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The Psychoanalytic Approach to Groups
Psychoanalytic group aims at restructuring  the client’s character and personality system.  The groups reenact the family of origin in a symbolic way via the group so that the historical past of each member is repeated in the present( Corey, 2008).  The group operates like a family as it is heterogeneous in nature, members are allowed to re-experience conflicts that are originated in the family context. There is a minimum structure opposed by the leader.
Hyde (1988) maintains that there are four theoretical approaches to analytic group therapy – that of Bion, the Tavistock approach, the Group Analysis and the Group Focal Conflict Model.  Bion studied group processes, the Tavistock model applies concepts from individual therapy to groups.  The group analysis developed  a theory of group therapy and demonstrated its application in practice.  The focal conflict model applies specifically to groups, but of itself is not a model of group therapy.
· Group analysis

Transference does not only focus on the therapist, but there is also transference relationships with other group members, these extra transference relationships are regarded as important in group therapy as the repressed feelings of early relationships are brought to the present.  The individual is treated in a group and it is in the matrix of the group as it slowly develops that the individual matures and individuates.
Group analysis is practised in a variety of settings and it has moved beyond psychotherapy onto education, management, therapeutic communities, literature and family therapy.

The theoretical  underpinnings and key concepts of Group analysis
The theory behind this approach maintains that man is  a social animal, born and brought up in a social situation through and within which personality develops.  As there are usually psychological disturbances in the relationships of which man is part of, this result in withdrawal from the social situation, from its support and from the potential to develop and flourish within it.  People often develop their own coping mechanisms which are defenses that they use  to protect themselves against a possible threat, these often determine the manner in which they behave and respond to others.  These recurrent patterns of behaviour become manifested in the here –and –now of the group.  The more heterogeneous the membership of the group, the more it is representative of the society from which its members come.  In such a group, free-floating discussion gets established, i.e. members talk freely without censoring what they are thinking or saying.  
Each member responds personally to the group content, as it raises specific issues in that member’s mind.  Group analytic therapy attends to the patient’s current life situation more directly than individual analytical therapy as it emphasizes the here-and –now, and reveals less of the patient’s past developmental experiences.  Communication is regarded as occurring simultaneously at a number of levels.  Folkes(1964) describes four levels of communication:

(i) The level of current reality

(ii) The transference levels

(iii) The level of part –object relations

(iv) The level of collective consciousness, of transpersonal processes that bind mankind together

The term conductor is preferred to therapist or leader group analyst  as the conductor acts as a model facilitating the group process while maintaining a psychoanalytic attitude of being non-directive, and available as a transference figure that is non-judgemental and accepting of the group members.       
Key concepts of Group Analysis
· The individual is a nodal point  within a network of communication. Symptoms are an expression of a disturbance in that the person’s networks: in their family, work or social networks, this disturbance, this block to communication, is then recreated in the group.
· Translation- when the group  works towards an ever more articulate form of communication, focus is not only on what is said, but how it is said and why i.e. latent meaning is understood( the unconscious becoming conscious).
· Matrix – when the significance of communication is fully understood if seen within the web of communication and relationships in the group.  This is the shared ground of the group which ultimately gives meaning to the events and communications that occur.
· Integration of the group - the significant involvement of the members with each other, despite upsets and difficulties in their relationships.
· Socialization – it is a reciprocal process where members accept one another and their struggles, the member is drawn out of an isolated position and into the group.
· Transference – when feelings, attitudes and fantasies are experienced in the present, but are a displacement of an early relationship.
· Mirror, chain and condenser phenomenon -  specific patterns of communication which occur in groups. It is easier to see in others what one cannot recognize in oneself- the mirror phenomenon. 
· Chain phenomenon- when the group pools its associations, particularly to symbolic material such as dreams, there is a loosening up of group resistance s and a sudden discharge of deep unconscious material – the condenser phenomenon. 
· Group focal conflict model
The focal conflict perspective and group analysis developed independently and utilize different terms but the approaches have a lot of commonalities. The focal conflict model emphasizes the shared emotions of the group, whereas group analysis stresses the transference relationships which emerge between the group members. 
Group members are asked to discuss their concerns freely.  There is open discussion and flow of associations from different members. The member only responds to the part that has been said either verbally or non-verbally.  Through the group interactions, a group theme develops and each member responds to the  theme as it arouses thoughts and feelings specific to that individual’s past and present experiences.

