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THE THEME-CENTERED INTERACTIONAL METHOD
Group Therapists as Group Educators
by

Ruth C. Cohn®

Roots and Purpose

Group therapists are challenged by a world which needs im-
provement in education and communication. There is pressure from
inside and outside of our profession to enlirge our.scope of activitisg
and to share our knowledge and experience with individuals and
groups which can profit from our experience and skills. In the st
few years, many community action programs have faltered not only
for lack of funds or for political reasons but also because of a lack of
skilled group leaders, Without specialized training as consultants to
communities, group therapists often have felt puzzled or harassed
facing situations where the job required modifications of their thera-
peutic skills. Meanwhile: Growth Potential Centers are opening up all
over the country encountering the public’s needs with the help of
professionals and paraprofessionals whose training rarely provides
them with the specific skills Eo:EmmnEm requires,

The theme-centered interactional workshop method has been
designed and practiced to fill this gap in our profession. It is pri-
marily applicable to small groups which share a common interest and
which are conducted by a professional group therapist. However, it's
principles have also been used in leading convention audiences up to

*This i2 an cnlarged and modificd venion of 2 paper with the same fitle fead af e
Convention of the American nnn_n-_ Psychotherapy Association, jan, [970.

INTERACTION . METHOD

300 people and in large conflict groups * And the methed in modi-
ficd version has been helpful for :Enwna E.mm,:nwm clergy, para-

.professionals, ete.

This paper endeavars Lo put forth some of tHe basic principles
and techhiques of the theme-zentered interactional workshop
method SH professional group therapists.

The theme-ceptered interactional workshop is an offspring of

.._.r.,.S,.,ﬂ therapy and psvehoanalylic theory. Muiiny years ago this

guthor bécame fascinated by the [lact that most eroup. therapy
patients described their therapy as “the most important tearning ex-
penence of my hfe M awhilesse many ::a..u_:.w 1 dcademic settines
seemed to count the deysentil their esc goe to free m_p..:: Fhe quéstion
arpse whether it was the theme of group therapy — V! want to fzel
and Tunction better™ — which made the m:.wnqmjan between living
lcarning und dezd learning? The emphasis on self rather than on
external themes? Or was there somethne mnmn_:nm._.{_ aiive i the
methed of group therapy itself? Would it be possible 20 introduge
into other learning situstions those elements of the group therapy
medel which promoted the purticipants’ passionate involvernent?

Group therapy relates to and respects the Teelings of gach indi-
vidual, The heaviness in somenns’s wEEE:,_ his guickened heart-
beat, his tegrs or joyiulaess become the group’s S eonuern, Feslings are
cespected as man’s inalienable sight «— whether they relate to his
realistic o ::;EEJ.. Visicn-of thisworld, The structure and atmpg-

phere of the group therapy setting =nc ourages the expression of
cineztions andithe i_am:o: undd deepening of commiunication which
are thepoo! of the passionate involvement of group therupy paticnts
- Tardly peralleled in clissrooms and seminars, Could one create

"amer, Azzos, for Humgnist T#r_._lnﬂ_. TAAHPRLGES
Am Psychol Assoc, (APAY 1968
Dewtsche Assaziation fir Cruppentherapis and Grjppendynamik
AT 1969 — Pordiad State Hozpilal, Mick, 1968
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educational settings which would allow teachers and students lo ex-
perience and exchange feelings in the classroom and el to remain

related to the theme under studv?

