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“Where novel ideas arise they belong neither to me nor to the other person. They arise between us.”


(Waldenfels, 1997, p. 53)







Editorial


Katrin Stumptner


1 The WE in the ME – the ME in the WE


“To assist a child we must provide him with an environment which will enable him to develop freely.”


(Maria Montessori, 1870–1952)


This book invites you to take a walk through landscapes of group analysis with children and adolescents (GACA). Twenty-two colleagues will introduce you to the pedagogical-interdisciplinary and psychodynamic fields of group analysis with children and adolescents, with the 18 contributions offering insights into the theoretical, professional, and conceptual work of GACA. The colleagues present their practical work in various institutional contexts and in outpatient practice. This book is intended to help emphasize the crucial importance of the social space that is the group in work with children, adolescents, and their caregivers, who are either parents or other significant persons in a caring role, such as foster parents, adoptive parents, grandparents, siblings, guardians, etc.


2 GACA turns 18


The conceptual development of group analysis with children, adolescents, and caregivers, as it is practiced in the German-speaking world today, can be understood as a complex transgenerational process from its beginning in 2003 until the present (Stumptner, 2019). Four group analysts from different institutes met in 2003 with the idea of bringing together colleagues working in groups with children and adolescents, and in 2005 these four1 established a workshop that still takes place annually in September. Subsequently, a group of committed colleagues2 came together to work on an extension of group analysis on an ongoing basis from 2006 onwards. The members of this working group came from different institutional cultures of group analysis, and in a long-term process they developed a common theory and practice of group analysis with children and adolescents and their caregivers, drawing on their diversity of perspectives. In 2016 they established the Working Group for Group Analysis with Children and Adolescents (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen e. V., abbreviated in German to GaKiJu).


In the German-speaking world, GACA has gone through many evolutionary processes in its conceptual development with ongoing effort towards a lived diversity. We have the protagonists to thank for “essential developmental steps towards an independent profession and theory formation alongside [and in connection with; K. S.] group analysis with adults” (Schneider, 2021, p. 16). In the meantime, GACA has become known in the international group-analytic space: in 2017 at the international symposium of the Group Analytic Society International (GASi) in Berlin, and in 2021 at the first international workshop of the GaKiJu working group, also in Berlin.


For this 16th workshop, the revised edition (by Ballhausen-Scharf, Lehle, Müller, Winzer) of the Guide to Competence Development in GACA was published (Leitfaden zur Kompetenzentwicklung in der GaKiJu, Arbeitsgemeinschaft GaKiJu, 2021). In the first contribution in the book – “Group-analytic work with children and adolescents. Insights into an unusual kind of further training” – Birgitt Ballhausen-Scharf, Christoph F. Müller, Hans Georg Lehle, and Dietrich Winzer provide a condensed summary and give insights into this revised edition of the Guide (curriculum) to Competence Development in GACA.


There is growing interest in professional exchange regarding GACA. In terms of professional policy, psychodynamic group therapy is anchored in the German health care system and has been included in the new professional development regulations as a mandatory component of ongoing training for child and adolescent psychotherapists and specialists in child and adolescent psychiatry and psychotherapy. In his contribution “Can cooperation models help to integrate psychodynamic group therapy with children and adolescents into institutional further training?”, Thomas Schneider discusses the integration of psychodynamic group therapy in the current, professionally complex process of change in further training guidelines from a personal point of view.





3 The group and mental health


Since the beginning of the corona pandemic, the existential importance of the group as an important social learning and development space for children and adolescents has increasingly penetrated the awareness of those responsible in politics, culture, and society. Dealing with the phenomenon of the group in its social dimension more comprehensively and penetrating more of the complex interrelationships and the manifold dynamic effective factors are crucially important for group-analytic work with children, adolescents, and caregivers. People interact, move, and engage continuously in and between small, medium, and large groups, and within these “we” spaces they continuously form a sense of the ego feeling, thinking, and acting. According to Werner Knauss, “every human interaction can be understood on an unconscious level as a group interaction” (Knauss, 2006, p. 50). Inner conceptions of oneself as a member of a group, a society, are formed by early internalized relational and interactional experiences within the small group of the family and are supplemented, expanded, confirmed, and modified by further cultural-social experiences in communities such as kindergarten, kibbutz, school, village community, sports club, refugee camp, home, boarding school, asylum-seeker housing, etc. Basic experiences in the relational network of the family matrices3 form the internalized field of tension, the dynamic matrix of predominantly unconscious experiences, in which the ego in the “we” continuously evolves and attempts to give its own meaning to life as a member of communities.


