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A few weeks ago, there was a moment in my young adult group when a 19-year-old male came and sat next to me. We explored why he chose to come closer, and I asked if maybe he wanted to receive some nurturance from me. He looked into my eyes and held my eye contact for a long time. The group watched as he described what it was like to look at me. He talked about how it felt as though I were looking into his soul, and how that drew him close, but also made him want to pull away or cover his face with his hands. 

Because of this client’s age, and perhaps even his gender or his newness in the group, it would have been easy for me to assume that he was not ready to do deep work. And yet he did so, like many of my other young adult clients, repeatedly and bravely. 

During my year working at a college counseling center, it was not uncommon for therapists to comment on the need to slow the process down in order to meet young adults where they are. While this may be good advice, I believe it is not frequently-enough paired with a recognition of young adults’ desire for emotional contact as well as their willingness to learn and to try something new—qualities that I have found can lead to a surprising amount of depth in the therapeutic process. Given these clients’ eagerness for learning and growth, I believe it is important for counselors to give young adults the chance to explore deeper aspects of themselves through guiding them in this direction. 

So how did I arrive at this belief? 

Likely, through my own experiences being a young adult. On this subject personal experience has taught me as much as clinical experience. Understanding how to help young adults connect emotionally, in fact, was a bit of a personal study long before graduate school. In fact, it amazes me how much I was able to learn about self-exploration in undergrad, particularly once I had the help of my now-husband, Glenn. 

Glenn and I met our first day of college. He was very shy, yet once we started talking, we fell in love right away. I could tell he loved learning—loved exploring what it is to be human. And he could tell the same about me. It seemed we had found our soul mate, yet there was one problem. The first time I expressed anger, he started laughing. He had never been faced with so much emotion. He didn’t know what to do! 

This was not good. 

What was good was that Glenn was willing to learn. Sophomore year we went to a weekend training group in Systems Centered Group Therapy ® (SCT) and spent the entire weekend maintaining eye-contact while exploring shared emotions as they unfold and are experienced within the body. Glenn, at 19, was exhilarated by this process. Throughout our college experience we therefore continued attending group trainings with Dr. Agazarian, the developer of SCT, taking what we had learned not only into our relationship, but into our friendships as well.

At get-togethers with friends, we’d ask people to sit in a circle with their feet on the floor, making eye contact. Then we’d ask them to describe what they were noticing in their bodies, instructing them to explore the experience with whoever else was noticing something similar. Often people explored their excitement. Finally they were being invited to connect deeply with others! Our male friends, in particular, felt grateful for the permission to be more vulnerable. 

We were all learning together. Now that Glenn and I were actively going to group therapy workshops, we could report back what we learned, and marvel at how quickly our friends would make the skills their own. It felt as though we had some new drug—something people really wanted. From that point on, I worked with the assumption that most people want to connect more deeply with others. I realized that I didn’t have to wait until I was an adult to have deep relationships. 

I finally asked a respected trainer in SCT, Fran Carter, to come to Middlebury to lead a weekend training-group for the college students there. The psychology department was not thrilled with the idea. They told me we were too young to be involved in training-groups (of course, the director also told me that she thought feelings were dangerous—ouch!). The students, however, were excited to come. Many were fairly familiar with SCT theory by this point, and wanted to experience it more deeply. And with Fran’s help, they did so! 

I remember one particularly close friend, a Latino male from Brooklyn, writing a class paper about his experience with this process. He described how his friends in high school used to connect through teasing each other, and how strange it was for him at first to be asked to be vulnerable. He talked about how much he appreciated having a group of friends who could be affectionate and who shared their real feelings, even difficult ones. The image he used was as if he had always worn gloves, and now was receiving the chance to experience touching skin to skin. 

My interactions with friends such as this taught me that most people are as eager for intimacy as I was growing up. Perhaps having psychologists as parents gave me a head start, which meant that I had to learn to initiate this type of connection with others. But when I did so, I found that my peers were able to jump right in, as if they’d just been waiting for the invitation to do so! 

Now, as a therapist, I try to provide that invitation as much as possible. In working with young adults individually and in group, I am fairly active in leading the process, in guiding them to be more fully with me and with themselves. I don’t think they need this guidance simply because they are young—in fact, even most older clients have not had the chance to learn how to be with their feelings in a present way. Young adults, however, have the advantage of having had fewer years to develop habitual ways of responding. They are often more open to trying new things and to receiving whatever tone the therapist sets. Although young adult clients have often had limited experience being with their feelings, if one can communicate confidence that they will be successful at it, I’ve found it helps them “rise to the occasion.”

I believe I learned this last point from watching my sister, Charlotte Howard, work with a young adult group that we led together the year before I began my own. It was amazing to watch her work, to see how she treated her clients, despite some of their interpersonal deficits, as if she knew that they would be able to do deep work in group. She expected a lot out of her group, and they seemed to really like and appreciate that. I saw how the fact that she was willing to push them a bit while communicating confidence in their ability to respond actually excited them—made them feel respected. 

The results Charlotte achieves with this tone/approach are worth noting. I remember substitute leading another young-adult group of hers last year that I hadn’t worked with before. I was amazed to see the depth of caring and intimacy that the members shared. I remember watching two college-aged women gazing deeply into each other’s eyes, talking about how much they loved and needed each other, how one had felt hurt when the other had missed a few sessions. They maintained teary, poignant eye contact through long silences.  I was able to sit back and watch the group; it knew how to work at this deep level without my help. 

Working with my own group has continued strengthening my impression of young people as being capable of honest, vulnerable exploration. Glenn began co-leading this group in ‘09. Having him in the room has made the process so much richer. In some ways it feels like old times, helping young people connect with their feelings and each other. And there is something sweet about working with this particular age group together. Perhaps it is because Glenn and I were partners from ages 18-29 (the age window of our group). We remember what it was like learning to love, to explore, to know ourselves, at all of these ages. And we remember how important it was to have other people sharing that process with us. 

These are memories we can all try to keep fresh in our work. What an honor it is for us to help young adults find tools to satiate their yearning for connection and intimacy. We all know this desire, after all, ourselves.