Most schools of psychotherapy shure respect for feelings, fo
resistance and avoidance patterns. Freudian eonceptualization 9:.2.-
entidtes between those feclings which promote progress and integra-
tion, and others which resist insicht and change. Almoit alwavs the
work on feslings which indicate resistunce takes precedence over the
work on content. The therapeutic process is thereforeslow, but
solidly rooted in non-cluttered ground. In gestalt therapy theory,
emphasis is placed on feclings which the patient tries to avoid: the
process of learning to accept and to bear his feelings is seen as cura
tive and clearing up “unfinished business.” In experiential group
therapy, the authenticity. of feelings is seen as the core of therapy
and worthwhile living. In comparing psyehotherapeutic and other
learning groups it became obvious that personality characteristics and
feglings were not sufficiently honored in any other educational or
communicative setting. Knowledge in schoels could probably be
gained more efficiently if anxiety, preoccupation and aveidance
patterns would be dealt with prier to the requirement of learning
content, Such methods would distinetly differ from classroom
methods where unobtrusive disturbances were either disregarded or
authoritatively “dismissed,” while openly disruptive students were
sent out of the room, suspended, expelled, or in desperation put inte.
the care of a psychotherapist. Teachers have certzinly not beesn
trained to take time and interest to reassure themselves of the con-
tinued attentiveness of their students and the group’s cohesion -
around the theme under discussion, Even less would a teacher work
on his own resistances against teaching — be it a momentary aversion
or pregccupation, anger against the establishment, rejection of
students or a.deep-seated anxiety about exposing himself,

The first theme-centered intéractional workshop was conducted
by this author in 1955 with students in a private psychoanalytic
training group. (1961) The method borrowed from group therapy

T e O s IR L VIS PR

the respect for resistunces and (he explicit concern with feelings as an
irmpertant ingredient of all learning. However, in contrast to psycho-
therapy, feelings wers net considered the main theme to be explored
but were accepted as an important element of all lrarning processss
which had to be takén into o n__::,_, ration and sometimes [iven more
attention. The main theme that prevailed was the topic under study.
Yet when any individual’s feelings bacame so disturbing to him as to
interfere with his participation, attention was given to the distur-
bance, The rule soon became “disturbances take precedence.” This
rule comesponded to the psychounaiytic maxim of giving precedence
Lo resistance. The results of these private training workshops were
convineing and stimulated colleagues to encourage the author to
modify the method for applications in industry and agencies for

mproved communication.® It was a relatively small step to convert
the training into a general educational and communication methad

which was then named the Theme-Centered Interactional Workshop,

Phitosophy and Striciure

The 4zn3n.ﬂr32mn Interactional Method has a firm structure
which is based on a holistic and humanist philosophy, Man is seen as
d psychobiological unit and, as such, experiencing hiniself as hoth

autonomous (making choices — determining) and conditionsd (being

determined and perishublz). Man is also 3, sacial being, and as such,
mterdependent and in the steady flow of give-and-take with things.
and people. Growth occurs as people become more aware and more
effective in using their autonomy and interdependence. We mature as
our choices becomes more and more realistic and relevant to aur own
fulfillment in this werld, and the reality of human bondage which
ties each individual’s own fulfillment to the fuifillment of all others.
A person who makes choices by default (e.g., through apathy) or by
distortion.e.z., by transference) leamns to shed these immature Ways

Y William Zielonka, Fr.D.
3ol Reserbeeg, PhoD., Peoria S1ate Hospital, 1L, 1952,
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and deveiops realism about his autonomy und interdependence. (A
person who makes choices by “doing what he feels like™ withour
consideration of the environment or interpersonsl relationships s
autistic rather than autonomous.) This philosophy is expressed in
the Theme-Centered Interactional Workshop rules for participants
and groupleaders. The strinpent structure of the method is tesaally
GOt apparent Lo the novice (as the discipline of meaningful free verse
is not discernable to the layman) yet it is the stable directedness
through philosophy and rules which primarily differentiates. the
Theme-Centersd Interaction] Workshop from iree group process
ETOUDS; :

External yet important amangements concern the apecificity of
time and space. Workshop series may take plice in five or ten
two-hour or continuous weekly sessions, a week-end, a week, In a
group leader’s office, a school, business piace, etc. Each series centers
around a theme. -