Key concept of focal conflict model  
The theme arouses feelings in the group, which slowly becomes clear.  A fear which is called the reactive motive , is in conflict with a wish, the disturbing motive.  This focal conflict and the group have to search for a solution. 
Solutions are of two types: restrictive solutions which reduce anxiety and guilt, and satisfy the demands of the reactive motive, and the enabling solutions which increase anxiety by responding to the disturbing motive(wish), but open the theme to full discussion.   The group culture is established by the successive solutions to the focal conflict.  Group solutions are sometimes difficult quite complex, because they need the support of all the group’s members.

· The Tavistock model

In this model,  the therapist does not pay attention to the transference relationship between group members, as in group analysis. The key factor that produces change is the interpretation of the transference as it is expressed in the here and now of the group situation.  All material, including gestures and movements, as well as dreams and lies, is treated as transference material. Transference is present the moment the patient meets the analyst.   Members attempt to reduce their tension by imposing their patterns of relationships on the group.  The unconscious group tension that arises when several people meet together results in the members selecting, supporting, distorting, and pushing others into and being pushed into alien roles.  
Key concepts of the Tavistock model    
The therapist work to understand why this common group tension, or group theme, is presenting itself now, clarifying the three kinds of object relations with each individual is attempting to establish.  Each individual expresses in the common group tension the required relationship which the patient is trying to establish with the therapist, the avoided relationship, which is the relationship the patient would dearly love to have with the therapist ( at an unconscious, fantasized level), and the calamity which is the disastrous consequence that would ensue if the avoided relationship was consciously expressed. 
The therapist will make the group interpretation, then show the relevance of this to the individual members, pointing out how each is behaving now in the group, and how this is a repetition of responses stemming from early life experiences.  A correct group interpretation results in a feeling of warmth, and a moving sense of closeness in the group. 

This approach provides a clear, precise way of interpreting group phenomenon; interpretations in individual therapy are often formulated in these terms.  The Tavistock model approach maintains a classical analytic position in which the role of the therapist is to provide understanding, not to accept responsibility for helping the patient or group, nor to provide support, give direction to the group, nor to make rules. 
What the members say is treated as free associations, and interpretations are often made about deep , sexual material.

· Bion
This theory has used in study groups and has also influenced research.  It is not a theory that can be directly applied to clinical work,  but the theoretical ideas are valuable in understanding small therapeutic groups. 
The sole task of the analyst is to interpret the group phenomena, not offer help or guidance.  The group learns as the analyst points out what it is doing.  The analyst models not a way of behaving but a way of looking at behaviour and thinking about it.  Interpretations are often made on the basis of the feelings and impulses the analyst feels as the object projections from the group.  They are not directed at individuals, as this supports the basic assumption mode established by the group.

Key concepts - Bion   
· Work group – a group carrying out its allotted , consciously decided –upon task.  In the work-group , organization and structure results from the co-operation of the members.
· Group mentality- individual contributions to the group become part of the collective .

· Group culture – relates to the atmosphere in the group, and the way members relate to each other.

· Dependent group – the group behaves as if someone will magically satisfy the group’s needs and longings.

· Fight- flight group – the accepted leader is one who creates opportunities for the group to avoid work activity. The group is united against external threats and to protect itself from in-fighting.

· Pairing group – two members are involved in a discussion and the remaining group members listen attentively, giving no indication of wishing to discuss their own problems.   
The goals of the group 

The goal of the group is freeing the individual from intrapsychic conflicts, and difficulties in interpersonal relationships.
The group provides  protected arena in which personal exploration can occur.[image: image1.png]



