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MEMORANDUM

TGO  Menbers of Supportive, Long-term Men's Groups
FM  Perk dark
RE: "Qur Men's Goup is Stuck: What Should We Do?"

DT: July 5, 1993

Modest subtitle: ' The devel opnent of nen occurs in observable stages and
needs uni que assistance at different nmonents: a case for timng, progress,
structure, |eadership, and direction in nen's groups

In sone of the schools of Buddhismthe nonks get together and vigorously
debate fine points of the tradition, what things nean, how to proceed.

think in sone way we are replicating that nodel when we debate about various
aspects of men's groups: what type works when, why, and w th whom

A number of you have comented to ne that 'our nen's group is stuck' after
some years of seeing it was not the case. | have sone thoughts about this I'd
like to offer.

First, consider that you have changed over time, and that your needs froma
men's group are changing. Second, consider your group has sonme ways of
operating which by now are fixed, predictable, |ess rewarding than they once
were. Third, consider that you could benefit from other methods of group work
i n your devel opnent as a man

1. Begin with the idea that mal e humans devel op in stages!, and that they
need different kinds of assistance in that devel opnent at different tines in
their lives; the type of devel opnent referred to here is along social,
psychol ogi cal, enotional |ines

2. Consider that there are several different types of men's groups in vogue
in the 1990's, and that those can be inportant for particul ar devel opmenta
needs for nen at various stages or noments in their lives

3. Consider that there is indeed a hierarchy of devel opnent in nale
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behavior, a continumfromthose nmen needing a great deal of support to those
having a great deal to offer others

4. Consider that certain specific groups aid men who are working on sone
stage of their progress in this conti nuumfrom hel pl ess to hel pfu
psychiatric hospital groups

addi cti on-cessation groups

support groups

fem ni st groups

ritual groups

nyt hopoeti c groups

nystical groups

Q 0D Qo0 ToD

5. Note that a widely practiced version of the current nen's group has a
"support group' kind of appearance:
a. the general purpose is for "individual growth," although this is
not clearly defined (which would help nenbers see if they grew or not)
b. the general nethod is to "listen to the know edge and wi sdom of
one another" (with the inplication that others have both these qualities)
c. the structure of the group is this:
i no named | eader
ii. no particular theory or body of information that supports
or directs the group effort
iii. neet regularly at soneone's hone
iv. begin with a "check-in" nmethod -- the first person to
arrive tal ks about '"this is ny week/day/monent here' and this self-disclosure
repeated by all who arrive
V. the body of the neeting is conversation and gravitates
toward the topic/issue/individual that gains the consensus [neaning, nore
accurately, the "attention"] of the group; this conversation is referred to as
the "sharing of experience"

Vi . nmenbers are instructed to bring conpassion and integrity
to the neeting

vii. there is sone kind of a clear ending event

viii. sone additional conventions have been: |et soneone who is

talking finish; attend all neetings; keep what is said confidential; disclose
nore information about your topic if you are requested to do so; don't
confront or criticize others

6. This structure nmeets a nunber of criteria for a generic support group
whose purpose is to hel p nenbers gain assistance, advice, support, strength,
insight into their own and others' behavior, to assist in the pursuit of
various psychol ogi cal, behavioral, enptional, and social goals in their lives

7. 1t should be enphasized that at a certain point in a man's devel opnent
t he techni que of "sharing of experience" is inportant, and that those in
groups who want that to continue should do so as long as they feel they are
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gai ni ng know edge of one-anot her and thensel ves fromthat technique

8. Awvalid criticismof the "sharing of experience" technique is that it
beconmes (like any technique) the next place for the nenbers to get 'stuck in
their progress;' the "sharing" is elevated to a high goal where people do
much of it but don't devel op or progress after they learn to open up about
what they are thinking and feeling

9. Wen stuck this way, the nenbers mss out on sonething crucial -- that
many people who feel that they are "sharing experience" are in fact nobst
conmonl y:

a. offering random opi nions rather than describing their actua
experience in the present

b. reacting nechanically as they always act in simlar situations

C. reacting in ways that stinmulate themenotionally w thout know ng
that is their goal or their genuine action

d. reacting to get and mmintain an others' attention

e. reacting to domnate a situation or to keep from being seen as
participating in a situation

f. reacting to avoid sone consequence (like experiencing their own
anger, or shanme, or fear, or boredom

g. expressing, in a covert form an enotional nonent which is being
distorted with a story that nmnutely alludes to the feelings which have been
sti mul at ed

10. Authentic and accurate "sharing experience" is of value in the real mof

friendshi ps and social |life and getting to know people, but it is has to be
conbined with other forns of participant behavior and sonetines ignored
conpletely when trying to push into what | would call "intimate realities' of

ot her peopl e, and when pushing into devel opnental efforts that involve nore
intentional identification of deficits and strengths, and the counteracting of
the former

11. The structure and net hods enployed in a group have everything to do with
the essential purpose of the group; the essential purpose of the nen's
support group structure is to enhance the social -enotional skills and

know edge of the participants to help thembetter cope with their lives

12. O her types of groups are applicable to men who experience sufficient
support in their lives and are curious about what m ght be available to gain
after they have learned to gather and maintain a supportive environnent for
personal and professional devel opnent

13. One formof that group is described in technical religious or
psychol ogical literature and is said to be designed to devel op 'higher
perceptive capacities' or intuitions about life, as well of nethods of
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thinking that are non-linear, holistic in nature and not influenced by fixed
assunptions and culturally-inspired beliefs