Theme

- The theme must be specific to the group's needs or interests
(2.g., intrz-organizationsl relationships, a research or activity project.
or a psychological or interpersonal conflict themie sach as “The
Therapeutic Milisu — toward a Team approach in a Hospital™ ar
“Bridging Gaps between Parents, Teachers and Administration”™ or

“Challenge of Change™ et

The content and working of the theme is mmportant, e.g., the
theme “Conflict™ has a negative hypnotic effect on a aroup and is
likaly to keep the participants in conflict, while “Conflict Manage-
ment” suggests work towand constructive resolutions. A workshop
o “Writer's Block™ never came off the ground while others calied
“Freeing Creativity in Writing” were successful. Themes may be
neutral for research groups but they should imply active choices for
activity groups, A workshop is likely to fail when participants are put
into a negative mood by words like “Problems in Raising Children™
or *Disturbances in Handling Money.”.. .

The Triangle in the Giobe

The Thenic-Centeced Intersctional Workshop-can be graphically
seen as & triangls in a glahe.

fie trighgle presents the workshop setting which is organized in
awarenesyof dealing with the three basic factors of all interactional
ErOLDE:

1} The individuzl- 1, :

2] ﬁun.wmnﬂnh W,

3% Thedhcoes 1t

The globe designates the environment in which the workshop
tukes places time, location, make-up of the group and the auspices
Lnder which the workshop series takes place. The Theme-Centered
Interactional Method mives equal importance to the three basic points
af the. triangle and their relationships, and keeps the “plobe™ in
mind. The richness of this simple struciure is evident if one visualizes
the complicated strueturs of the I as & psychobiclogical unit, of
thoe''We™ as the interdlatedness of the group’s members, and the
beme s the migite combindtion of conerete and abstract factors,
{The theme, whether 1t concerns people, matter or theories is always
an "It — an object, The experienced “You” becomes 3 "We' the

- observed “You " a “Thing"}*

The leadar’s role 15 to be the guardian of the method . He struc-
lures the group according to time, place, and environment (*the
globe™) and he promotes dynamic balancing of tha triad factors
which inelude kis own “T" - his own subjective participation.

¥This abllity to ™hing” people (u cuncept coined by George Bach) appears to me as the
greatest stumbling block i cur achieving social progress: When people zze ic" or “They™, |
G0 nut identifywith them as If “They " were “1's” (Like me). They are then "Things" | may
nodoive a dumnaboit; can shoat'ot or let starve, :
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The group leader’s initial attention is geared to the “globe™ —
time, place and circumstances. He estimates the required time by the
patticipants’ backgrounds, the volume of the task or abject of study,
and the proup’s financial pressures. The: location is egually
important, in terms of attention to psychological factors involved
{such as what this room is generally used for) and szaling arrange-
ments, avoidance of outside interferences, noise, etc. {There is horror
in a workshop experience in a non-air-conditioned, ane-way-vision
screen room on g hot summer day.) Attention to the auspices under
which the series takes place includes the hierachy in the organiza-
tion: who governs the setting, who pays the bill, who is factually
andfor emotionally involved in sponsoring the program and who
opposes it/ (These aspects in planning resemble the considerations of
child therapists who need the parents’ cooperation if they are to
treat the child successfully )

The circumstances zlso include the guestiens whether partici-
pints are a “captive” group (as in prisons, or less literally so, in
situations where participation i an oblipation to the work place —
teachers in schools, staffs of hospitals, groups of counselees, etel), or
whether the participants voluntarily enroll for an announced work-
shop, or ask a group leader to crganize a workshop for them, Any
confusion about time, place, and especially the auspices under which
H:n.ﬁ_oqu:sn takes place undermines successful work. Chce awork-
shop 15 in process, the attention to thes “globe’ recedes, and the
leader focuses on the triangle of individual, group and theme. [n this
wark, however, as in any other therdpeutic or educational’endcavor,
the spirit of what is being done as well as the personality of the
group leader is essential for process and outcome, Teciiniques arg
apthing but “sounding brass and tinkling cymbals”, unless they are
used by a group leader who combines his knowledge with personal
warmth and a constructive social philosophy. However, even these
personality facets can be trained and are not in most instances
renetic destiny or immovably fixated at an carly age. {1968)

