opening up: what’s it usually helpful

to talk about in the group?
purpose of the group:  The core purpose of this group is to help us all become more emotionally intelligent and better able to relate really well with others.  We’re a group of fellow travellers on a journey together.  Our aim is to work hard to make good progress ourselves and  to help everyone else in the group make good progress too. 
the ‘process’ is the ‘content’: Nearly always, when we’re with a group of people, there is    a more or less clearly stated set of objectives.  These objectives may involve having a good time together, or working at a job, or raising kids, or producing something.  There are many different types of objective that a group of people might have.  Typically the underlying, often unspoken, feelings and interactions between the different people in the group get in the way of or facilitate reaching the group’s objectives.  Usually though we don’t look at or discuss this underlying ‘process’ of feelings, judgements, and interactions.  What makes this “Opening Up” group unusual & potentially so helpful is that this underlying ‘process’ of feelings and interpersonal relationships is the business of the group.  The ‘process’ becomes a major part of the ‘content’ that we spend time looking at.
group work as a ‘speaking meditation’:  There are many different metaphors that can help us orientate in this kind of therapy group.  Being fellow travellers on a journey together, and the idea that the ‘process’ of the group is the ‘content’ we want to focus on are just a couple of examples.  Other metaphors include the group as a ‘talking meditation’ and as a ‘chamber orchestra’.  We may find it helpful to think of the group sometimes as a ‘talking meditation’.  By this I mean that with ‘mindfulness meditation’ the task is to be present and aware of what’s going on in ourselves and in the outside world.  In the group this continues to be our task –  to notice how we’re feeling in our bodies, what our thoughts are, how we’re reacting, who we find it easy to be with and who more difficult.  At the same time we’re paying attention to others in the group.  How are they doing?  How are they looking?  Does anyone seem upset, or distracted, or energized?  As we notice this flowing river of present time information we can speak about it – especially focusing on what is supportive, what is real for us, and what feels most charged with feeling.  In the speaking we change the river of how we feel and how others are reacting, so that too becomes part of the ‘meditation’ of what’s happening.  The ”Experiencing Scale” and the ”Communication Scales” also give more information about this. 
group work as ‘making music together’:  We’re like musicians – a ‘chamber orchestra’   or ‘jazz group’ – who have gathered to play music together.  The instrument each of us plays      is ourself – allowing who we are and how we feel & think to sound out awarely and truthfully.  Sometimes we’ll be very much in tune with others and feel that we’re seen clearly, valued & strengthened in who and how we are.  Sometimes we’re out of tune with others.  This can be particularly valuable.  By looking at these ‘out of tune’ times – times when we feel irritated, misunderstood, suspicious, or upset – we can often learn a lot about how we’re perceived        and what we might benefit by being more aware of.  The handout ”Honesty, Transparency & Confrontation” gives more details of how we can work constructively with ‘out of tune’ times.

the crucial feeling-reflection cycle:  Research on ‘process’ groups shows that those who learn most from the group are usually those who both get emotionally involved with what’s going on and who also reflect carefully on what has been happening.  It’s well worth remembering the central importance of this repeating feeling-reflection-feeling-reflection sequence.  Stronger feelings are like lightbulbs illuminating where it’s likely to be worth looking more deeply.  If you are feeling something quite strongly in the group, it’s nearly always worth saying so.  This is especially so if you realize the feeling is part of a familiar pattern that gets in the way of you relating truly and constructively.  If you don’t share what’s going on for you, then [cont.]         there’s a real danger that the feeling becomes like an elephant in the corner of the room that nobody’s mentioning.  We’re aware of the elephant.  As long as it’s not discussed, there’s the probability that it will simply stay there and affect all the other interactions that are going on.      If the stronger feeling is brought out in the open, then it can be processed and we can often   then move on more easily.  William Blake, in his poem ”The Poison Tree”, wrote:  ”I was angry   with  my friend.  I told my wrath, my wrath did end.  I was angry with my foe.  I told it not,      my wrath did grow”.  Again look at the “Honesty, Transparency & Confrontation” handout for more  on this.  At the end of each evening we each complete a ”Weekly Reflection Sheet”.  Writing and reading these sheets encourages the reflection process.  Talking over our experiences & maybe writing more between the group evenings can also deepen our understanding and the benefits  we get from the journey.
emotions are ‘body radar’:  Emotions are physical reactions.  Emotionally we are still hunter-gatherers.  Our body is constantly monitoring the outer environment to assess if it is threatening or favourable.  This prepares us to take action (‘e-motion’).  It’s as if our body is       a radar system that scans what’s going on and gives us messages about how we’re judging      the outer world (see the “Emotions are like a radar system” handout).  ‘Feelings’ are the inner experience of our body’s current emotional state.  Our emotions also broadcast to others through our words and, even more reliably, through our body language – facial expression, gaze, posture, gesture, voice tone & speed, and other characteristics.  Paying attention to our feelings is so important in this kind of group.  Sometimes our emotional reactions will be appropriate to the outer situation.  Our task then is to listen to the emotions and allow them to energize us to respond adaptively.  Sometimes our emotional reactions will be inappropriate to the outer situation.  The challenge then is to see this clearly, to understand why our feelings are ‘out of sync’ with current outer reality, to process our unhelpful responses, and to begin acting in more helpful ways.  The handout “Emotions – arriving & leaving” illustrates this point.  

here-and-now or there-and-then:  This ‘process’ group assumes that if we’re perceptive and authentic in the group, we’re likely to find ourselves repeating patterns of feeling and behaviour that get in the way of our relationships in the outside world.  Although we’ll talk about the ‘there-and-then’ of current and past outer relationships, we’ll frequently use the ‘here-and-now’ of group interactions to throw more light on these patterns.  A huge advantage of doing this is that everyone in the group has been a witness to the development of relationships in the group and so can provide valuable feedback.  Talking about ‘there-and-then’ relationships outside the group removes this gift of independent witnessing.  It is sometimes worth talking about ‘there-and-then’ outer relationships though – especially if strong feelings about them are affecting how we are in the group.  This may highlight unhelpful emotional reactions that would benefit from attention & processing.  It may also highlight new ways of behaving in the outer world that the group can encourage us with.













































