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LAURA

Holding, containing, the boundary between inside/outside, imaginary walls around a space.  

And in the space, the world can feel different. Life can feel different.  You can say some of the things you’ve been holding inside yourself, risk saying them out loud and see what happens.  If you dare to stay long enough to see what happens.

How the boundaries between different places and times seem to collapse, or, you can notice them collapsing, with someone else next to you, watching too.  You can see how Jeff must’ve seemed to his sister in 1983 and how Katie’s mum must’ve been so scared in 1962.  And how Jay’s daughter will probably react in 2025 when she has her first baby.

It’s not magical; it happens all the time, that’s what you realise together in this 90 minutes a week.  It happened to you yesterday.  It will happen to Andy tomorrow.  But in the group, inside the invisible walls, you can notice it for the first time.  Away from the traffic and the appointments and the delays and the shopping lists.  Away from school pick-ups and team meetings and appraisals.  Away from prescriptions and sick-notes and Eastenders.  You can notice, and feel something, and be heard.

~
ALEX

Building a place where you can be noticed and heard doesn’t happen on its own. It takes construction.

The construction of our groups started at the point that they were conceived in our minds.  We needed to give thought to the groups’ membership, location, purpose and time-span.   The groups were created  in detail in our minds……  long  before they met for the first time.  

Laura and I  both started training as group analysts,    at around the same time that we each had our first child.    I have wondered how Messrs Freud or Foulkes would have interpreted this….and I have since  come to learn that there is a  technical term for this mind set and decision making….      lunacy…….
But it struck  me   that there were similarities… between how I felt as I prepared to become a father, excited, nervous, expectant  and in a state of terror     and some of my feelings in anticipating the start of my training group.

Some of the preparations that needed to be thought about seemed the same  too, …. and I was continually reminded,      as I prepared my group room,      of the parallel  preparations I was making in my baby’s nursery = Giving thought to how each space would feel, hoping to make both places comforting,     secure;     clutter-free,    every object carefully chosen because it was useful or pleasing. 
Yet there was another reality to this,  a more physical one….. and  I became an expert in cleaning up vast amounts of shit….and whilst it’s reasonable to assume that  I’m talking about my baby,  the truth is alot closer to home than that……For 3 years,   Each and every  Friday morning, I would religiously arrive at the hospital, set up my grouproom, check it once….twice.. a 3rd time !

and then  spend 20 minutes on the toilet…..an alternative definition of the anal phase…..
Amidst the excitement, anticipation and reverie,        I remember a horrible sense of failure on a study day,   shortly after my daughter, Belle’s birth. 

We had been studying Klein, object relations theory and the early relationship with good/bad breast/mother.     I sat in the training room, overwhelmed with shame, guilt, anger and inadequacy, thinking Belle would never have these,       apparently vital experiences:      she was being bottle fed.

I also remember taking these feelings to my therapy group and the relief and comfort that I felt when a fellow group member pointed out,      perhaps   the way in which Belle received food was less important than the social interaction that took place  when she fed….  I had a baby that I was attuned to; my wife and I recognised and responded to her when she was hungry and relished the contact with  her as she fed.

~
ALEX
Through the group analytic  training, I have become increasingly respectful of the need…. for creating and maintaining boundaries around our groups    =      Boundaries that exist in order to define time and space, and, to protect from outside intrusion.  This defined space that  is essential,   for the development of trust and safety in the relationships between group members;     when we succeed in providing a good-enough holding environment, we create a space in which self-exploration can happen.

Through the experience of being in groups, I have become interested in how complicated, unpopular feelings,     like anger and shame,     are treated in our social world.     Although these feelings form part of all of our relationships   and  experience,   they seem  often,  to  be pushed away and rejected   by society;       I’ve often heard them called ‘negative feelings’ in my clinical work in the NHS. It’s  as if giving them a name….that makes it clear how unwelcome they are,     will somehow encourage them to just go away.
To me,   the term ‘negative’…suggests that certain ways of feeling are unhelpful and destructive and should therefore be controlled, manipulated or avoided.        A lot of energy seems to be invested  in    the  continual suppression, denial and attempted abandonment of  these socially awkward and  unwanted feelings.

But this seems to lead to an ever-growing sense of frustration which at some point can no longer be contained and erupts,,      into action.  History tells us that it is here in this action   and   acting out, that the real danger and violence lie. 

So, I like the idea that we are in the business of building the group analytic arena…. to facilitate and observe these powerful states, and encourage their transformation away from action,   and  from feelings, into words. 

~
LAURA

What is this group? This group, what is it like?

From a massive experiment in thought, to something real, here, now.  

A distant idea to the most stable thing in my life.  

What am I left with now?

A feeling of responsibility to my group members, close to love.

Fear for them.

Fear of them.

Desire to protect them.

Protect them, protect us all, from the flipcharts left in the room, and the people who weren’t allowed to come in hammering on the door, and the fire alarm going off, and the curtains being taken down, and the smell of pork chops burning.  

Protect them, protect all of us from the increased depot injections and the home treatment team not listening and the storms rocking the caravan.  And the cows being led off, led away, sold.  Protect them from the baby left crying outside the house because her mother had to work and there wasn’t time for all those tears.

But not being able to protect them, or even myself.  

And realising that maybe protection wasn’t needed, not like that.  