1

Dhyma. o Balawoing N

The theme-centered interactional waorkshop method puts the
basic holistic pringiples into practical use by giving equal attention to
the moﬂmﬂnawwﬂ:? and spiritual mwm.nnw of the individual, (1), the
group (We), and the theme (It), The balance between I, Weand It 18
never perfect but must shift in' a dynamic forward direction. The
group process results frony shifting balance the way a bicycle pitches
bacause of the rider’s shifting his weight from pedal to pedal. If
perfect balance wers ever achieved, the process would come to an
end. The group leader’s jub is to employ his weight always toward
the “un-used pedal” that is from “[" to “We"", from “theme™ to “1",
from “*We™ to “theme”, etc. He has to be sensitive to approprizle
timing, Intervening too early or too late has an equally stifling effect
on the group process — whether he neglects or over-protects an indi-
vidual, encs alang with unre lated Eroup interaction or remains with a

peme while group cohesion pets lost. It is important to maintain
group cohesion, This is established when all participants — in what-
ever unigue individual ways — are rallving around a sub-theme:

In a warkshop on “Black and White America and 1.7
(renrge was upsel about people’s indolence, He wis close
to tears. If the leader did not react to George and try to
re-direct the group's attention to other issues, he would
perpetuate and cement George's feelings about people’s
alosfness and in fact promote iadolence in the group (or
zlicit the group’s wrath against himself ), [ he went desply
nto dm analysis of George's life or of the group’s stirred-up
foelings, he would conduct a therapy group and sacrifice
the theme under discussion. As it was, in this instance the
leader encouraged George (0 express his emotions, and
George, in turn, responged with memories of childhood
deprivations. He remembered in tears that he had to move
away from his home town as a little boy shortly after
having been threatened by blindness. During his illness he
had experienced support from friends whom he had to lose




forever by [eaving town. The Eh.:n__ﬁm_,: Ly were moved by
George's story and his angry and seowful tears; they also’
confronted him with his irrational holding dnto a feeling
of isolation and deprivation. As soon s the emotional
climate permitted it, the group leader related George's ex-
pericnce to the theme of the study: “Black and White
America and 1" There were many bridges:: Aloofness,
indolence, uprootedness, reactions to other people’s pain,
rightful demands, etc. .

Dynamic balancing means observing correct timing with regard
to the emotional and _:H:mn:_.mh.__._mmaw of individuals, the total
group, and their willingness to work with the theme. (Timing in"an
interactional workshop can be compared to timing in dream interpre-
tations in classical analysis, If the dreamer i allowed 1o continue
with free associations indefinitely, the possibility of understanding
the dream is lost. If his associations arz cut off too suon, the frame
of reference in which the dream can he interpreted will he insuf-
ficient) .

[he einphasts un equal awzreness for the triangle 1, We. and
It7, signifies the theme-centered interactional method. Azademic
teaching and round table discussions concentrate primarily on the
“It* (the theme aspect), classical therapy on the *1" (individual) and
Broup H_.E.qmﬁw wnd encounter groups on the “We-and-1” {the group).
Both T-groups and the theme-centersd interactional group adhere to
the *[-We]r™ structure but differ in shading through their historical
bases: T-groups were derived from field theory, sociology, group
dynamics and primary interest in organizations; the theme-centered
interactional method was conceived on the basis of psychoanalyvtic
therapy, group therapy, group dynamics, and primary. interest i
education.