14. A group whose basic purpose is to develop the intuitive, (also known as
"nystical') side of the participants advocates this |ist of group-structure-
rul es?:
a. neet regularly in a secure location in confidence
b. allowthe group |eader® to | ead enpl oying the theories and
techniques that fit within his study tradition
C. no guests-visitors-new nmenbers unl ess added by the | eader for
speci fic | earning experiences of the group
d. participants' aimto:
i. observe your own reactions to what occurs in the setting, as
wel | as others' reactions
ii. pay active attention and participate fully
iii.study the materials that are recomrended to you in the order
that they are recommended
iv. study what time this is in your life and realize that certain
actions-information will help you nove though this and develop fromit, and
that other actions-information will not help you at this tine
e. understand that you are in a particular place and that certain
suggestions are a function of that place
f. expect that you will notice sonme tangible gain fromthe group
experience, but not necessarily at the rate, nor in the way, that you m ght
expect it
g. propose that people who are disinterested in this nbdel not seek to
be nmenbers of this particular group

15. The leadership of this group would be said to be following a spiritua
tradition of group organizing, which has a particular orientation and guards
agai nst a variety of potential abuses by the group |eader*:

a. a genuine spiritual organization is run in such a way as to assi st
the group nenbers in making the shift froma self-centered Iife, to one that
is Truth-centered

b. an organization in which the nmethods of operation enhance selfish
i ntention can be judged dysfunctional: such a group may do a good job of
neeting other needs, but it is not actually engaged in spiritual devel oprent;
for exanpl e:

i. menbers told that if they left the group they would be damed

ii. menbers were told that terrible things had happened to people
who left the group in the past

iii.note that fear for one's safety is not the sort of notivation
that pronotes spiritual devel oprent

c. some groups appeal directly to the nmenbers' greed: they mmintain
that only group nenbers will receive the divine pleasure: bliss, that the
| eader can convey

d. indeed, extensive use may be nade of procedures that bring about
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dramatic alterations in consciousness (sensory experiences induced, are called
Know edge)
e. these unusual experiences are then interpreted as proof that
paradi se awaits faithful followers
f. sone groups pronise happi ness, or power
g. some groups appeal directly to nenbers' vanity, wth considerable
use of flattery (lavishly bestowed attention and praise) -- or the conveying
of the nessage that the new nenber has shown marvel ous spiritual discernnent
by joining them
h. attention of any kind nay be enough to acconplish seduction,
whet her in the formof praise or even severe rebuke (these are appeals to
egotistical concerns, and indicate the corrupt character of the group and its
| eader)
i. the manipulation of guilt is another sign that a group is spurious;
basically, this establishes a regressive relationship between the | eader and
the group; this is used in various schools of indoctrination, brain-washing,
t hought -ref orm
j. real nmystical schools are ainmng at a type of devel opnent;
i ndoctrination is not developnment: it is the substitution of one belief
system for another; if a group nakes extensive use of indoctrination
conponents, it is a sign that its purposes are nundane; these conponents
i ncl ude:
i rejection by the group, alternating with acceptance and
appr oval
ii. the arousal of guilt
iii. repetition of dogma
iv. restricted access to outside information
V. restricted privacy
vi. attacks on a person's previous affiliations and way of life
k. both new and traditional religious group often have conponents of
i ndoctrination
I. thisis in contrast with the nystical literature's enphasis on the
need to acquire freedomfromfixed assunptions and culturally derived beliefs
about the self, God, causality, good and evil
m furthernore, indoctrination is antithetical to the devel opnent of
i ndividuality, which this literature nmakes clear is crucial to the
devel opnental process, and nmust eventually manifest itself (Rabbi Sushone on
his deathbed: 'Wen | get to the world to come, they will not ask nme, 'why
were you not Mses?' they will ask nme, 'why where you not Sushone!')
n. spiritual devel opment requires the opposite of indoctrination:
| earning to discern how one's perception of the world is influenced by
egocentric thought and notivation
0. groups that use indoctrination nmethods are not legitinate spiritua
groups; their leaders are not entitled to the authority clainmed by legitimte
spiritual teachers, which could render themimmne from conventional criticism
p. bogus |eaders fall back on the argunent of spiritual authority as
justification for their exploitive acts
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g. relating the |eader's behavior to the requirenents of spiritua
devel opnent offers a reply to this argunent

r. it is because a leader's role is functional, rather than nmagical,
that genuine spiritual |eaders can be seen to obey inplicit rules

s. careful attention to traditional to teaching stories denonstrates
that there are certain principles that are never violated: conpeting for the
teachers's attention; one student harm ng another; a student having sex wth
the teacher, or a teacher enriching hinmherself with a student's noney

t. the reason such exanples are absent is that real teachers do not
use their students to advance their own personal interests: they do not have
license to exploits students in any way

u. the only legitimate basis for the teacher's actions is to advance
the student along the spiritual path

v. this is not to say that |arger purposes may not be served at the

sane tinme: indeed, such synchronous activity is said to be the norm but it
is never at the expense of the student's devel opnent
w. indeed, the genuine spiritual teacher obeys functional requirenents

that far exceed the restraint that nobst people inpose on thenselves in the
nane of religion or cormbn decency

16. this nenmorandumis a | ong-w nded way to outline that | am/longing for
anot her type of group, one with a purpose and nethods as cited above, or wth
conpletely different elenments that would acconplish a simlar goa

17. This also neans that | do respect your right to pursue your own

devel opnental effort, and recognize how i nstrunental you have been in putting
t hese things together and keeping themgoing -- for that, you have ny
gratitude and respect!
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