THE BENEFITS OF GROUND RULES

by Kristy Howell

Rules serve a necessary and vital role in maintaining order and safety for so much of what we participate in life.  Small groups are “no exception to the rule.”  To effectively facilitate small group interaction here at Grace, rules can be very helpful for us as leaders in overseeing the peaceful order of a meeting that we are responsible in conducting.

Why Have Ground Rules for your group?

1.  Rules aid in providing a comfortable environment where every person feels safe in sharing and listening.

Since the goal for small groups here at Grace is to enhance relationships and foster spiritual growth, then we need to assure our members that our groups are safe places to come to. A set of written rules will give individuals a “code of ethics”, so to speak, that can foster an environment where each person can share openly without the fear of judgment, gossip and discourtesy.

2.  Rules assist in establishing healthy boundaries.

Boundaries, in the context of relationships, provide the emotional and physical space between people.  A healthy boundary is a necessary perimeter that disallows a person to become too dependent on another. 

3.  Rules provide a standard of behavior that will inform group members to know what to expect.

As Ron has encouraged the participation of our congregation in small groups, we can assume that many folks have never experienced small group dynamics. By providing ground rules, you can allay their fears of the unknown as well as prevent confusion that comes from unclear expectations. 

4.  Rules take much of the responsibility of being the “policeman” off the leader and instead distribute it to the group.

As much as we would prefer to avoid confrontation, there are times when addressing and correcting conflict is necessary.  Rules have a wonderful way of being a neutral voice that all can share to establish order and peace. 

How to Set Ground Rules

1.  Acknowledge the need for rules with the group
2.  Assess the group to evaluate what rules would be helpful.
3.  Ask the members to play a part in forming the rules.  

4.  Affirm the group for observing rules. 

How to Keep Ground Rules

1.  Remind or repeat the rules the first 3-4 meetings.

2.  Rely - Learn to rely and depend on the group to carry the weight of rule compliance.

3.  Review -Were these rules reasonable and appropriate for this group?  What ground rules do I need to add?  Subtract? Was there anyone that broke the rules you established?  Why? What particular rule(s) would be helpful in reinforcing next time?

Your role as leader:  to inform, model and enforce the rules.

Examples of Ground Rules for Groups:

1.  Rule of Time
· Our group/class starts at ____ and ends at ______.  Please be prompt in arrival as well as respectful of the ending time so that members can feel free to leave for home, babysitters, job or other obligations.

2.  Rule of Attendance

· Telephone your discussion leader if you are unable to attend.  If you miss more than three sessions, we would advise you to drop the course. 
3. Rule of Confidentiality
· Confidentiality is a must within the groups. What is shared in the group needs to stay in the group and must not be shared with anyone else. Respect each other by not speaking to others outside the group concerning names or specifics discussed. 

· Do not share members’ contact information with other groups, individuals, websites or corporations.

4.  Rule of Participation
· Every group member needs to have an opportunity to share.  Each group member is expected to keep their sharing in balance with the other members’ participation. No one, including the leader, should monopolize the conversation.

· We encourage everybody to share in the group, but they will not be forced to share. Feel free to say, “I pass” if you do not wish to participate in the group discussion.

5.  Rule of Courtesy

· Please raise your hand to be called upon before speaking, keeping your sharing in the here-and-now to what we are dealing with this week. Don’t cut off another person’s talking by injecting your thought or “finishing their sentence”.  Respect their need to express.  

· If you do have something to say to them, wait until they are through or contact them after class.

· Limit your sharing to a few minutes, allowing everyone in the group to share once before you share a second time.
6.  Rule of Homework

· Everybody is encouraged to complete his or her homework. The more group participants put into the course, the more they get out of the course. 

7. Rule of Triangles

· Avoid offering suggestions or methods of fixing another person’s problems, allowing individuals to express without your interference. Cross-advising may be an effort to avoid one’s own issues.

8.  Rule of Boundaries

· Hugging another individual when they are crying seems natural, but it may upset them.  Verbalize a need for a hug if you desire; otherwise respect one another’s space.

9.  Rule of Church Cooperation

· Cooperation with those in leadership at Grace Church at all levels is for the purpose of order and working together toward a common goal. Therefore, we encourage the directive found in Hebrews 13:17 

“Obey your spiritual leaders and do what they say. Their work is to watch over your souls, and they know they are accountable to God. Give them reason to do this joyfully and not with sorrow. That would certainly not be for your benefit.”  