Techniques and Ground Rules

In the first session of a workshop series, special care s given to
pramate the holistic spirit within the structure of “tha triangle in the

._._

globe.” The leader js geared.to sensitizing the participants toward
recognizing their autonomy andinterdependence,

Introductory technigues serve the purpose of establishing the
importance of being "I, being part, and working on 4 theme in a
group climate which promotes awareness, compassion and coopera-
tiveness ahd the sense of the importance of the here-and-now, Such
schniques require careful anticipatory considerations about the re-
spective workshop — its purpose and goal, E_w._ﬁnhm expeclancies
and znxiety levels of the participants, and their educational and
emational Jevel, etc.,

A freguently  effective initial procedure for well monvated
zroups (those where members centract individually rather thun or-
ganizational or conflict groups) 15 the request for a prolonged viff
lénce. The lzader gives successively, and with several minutes
between each of the thres Emﬁ_.m_ the following instructions to the

Tartivipants:

Lo Ta think about the theme and to remember experiences
related to it

[-a:

To be aware of experiences and feelings, perceptions and
‘sensations in the present sroup. :

L8]

To direct attention 1o 2 specifically desigred rask which
relates to the given theme. (The leader always carefully
: prepares this task ahead of time so as to include in it the
participant's immediate experience to the given theme,’
This is essential. The living-leaming hypothesis proposes
that all learning proceeds centrally in the hers-and-now.
which encompasses centrifugally the past and the future,
Thesmore explicitly the here-and-now can be wsed in the
task, the moge interesting becomes the stodied theme.

Example:  Theme: Training Intuition.

Auspices: Voluntary ‘group. The leader asks for a relaxed
silence with closed eyes.




L fease think about thess ¢ cOnCepts!  Lraining and intu--

-.l..

Hon™ Have you ever put these words together before?
Whut do.they mozn 2o you! Did these words make vou

sizn up for his warkshop? Think ahout what ¥ou have

veen calling ::E:n_: and what vou have read abour jf. [
you think il is.inborn as a unique gift thal anly some
peaple have L or FEE evervbody have a talent for :.::::_._
that we might train? Please r_.,u silent and think about the
cancept of ,:E.:__._a intuition,’ j

2 Plzase open your eves. How do ¥oufeelto ke in this room
wilh a group of strangess and to be ._,.:m:_wﬂ_qn_“_ to think
about “training intuition?” How do » you fzel righl now —
do vou feel easy, uneasy, excited. bored - what dess vour
stomach say? .

Lhioocse one person in this room whom you don't wnow
Think of something vou would liks to tell this person
be ol impartance to him Cher)and to WL

Lad

which mig!

Tiese instructions are given with several minutes of siience foreach

mdividual instruction — the firsr one to Su_.r.m th _ic 1g weitie peér-

a0l __._.ﬂ.ﬁ_?__..:_mzﬂ_ the econd o promote awarcness af sensitions
arigh feelings, and the third ons ta conneet 1 a:mr; and feelings to s
tusk releted 1o the theme. To say something important toa porson
whom' | don’t know which lams out 'to be true— medns o s

ive. Ihe alternative is to be in error

LUl

Alter lhe introduction, the leade puis forth intermictently and

wilh .r.,\._:m_.mfﬁm timing the ground rules which are dirseted ot d
promating personal inleraction hetween the group members around
the the

omy and infle rdependens

w, and to r.:,.__u..,:w.mn gach person’s awareness of hiz anto

o Lot us give o this group and ger Frum thiz group whasever

caelt af youw and I owand to give and 1o ger herg in this
Season in terms of ourselves, others n__.__”_ the :.:wEL _Hﬁ:m

INTERACTIONAL METHOD

::.F encourdges the aulonomous chaoice of glving and

etting in the interdependence with others. The following
3;5 give more specific instructions in the same spirit and
r?.:.a:rian:n%_u