That maybe being scared was ok.  Rational.  Bearable.  Funny. 

And the man standing waiting for me at the front door of the group room, the man shouting and angry was actually scared and lost and trapped in himself and kept away from something good.  

This group.  

Something so good, good enough that it’s only when they know it’s going to end that they start telling me how many more people there are that should come, could come, think they’re going to come.  And it would help if I could explain exactly why they can’t come, why the group’s ending.  Just put something in writing for the legal department.  It would just really help to have something in writing.  For the record. 

So it’s good, good enough to make people complain if they’re not able to come, but it’s also bad, bad enough that it might do some real damage.  Might encourage people to open boxes that shouldn’t be opened, to peer into dark cupboards with a torch, and not know how to shut the door again.  To start telling anyone who’ll listen just how angry they are, instead of keeping quiet.  Keeping quiet and doing no harm to anyone but themselves.  

But mostly it’s invisible.  It’s quiet and invisible.  And the people coming stop asking for more medication.  In fact they stop phoning.  

They’re obviously better.  

They don’t meet the criteria anymore and need to be discharged.

~
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And so our training groups ended-

It felt ironic that at the stage that the group seemed settled and well-formed, I was given the go-ahead to end it.  The boundaries had remained firm, and were given their final test… as the group went about its complicated    business of ending, complete with mourning and celebration. 

 I experienced a mixture of triumph, guilt, achievement and loss.  In my own therapy group,  our therapist   helpfully linked   my feelings  to a  reality  that I had never considered;  I felt  that I had grown into a person  and a conductor, who could recognise, accept and then use his authority in the service of the group, and in doing so,  I had needed the group, as much as they had needed me. 

~

LAURA

You’re climbing up a hill.  You’re probably driving.  You struggle with the gears, changing from 3rd to 2nd midway through, the engine catching, a light lighting up in front of you that you don’t understand and decide to ignore.  You’ve been pretty concentrated on the effort of it all.  Slight fear of whether you’ll be able to keep going.  Whether you’ll make it.
Then you’re at the top.  What a view.  You can see the sea, almost see the sea on both sides, but it’s misty.  There are tall chimneys halfway up hillsides, a few sheep, fields of grass, beaten down trees, hit from the same direction by the wind for all their lives.  It keeps getting cold, or being colder than you thought, but you’re at the top.  
And then you start coming down.  It feels exhilarating for a bit, adrenaline and relief mixed.  There’s a bit of sun somewhere, and a bit of hail.  And then you see the road just goes on.  You got up that hill, you’re coming down the other side, and what are you coming down towards?  This is your life, it’s going on, it’s going to go on and on, and the people you’ve had beside you, the company, they’re going a different way, if they’re going anywhere, maybe they’re staying here, there, maybe you’ve left them behind. 
You want to keep them with you.  
You remember the good parts, you remember how you all joked about that cake that no one was allowed to eat, that sat in the middle of the room for 90 minutes with no one touching it. 
You remember the people who came but didn’t stay, who left without saying goodbye, who you kept expecting to see again, kept hoping and fearing would come back.  Kept wondering about.  
Wondering what you’d done wrong, how you might have hurt them without knowing it, how they might have hated you, might still hate you.  Or maybe they’re just happy, that they left just proves they were happy, didn’t need this anymore, didn’t need you.  They’ve gone somewhere better.  
How come they get to leave?

And how it feels when it’s just the 4 of you left.  Sitting there, knowing it’s ending, knowing you don’t want it to end, but can’t stop it.  That you can say, can it carry on?  I would like to keep coming… it seems a shame… I feel like I’ve started something now and I won’t know how to stop it, if this ends… you can say all those things but it’s going to end anyway.

Feeling guilty doesn’t make any difference.

Feeling scared doesn’t solve anything.

And even though you try, there will be things you’ll forget, even things that seemed important, vital to remember.  

And things you can’t do anything about.  Like when that man, boy, that boy told you he could scream and cry and beg you but you’d still tell him he had to go home, wouldn’t you?  Would you?  What would you say, if he threw a tantrum on the floor, wouldn’t leave?  So don’t ask the question then, he’ll say, don’t ask the question unless you want to hear no.  
No, I’m not ok to go now.  No.  I want to stay.

But it’ll probably be ok.  You tell yourself. 

Tell yourself that if it helps.  

Maybe you can trust yourself to find your own groups from now on.  

~
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The following, is  an extract from the final   session of my training group….and recalling it has been  emotional.      I think  that reading it to you will be emotional too…..
Grace said  “ I can’t quite believe that it’s finally here, the end”

Carl said  cryptically  “ Or is it the end ?”  The group laughed

A “ It’s toxic   said Adam,  that’s what it is”

There was a momentary pause before  Lisa spoke, in a  way that I found incredibly moving,   as it reflected a huge transformation …..
“It’s not toxic, Adam . What’s toxic is when you or I,    we stay away from the group and don’t come.   And by staying away, we suffer,    on her own and in silence   and  we remain alone . That’s   toxic.”

In that  moment,   the group felt like a success..
We’d like to end with a quote from Donald  Winnicott,  who said this….
“A good enough environmental provision in the earliest phase enables the infant to begin to exist, to have experience, to ride instincts, and to meet with all the difficulties inherent in life.  All this feels real to the infant who becomes able to have a self that can eventually even afford… to die.” 

Thank you. 
~
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