Group Guidelines
1. Speak with the first person. “I” Instead of “people feel” or “You get to feeling,” etc., say “I think, I feel …. Such and such.  This gives more of the flavor of you rather than broad generalities

2. Speak directly to individuals. Look and speak directly into their face.  If another person asks you: “How do you feel about Sally right now?  For example, turn to Sally and say: “Sally, I feel you were……  Rather than answering the one who questioned you originally.
3. Speak from your honest feelings and thoughts.  There is no taboo on language, thoughts or expressions in this kind of group.  Failing to communicate exactly what one feels – be it anger or affection or indifference toward one another is deemed “kindness “ by the world.  Yet, all too often it is the cruelest thing we can do to another.  We lie because we don’t trust the other’s ability to handle our honest feelings.
4. Be aware at all times of your thoughts and feelings in the moment.  Express them at the earliest appropriate time.  Be aware even if you cannot express a perception of the moment.    We freely live in only one dimension of time – the here and now.
5. Read the messages from your own body.  Your body is a most basic, tangible aspect of yourself.  It is continually giving you messages.  The open or close position of your limbs, sweating palms, feeling fidgety, rapid heartbeat, moving to a closer or more remote seat  - all these and more may tell you that you are afraid, angry irritated, worried, embarrassed, etc.  These messages can be noted and understood.
6. Be as spontaneous as possible. Too often we “mull over,” think about, choose careful language, wait too long, try to be polite, wait our turn to speak or react.  This may “water down,” or negate our freshness, sparkle and genuineness.  Try to let ideas, thoughts, and feelings spill out and over as they will convey the true “you.”
7. Report “side conversations” to main group.  If during a break or between sessions you hold a side-conversation with anyone in which you comment on the group, a person in it, etc.  You should report the feelings expressed back to this group or persons in it.  The idea here is to speak face-to-face.
8. Be aware of the roles you take and your characteristic behavior.  It has been observed that we tend to behave similarly in many situations.  For instance, some of us tend to be ready for a scrap in many situations.  Others tend to withdraw or run away from a confrontation while others are “peacemakers” or “compromisers.”  Or, another may behave very differently in each situation, carefully “sampling” the popular opinion then conforming to the prevailing view.  Sometimes we behave in a Therapy Group much as we do with our mate, friends, parents, and associates.
9. Be aware of how persons in this group remind you of other significant people in your past or present life. For instance, a certain woman may remind you of your mother, or your wife or an old girlfriend.  Interacting with those persons can often work out old problems, hurts, joys, and sorrows even if the person is not actually or completely like the person of whom he she reminds you.
10. Listen actively.  Good communication involves clear expression of not only what you think and feel, but also listening clearly to the words, feelings, and behavior communications of others.  There is a strong tendency to “read in” things we feel while missing what the person is trying to convey.  We also tend to “read out” or ignore things a person is expressing because it bothers us for some reason.  Techniques such as repeating back to a person what you thought he said before you answer may be helpful if it does not dampen spontaneity.  One can learn to allow for one’s own biases and prejudices that may distort what is going on in and around us.
11.  Don’t speak for others.  Such as “...most women think…,” or... a woman always feels.”  If you feel empathy for a person, or feel like defending or attacking someone, speak for what you are experiencing at that moment rather than attributing it to others or bounding your own feelings off on to others.
12. Try to have genuine encounters with others.  The aim of an encounter is not necessarily to either fight (Or avoid anger) or to always be on good terms or to “love” everyone.  It is rather to realize that the basic stuff of life is to contact, interact, feel, and to communicate meaningfully with others.  A quarrel is often better than complacently ignoring another.  To know that you have been true to yourself, while meaningfully interacting with another also being true to yourself, is a major aim of such experience as this.
13. Expect periods of silence.  Although they may seem, at first, uncomfortable to the newcomer – or “old-timer,” creative things can occur in our awareness and consciousness.  Use silence to be aware of what’s happening to you.
14. After-therapy group feelings, awareness and anxieties are normal.  Know that follow-up appointments with the therapist are available and often desirable.
15. Keep Confidentiality.  An experiential group depends on building trust and intimacy.  It is crucial to this process that group members feel that what they say will be held in confidentiality.  Each member of a group must be fully committed to the principle that what others say or show of themselves is not to be discussed with persons outside the group.