2. Be the chalfman of yourself: speak up or be silent as vou
want 1o, {Thisrule does not say “when vou feel like it
but “when. you want 10" This: CNCOUrHges every partici-
pait to be hig awn chairman with his own needs and
agenda and with the needs af the group in mind Whereyer
all> group members achieve personal n:m#am_:.&:n. the
group leader — who is chairman of himself as well as the
chairman of the total graup — can temporarily reiax his
overali funetion and act enly In the role of a “partici-
?,_..:.-E.E:Em_._.;_

3, Ouly one persan can speak at a time. When several praple
v_l.mm_ﬁ Hp at the same time — they shall talk te each o:her.
(I vasious ways, this rule leads to important inferaction
betwees grolp members whoe must talk out or fight ol
whi holds the floor, [ncidents of conflict as wsll as

Csideconversations™ which are sgainst the ruls became
impartint facets af  the inter-zctional :_._u:._.m...ﬁmﬂm.am_.._

pracask.)

4; M yougre bored. angry, In pain, precocupied or wnable 1o
< Bariicipare in any way, bring it roothe mwcrﬁ. "Disturbances
taee drecedence because the disturbe up member s
cabsent” and he and the group Jose out : a _EA 15 Missing.
Lach individual and therefore the total group achisye Eo:w
for themselves and the penetral :..5 of the thene if al! par-
tizipants in their :En: WaEYS Ars fﬂ_:EﬂmaE? involved
E,: themstlves cieh orther and the ke eme. This ground
rule is oceasionally abused A Eroup member may réport

any minute ansgyance and emotion as a “disturbance.”
The n:m:.i:n: ot z:w aroup _u,., m_.:._._ surplus commupica-
tions and their E_mmm_ur For the incessant %mmrﬂ will then
- be picked™up us the essential sub-theme Tar H:.m moment. )

-

X
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Yoo Srate vewrsell: “mer 17, and not per Wl T
eithera summation of all *1's” for-which grovp validation
is needed, or u fictional generalization which: usually. serves
{2 wvold autonomous choice uad responsibility 3

6 Statements are usuwplly preferahle 1o gieestins (Duastions
often are hiding ﬁ_; es and are [miting. Correspoading por-
sonal statements dre more revedling and stimulate others.
Example: Question of group member; " What do vau think

-about giving kids too much freadom?” Groun Leader: *|
Co not relate well o such senorulized Lc?:c._u Please
make the statement you based your question cn!” Group
Member: "My kids didn't turn out well — I think [ spoiled
them.™) .

eogware of Em,__.ﬁmm.ﬂ From yowr bodviagad it E\_Er_ Cs

pressions of others (THD rule i un=id 1o .|__1wf5:::m intel-
_mEE.,_._NEE_._ and in promoting aware ness of other aspects
of people’s personalities and perceptivity, Phivsical awere-
MEss 5 dn Important expericngs in itselias well as o patznt

teofl for recognizing feelings.)

Lirectives. for Group Therapists Functicning s Fhewe-Oonteres
ferteraciona! Leadeors

The group leader's: technical di rectives a- cimplicit in s lask of
keeping dynamic balance of the triangle — andividuuls growp and

theme. While the educator and discussion leader are mpre kel o

Himpersonai speech characlerizes evasivenzss and lack 0f wsureiic ol prrsone rEgpian k-
bility.. The “Wa" ‘and [ spiril 5, however, 5o vErnmly deoented bs for e tingee o 3% e
scveptance of (W papes mohis Jeernat conditiafal o TR e Wl sy e e
{1 This Journal's editor, howeser, Blugiously supzested Istale my viEWRing in 4
[ootnole. The ThemeCantorod _u__nﬂn:_..__._.; Methed jaus LpoT the canvicliun i the
_.n._n:axv....___..aﬁn i5 based ypon each individual: participonl’s e s porie ge T B
ingly: The more personal g wriler eXpresie, fimsedl = ndtanly s an dbsirie: imtelfes bud e
s full blooded pesson. the more likely wall thesreaaer F..Eor_._ b b eRperiances ang
thoughts af the writer The theme serves as the briage ?u Graen 3 peraon.

