., included 
when/with 
whom/where they will 
use the skill). 



SST CPRS Note Templates



Reviewing Veteran Goals and Progress

• Initial Individual Goal Setting Session

• Veteran outcomes in group

• Incorporating goals into role plays and 
outside practice assignments 



Other Ideas to Maintain Fidelity
• Ask an SST trained colleague or SST Regional 

Trainer (RT) to observe group
• Attend advanced quarterly webinars (PDFs are 

also on the SST website for past topical webinars)
• Attend other SST Webinars on advanced topics, 

such as SST webinar “Sociocultural and Linguistic Factors in 
Implementing Social Skills Groups (Enduring)” (TMS ID: 
131003157) 

• Attend SST-Telehealth Community of Practice Call

https://va-hcm03.ns2cloud.com/learning/user/common/viewItemDetails.do?backto=%2Fuser%2Fpersonal%2FviewPersonalHome.do&managerRole=&componentTypeID=VA&componentID=131003157&revisionDate=1647835200000&seqNumber=78798599&componentKey=5029811&fromCurrDetailsRequirements=false&fromDevPlan=true
https://va-hcm03.ns2cloud.com/learning/user/common/viewItemDetails.do?backto=%2Fuser%2Fpersonal%2FviewPersonalHome.do&managerRole=&componentTypeID=VA&componentID=131003157&revisionDate=1647835200000&seqNumber=78798599&componentKey=5029811&fromCurrDetailsRequirements=false&fromDevPlan=true


Other Ideas to Maintain Fidelity 

•Contact the SST Training Program 
Staff-we are available! 

•Visit the SST MIRECC website: 
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn5
/training/social_skills.asp

https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn5/training/social_skills.asp
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn5/training/social_skills.asp


Preventing Burnout

• Lapses in fidelity may be related to burnout
• Helpful to recruit a role play buddy or co-facilitator to 

share the work and make the group even more fun 
and meaningful.

• Organizational factors play a role in burnout so if you 
are in leadership be attentive to burnout issues. 
Employee satisfaction is closely tied to the behavior 
of their direct supervisors. 

• EAP resources
• Self-care, exercise, meditation, nutrition, nature, 

social support



Create an SST 
Fidelity Action 

Plan



Make an SST Fidelity Action Plan
• Completing the SST Training Program means that you had 

established fidelity at that time. 
• An SST Fidelity Action plan helps you prevent fidelity drift.
• Let’s talk about your SST Fidelity Action Plan.



Make an SST Fidelity Action Plan 
• Be patient and honest with yourself as you consider your 

SST Groups and whether they are currently being led to 
fidelity. Take a baseline assessment. 

• Consider what you are doing well AND what can be EVEN 
better.

• Recommendation once fidelity is achieved: rate your own 
fidelity (or have someone else rate it) on the SSGOC at least 
once every 3 months to reduce fidelity drift.  

• Commit to at least one or two new ways to establish and/or 
maintain SST fidelity and take time now to write down your 
plan.



SST Training Program Contacts

For consultation about SST groups:
Elizabeth Gilbert, Ph.D.
VA SST Program Manager 
Elizabeth.Gilbert@va.gov

For materials to enhance fidelity:
Laché Wilkins, M.S.
VA SST Program Coordinator 
Lache.Wilkins@va.gov

mailto:Elizabeth.Gilbert@va.gov
mailto:Lache.Wilkins@va.gov
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Questions? 



TMS 

• If you would like to get continuing education credit 
(CE) for attending this presentation, you need to have 
registered in TMS prior to the presentation. After this 
presentation, you also need to confirm in TMS that 
you attended the event and to complete the TMS 
course survey within 15 days after the presentation.

• Even if you do not wish to receive CE credit, please 
complete the TMS course survey so that we may 
receive program evaluation feedback and continue to 
offer CE for our training events. 

• We encourage you to complete the TMS course 
survey today.  



Thanks for joining us today!
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