16. Focus.  Decide whether you are committed to getting something from this group and try to get some focus on what you hope to accomplish.  In clarifying your goals, review specific issues in your life, what you want to explore, and specific changes you may want to make.  You may find it helpful to set for yourself contracts about what you are willing to do.  Prior to each groups session, take time to get clear about what you would like to bring up during that meeting.
17. Write and read.  In getting yourself ready for a group meeting you may find that actually writing about the issues you are considering introducing in the session is much more helpful than merely thinking about them.  Reading books that are about topics of personal importance to you can also help you to get prepared for productive work in group.
18. Be flexible.  While it helps to approach a group session with some focus on what you want to explore, don’t be so committed to your agenda that you cannot work with what comes up spontaneously within the group.
19. Time is limited.  It is easy to let a group session go by without getting around to what you hoped to do or say.  The longer you wait to actively involve yourself, the harder it will become.
20. Be greedy.  The success of a group can depend on each of you being “greedy” to do your own work.  This doesn’t mean that you should monopolize conversation or be insensitive to the difficulty others might have in getting into the spotlight.  But if you persistently worry about waiting until it’s your “turn” or try too much to monitor how much of the group’s time should be allotted to you, you will inhibit the kind of spontaneity and enthusiasm that can make a group exciting and productive.  If each of you takes responsibility for pursuing your own work, it should turn out that everyone has enough opportunity to take the spotlight.
21. Keep a journal.  Use a journal as a way to review what you worked on in a session and what it leads you to think about.  It is amazing how often someone will have some really important insight while working in a group which winds up simply forgotten or lost in vagueness and generality.  By writing down your feelings and reflections about each session, and some of the specifics of what you looked at, you can get far more out of what you do in group.  An important bonus to doing this is that you will then have, years later, written reminders of how you were experiencing at a given phase of your life.
22. Emphasize feelings.  Intellectual discussions are great, but it is not as hard to find a place for them as to find a place in which the emphasis is on how you feel.  That is what an experiential group is all about.  If you mainly expound your theories and opinions you will contribute to a context in which neither you nor others will be very encouraged to explore your life on a more emotional level.  As a rough rule of thumb, if your sentences could just as well have started off with the words, “My opinion is that….., “ you probably are not working much on a feeling level, and are not taking full advantage of the rather unique opportunity an experiential group provides.
23. Express.  Most of us are all too much in the habit of censoring our expression of feeling; we are afraid of being “inappropriate,” or, often, afraid that we will simply magnify and entrench the feelings we have if we voice them.  This can happen, but there is far more reason to be concerned about what we do to ourselves with what we don’t say than with what we vocalize.  And experientially, there is a world of difference between thinking something through in our minds and saying it out loud.  A group is an ideal place to actually find out what would happen if we expressed what we felt.  The lesson people almost always learn is that this can be a very powerful and positive experience.  If you have persistent feelings that relate to the group, be willing to express them.  For example, if you are feeling perpetually bored, at least announce that you feel this way.  Sitting on feelings is a sure way to dam up the flow of a group.
24. Be an active participant.  You will get far more from your group if you take an active role in expressing what is going on with you.   If you take on the role of the silent observer, you are not liable to get as much and others may interpret your silence as being judgmental.  And while the silent member may be learning vicariously, they deprive others the opportunity to learn from them.
25. Experiment.   Look at the group as a place in which you are relatively safer and freer than usual to try expressing yourself differently than you typically do, and for trying out different sides of yourself.  Having done so, you can then seek ways of carrying new behaviors into your outside life.
26. Group is a place to grow.  Groups are built on the assumption that no matter how well your life may be going now, it can be enriched by the opportunity to explore your feelings and consider changes you may want to make.  If you believe that this is only appropriate for people suffering from severe emotional problems, you shortchange yourself and the other participants.  Even though you do not have any pressing  crisis in your life, you can be an active participant in group if you are willing to pay attention to your feelings, allow yourself to react to others, and assume that the issues which come up for you are worthwhile.
27. Change won’t be instantaneous.  If you do seek to change some features of your life by being a participant in a group remember that such changes do not usually happen all at once or without some backsliding.  Give yourself credit for what you are willing to try, and for subtle changes you can see yourself making.