ok

FER T M FErisr 00 ala s r— b TR & 8 8 ar

var- E.:Ezzma theme  versus individual and group, the group
therapist as group leader has to make g deliberate cifart to see that
tiiz thames is given its due. His training and experience guide him

toward professional intuition: for individual needs and group inter-

actional processes. He now has to learn to give equal emphasis to the

given theme or task. (This shift in crmphasis parallels 4 situation in

which an architee:, a master of building residential houses. has to add

a nzw dimension of his vision if he engages in city Emu:..,:m:_

Lo The theme is treated as a connecting link to whickh each
mdividual cand the group relate, {Individual and group
rembers are encouraged to react to the theme in- thejr
awn unigue ways — cognitively. emotionally, as total per-
sonalitics. Howe do L react, feel, think, in relation to the
tirems — what are my experiences with “Challenge of
Communication®”, “Understanding Modern Poctry™,
“Improving Communication Between Staff Members.”

¢ cic] Undoublediy, the penetration of 4 theme in 2 per-
somil way ecan and doss often lead not only taward the
expectyd and promoted personal growth, but also toward
therapeutic processes within the groping personality. But,
methedologicaily, this aspect isincidental, Group cohesion
ds pramoted by concentrating on the theme rather than by
eliciting emotional responses and reactions between group

members. Emotional responses are considerad o be im-
portint and are recognized agsuch, They may be linked to
the theme or discussed EEH_;.E or disturbing experiences.

- However, in contrast to group therapy, personal and inter-
m_E.zua i Rmnm.a.; are not pursued as the major theme
{unless the given theme of study or the task happens to

" nn__:aaw with these inter-group reactions),

2. Taansference distortions are only explored when they are
_ either relevant for the.theme or interfere with the indi
vidual’s or group participation. (Example: A participan
no_zﬁ_m_:m about the deEu _mmaﬁ 5 ﬁm__:ur less attention tc

=




dn 4

nim than te olhers. The group leadet responds with con-
vern about this person’s feelings. This may include
empathy, his personal reactions or generalized interpreta-

1=

he group often wants to help and

tion, 7 “therapize’” the
troubled proup membier, and the proup leader may go
atong with this as long ¢s the emotions aboul the incident
dre strong: a8 soone s possinle he: lesds to another

sub-theme (“stepping on another padal™s,

The Group atmosphere has 1o be accepting and basically
non-critical if the theme ;.:., be in balanee a5 a partner in
the triad. (Il the group climate were basicallv negative
especially in the beginning — participants would have a
hard time working on any other theme than their hurt
feelings, rage, taking sides, ete. 1f the group leader himself
were Lo be critical 2nd rejecting in the Beginning of a
series, theme-tentersd interaction would either not take
place or remain on a persopally uninvolved level. 1t is
preferable that the group leadér, in the beginning of a
workshop, react lo every statement, ingluding hostihty by
group members towards himself or others, ina receptive
way . He may rellect whal has been said with Rogerian skill
or add something to what has been stated in an iflustrative
or supplementary spirit. He may encounter stztements
with his own thoughts and feelings — even negative ones —
if he makes il clear that he accepts his own as well as other
people’s hostility as normal components of living. This
interactive procedure gives group members the experience
that each person's feelings and opinions are respected as
their way of being — which may include desire for change.
Once all feelings and thoughts are accepted as an integral
part of people, hostility, affection, sexual desires or rejec-
tions, criticism, ete., can be much more easily assimiated
by the group, As soon as 4 positive group climate 1s estab-
lished: the group leader becomes less aclive, and a free
flow of interaction in the group takes place.)