28. Others may not appreciate your changes.  If you use the group as a place to make some changes in yourself, you may find that some people in your daily life have considerable investment in keeping you the way you are now.  Expect to find less support outside group than within it for your struggles, and use this group as a place to explore some of the resistance you encounter outside.
29. You won’t be understood.  Groups heighten a sense of intimacy and provide an opportunity for being understood by others in ways we don’t always get in our daily lives.  But it would be useful to assume that in many respects you simply will not be understood by the others in your group.  They will see certain dimensions of you, but cannot have much of an idea of what you are like elsewhere in your life.  If you are mainly working on areas that involve conflicts or emotional vulnerability, the group will mainly be seeing this side of you.  You could waste your time and everyone else’s if you feel you must constantly qualify and footnote everything you express.  What is important is that you have a format for voicing feelings.  A concern over everyone’s getting the “full picture” - which probably is impossible anyway- will just distract you from your work.  For example, if you choose to explore some negative feelings you have about a relationship you are in, and you think you must qualify everything you say with a full “objective” account, you will be talking forever and still not get around to the feeling you wanted to express spontaneously.  Better to just be resigned in advance to the idea that others won’t and can’t have that full picture.
30. You won’t understand the others.  The other side of the preceding point is that you will be doing a disservice to others in the group if you suppose that you have got them figured out.  Like you, they are presumably working on expressing sides of themselves that they do not usually have an opportunity to express.  If you let yourself think that’s the whole picture, you are simply forgetting how complex people are, and that you are only seeing a few dimensions of them.
31. Put “reality” on hold.  If you are going to use group as a place in which you can experiment with expressing feelings, you will have much more opportunity to learn if you “go with” feelings as they arise for you, rather than constantly trying to put things into realistic perspective.  You can make time for that after you have given yourself latitude for saying what you feel like saying.  A good way to keep from having a real look at anything is to constantly stifle your expression of one sort of feeling because you are in a hurry to cancel it out with an acknowledgement of some contrary feeling.  You may really have a mix of emotions about some issues. but to be able to fully see that and look at it, try to stick with those feelings one at a time.
32. Avoid advising, interpreting and questioning.  As you listen to others in your group explore their issues, it will often be very tempting to offer advice. Occasionally this can be fine, but it is all too easy for people to be inundated by well-meant advice coming from all sides.  They can’t absorb that much; they are liable to withdraw instead of going further, and meanwhile you are liable to fall into the role of advising others forgetting that you are there to express how you feel.  Sometimes a word of advice will be quite in order, but generally it’s best to keep this in check and to assume that others don’t so much need your input as a chance to express their feelings and work things out for themselves.  Your input will probably be much better received if it consists of your sharing feelings and experiences of your own which this person has touched upon.  Similarly with interpreting. When everyone starts taking on the role of the group leader, the person working is liable to feel they are the only one working and become defensive.  People also tend to become defensive when faced with an onslaught of questions.  There are ways of asking questions that “open people up” rather than “closing them up.”  As a general rule- especially for group members and often for group leaders – you will find that people carry their work further if you tell them your feelings about the issue rather than questioning them about theirs.
33. Don’t Gossip.  Here “gossiping” means talking about your feelings about some person in the third person.  Even if the person is not actually in the room, you will generally find that you get a bit closer to what you really fell if you use the direct personal grammar of “I” and “you” rather than “he” or “she”.  Your group leader may often encourage you to pretend that the person you want to talk about is actually in the room, and pretend you are stating your feelings directly to the person.  Although this may seem a bit artificial at times, it usually leads to a much more powerful expression which you are much more likely to be able to learn from.  If you doubt this, watch how it works with others in your group.  Or, think of someone toward whom you feel some anger, and see if you experience the difference between saying aloud, “He makes me angry because…..”  And “You make me angry because…”
34. Don’t Band-aid.  If you rush in to be helpful or supportive or comforting to someone who is expressing something painful, you are not really respecting their ability and desire to fully air their feelings.  You will have plenty of time to learn from your own experience how good it can feel to get something out instead of having it cut off by someone’s ill-timed helpfulness.  People grow from living through their pain; let them do it.  Certainly, there is plenty of room in a group for words and gestures of comfort or consolation.  But wait until that person has had plenty of time to get out what they want to get out.  Otherwise, your message to that person is that he or she can’t live with feelings without a “mother” to help them through it.
35. Give feedback.  When someone in your group has expressed something which touches you, let them know, and emphasize your own feelings and experiences.  If you have positive or negative reactions to someone tell them how you feel.  In the long run, your willingness to directly and honestly confront another with your reactions will contribute to the level of trust within the group, and point to the possibility of greater honesty in our daily lives.
36. Avoid storytelling.  If you are committed to exploring your feelings, you won’t get far by going on and on with narratives from your history.  If it is present and you feel it, say it.  If it’s past but you are presently feeling it, say it.  But if you are going on at length to fill in others on information about you, as distinct from what’s present and pressing for you, you will wind up distracting yourself and everyone else.
37. Be willing to exaggerate.  This connects with the earlier point about “suspending reality.” You can worry too much about too much about whether you are “acting” when you give yourself opportunity to really focus on some feeling you have.  Rather than getting lost in wondering whether you are exaggerating your emotions, give yourself permission to nurture them a bit and discover where they may lead. Of course, you won’t want to simply fake it.  But there may be something very genuine in throwing yourself a bit into what you feel.
38. Be open to feedback.  When you have done some work in group, others may want to give you feedback about their reactions to you.  Remember that, like you, they are there to try out new ways of expressing their feelings directly.  The easy and obvious mistakes you could make here are to either be too ready to accept their feedback as “gospel,” or to be too quick to reject what may be good insightful input by being in a hurry to reply, rebut, or explain away what they say.  The most constructive approach usually is to try to just listen, remember, and give yourself time to sort it out and think over until you can really get a grasp on what seems to fit.
39. Avoid hostility and indirect sarcasm.  A main concern of an experiential group is to learn to state what you feel in a direct manner.  That includes anger.  If you feel angered by someone in your group, tell them; but give it to them straight and not couched in “potshots” and sarcasm they won’t know what to make of.
40. React to the group leader.  No matter how hard they may try to be just themselves, it’s pretty unusual for group members to treat the group leader with feeling borrowed from the past and from fantasy.  You can turn this to advantage by making it a special point to explore and express your feelings about your group leader.
41. Beware of labels.  Watch out for the generalizations, summary statements and labels you use to describe yourself.  These can turn into self-fulfilling prophecies.  Unfortunately, others can be far too quick to latch on to what you say, and to insist on “pigeonholing” you through the rest of the group.  Since this will probably happen in spite of your efforts, be ready to call others if you feel they are reducing you to one dimension of something you might have said about yourself.  Equally, try to guard against assuming that, once someone has given themselves a label, you are entitled to suppose forever afterwards that you’ve got them figured out.  A rather alarming fact about group interaction is that people tend to unwittingly be drawn into living up to what others perceive them to be.  So guard against this happening to you or your doing it to others.
42. How might you get in your own way?  You probably already have some idea about how you might sabotage your own work in group – such as by rationalizing, withdrawing, denying, turning a specific criticism into a global “I’m no good.” Make it a point to look out for your own most familiar defenses.
43. Decide for yourself how much to disclose.  Hopefully, you are in this group to find out more about yourself.  This entails taking some risks with saying more than you are comfortable saying.  However, while it is appropriate for you to push yourself and to participate in a context which puts you under some pressure, it is important to distinguish this from disclosing things about yourself simply because others seem to expect or need it.
44. Carry your work outside of group.  You will be trying out new ways of presenting and expressing yourself within the group.  Don’t let it go at that! Try to find ways of bringing this into your everyday life.  People in your life outside won’t be used to this, and you can expect to get tripped up.  But with due respect for making changes with some sense for timing and caution, make a point of trying out some new sides of yourself.
45. Good feelings are okay.  There are plenty of reasons why groups tend to focus on the more negative sides of our experience.  Usually, these are our more pressing issues and topics we seldom get a chance to pursue elsewhere.  In addition, the discussion of these issues is what keeps a group moving.  But you need not conclude from this that there is some unspoken rule in your group that says you should limit the expression of feeling to problems and conflicts.  Share your joys too!
46. Take responsibility for what you accomplish.  The leaders and members of your group will no doubt be interested in drawing you out.  But remember that in the final analysis, what you accomplish is going to be up to you.