_Eﬂmmbn._._ﬂ.zb.r METHOD

Example: Group Member: 1 feel | don't want to be in
with the group and 1 don't want to be out either. I'm just
on the fringe and Pm very angry abowt this," Group
Leader: “Try to permit yourself to be on the fringe. Just
he on the frings. without torturing yourself,”" Group
Member fat end of sessiond: ** felt so pood being in by
heing out and not feeling guilty, Later on, | was with it
and enjoyed that toa,”

Al rules given to the participants pertain equally to the
proup legder who s at his best if he follows the rules given
to the participants. (This includes specifically the rule of
nat asking questions (although exceptions are necessary ) as
well as the tule of bringing up emotional disturbances i
they prevent him from being a full participant. If agroup
leader states his conflict or deep smotions of whatever
kind, this is usually helpful to the group, while keeping
disturbances under cover almost invariably leads to some
lack of group cohesion. This is especially true if conflicts
between co-leaders are not acknowledped’)

The group leader keeps in mind his function of balancing
between “FWe-{t” and 'selects from his own experiences,
thoughts ‘apd feelings those for open communication
which he deems helpful for the dynamics of the balancing
process, 1§ the group has tumed over-intellectual, he may
state his own feelings. If the group emotes without con-
cern for the theme, or intellectual connections, he may
give some of his thoughts or interpret the emotional flow
of the group. Many other technigues of shifting the weight
within the triangle are useful;e.g., brief summaries of what
has* just happened or generalizations or interpretations
serving as closure of a sub-theme, and leading the group to
shifting the balance toward another topic. (Interpretations
in psychotherapy and in interactional groups are useful for
cementing achievements and insights: they are out of place
and harmful prior to 4 completed process or experience.)




i

wnn_.un. P parhiology of group members are s coted with as
therapentic prohiems All Persons’ statements are abserved
under the aspect of the here-and-now of theme. the indi-
vidual and the group, (The group leader can in many WAy
decept paranoid, depressive, withdrawn or overbearing be-
havior with full respect for (his groug member’s feclings
and thoughts, He can also respect the various Srolp k-
actions toward the disturbed seTson. Participation of a
prespsychotic. person s rarzly dangerons fore this group
member himseif because of the supportive attitude of tRe
.,,__,E.rm:nuﬁ ..:E._a%jnqn_ he may, howweyer, prodice some
sirain for the group-leader and the group. Rarely and ond
under accidental circumstances or the groupieader’s mis-
judgement, will an acute psychotic enisode he Prompted
9% an interactional workshop — less likely tham in daily
lile. The “globe™ - the given Sirgumstances — must give
the group conducrar the lead, whether he can orshiouid
exclude a severely disturbed group member for his own oo

the group’s sake. In communily groups, this is often nor

passible nar mmm_.hm:__.,._

There are, however, times when it i passizle and waorth-
while to deal with a temporary acute disturbaney of &
group member with the halp of shorreut therapeutic tech-
niques, (Such technigues may include brief exiatential
ehcounter, tole playing, gestalr therapy, vertical inferven-
tions, working on bodily tensions, playing a pertinent
mteractional game, promoting fezdback, etz, Whatever
techniques are used, it is the respect for each person's
inalicnable right to being what he is at .M._.E_._ Eiven mament
which must be transparent to the group. The “nikil
nocere” (never harm the patient) maxim is the most im-
portant guideline for any therapeutic intervention o the
“Pine of the “[-We-It" triansle in  the community
theme-centered interactional workshop. ) g :

i L e S SIS

Outlaok

The theme-centered intéractional workshop has been. used in
classrooms (from mathematics to puetry). recreational centers {with
atlolescent and adult group leaders), with _Emﬁ:m_ staffs, business
management, with black and white groups, socid| agencies, migrant
teachers, schoo) boards, community cehters. etc. Teachers have their
clagses in the direction of living-learning groups, Further thearerica]
work on exact modifications of this method E.ﬁ.aon-_rﬁmcmﬁ group
leaders is in process* Group therapists are likely to remain
prominent teachers of a method which we hope will increasingly
interest larger educational and nn.ﬁasn&_ erganizations,
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