“Mental health”, says the World Health Organization, “should be seen as a valued source of human capital or well-being in society. We all need good mental health to thrive, to care for ourselves, and to interact with others, so it is important not only to address the needs of people with defined mental disorders, but also to protect and promote the mental health of all people and to recognize its inherent value. Mental health and well-being are influenced not only by individual characteristics, but also by the social circumstances in which people find themselves and the environments in which they live. These determinants interact dynamically and can threaten or protect a person’s mental state” (WHO, 2019).


The WHO’s wording makes it clear that “mental health” is not a matter of course, but an important prerequisite and “source” for well-being and self-care in the responsible coexistence of a society. During the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, we experienced what it means to be asked to limit our contacts in order to protect each other. This radical restriction in social togetherness provokes in various ways the need of us humans for connection, communication, and emotional exchange. The “mental health” of everyone in society, as a “source of well-being,” is being put to the test in this pandemic, with children and adolescents particularly affected here. They find themselves constantly under attack in their sensitive developmental phases and needs due to the limitations on social contact.


Irrespective of the current pandemic situation, it is the responsibility of adults to create suitable framework conditions in the private and public-social environment in order to fulfill the duty of care for younger generations. Such framework conditions should be designed with the involvement of children and adolescents according to their age-related needs, “because they are the most important stakeholder group for decision-making processes and action concepts that affect their health and future” (WHO, 2020). It would be desirable to focus socio-political awareness more on “public spirit, that is, community spirit” (Foulkes, 1978, p. 28), “insofar as the attempt at resolution involves all those who are actually involved anyway,” namely all people – children, adolescents, and adults.


4 Some of the ideas underpinning GACA


Children and adolescents are always looking for spaces of action in which they can engage in the confrontations necessary for their psychosexual development and share experiences with each other according to their age and psychological makeup. In this regard, cultural diversity influences and shapes their developing sense of self and ability to imagine possible roles in society. In the Western world, the emphasis is on individual development toward autonomy and self-reflection, and the focus is on discussion within the parent-child relationship. A notable aspect here is that social relationships and experiences at the sibling level and in peer groups are still given less attention in individual development. Yet these experiences play a significant role in overcoming developmental crises, acquiring social skills, and in the desire to communicate, become independent, engage, and participate. These levels are effective dynamic factors in pedagogical as well as therapeutic-group-analytical work with children and adolescents.


Group-analytical work with children and adolescents in both the pedagogical and the therapeutic context covers the entire range, from infancy to young adulthood. In GACA, caregivers are included in the dynamic work process according to the psychosexual development and age of the children, as well as the respective institutional conditions of the group work taking place. In the following contributions the work with three age groups – toddlers, school children, and adolescents – is presented in three different contextual settings and with three different conceptual-interdisciplinary approaches:


Anke Mühle, in her article “Parent-child groups with children under six years old”, takes us into complex, interdisciplinary-interactional group work in a family counseling center.


Ursula Pröbsting, meanwhile, takes us into the institution of school with her text “The meaning of shame in the context of school groups”. As the head of an elementary school, she describes the complex psychodynamics between the institution of school, the teacher, the child, and the parents with a group-analytical perspective.


And Harald Weilnböck, in “From Holocaust denial to personal family tableau”, presents his concept of narrative conversation groups as an interdisciplinary application of group analysis, as intensive political education work in schools, as youth work, and as prevention of right-wing extremism.


***


If the framework of the social context is experienced as safe, a play space opens up for children and adolescents in which they begin to negotiate conflicts with and among one another. This leads to a fundamental element of GACA – play.


Playful communication, a universal, natural form of expressing oneself as already described by Winnicott (2006), is crucial in this regard. “[N]on-verbal signals and the precise observation of the social situation” (Keller, 2019, p. 114) play an important role here. Children, adolescents, and adults create a shared space of relationships and meaning according to their age in the simultaneity of “analogic and digital communication” (Watzlawick, 2021, p. 36).


In her article “On playing”, Dietlind Köhncke examines the essential importance of play in the development of children. In doing so, she takes a close look at the facets, the complexity, and the effectiveness of play and reveals its inherent potential, including for group-analytic self-awareness in further training as a group analyst.


According to Winnicott, play enables maturation processes; it is an “expression of mental health and leads to group relationships” (Winnicott, 2006, p. 52). According to Brandes, those who play together create a “collective context” (Brandes, 2008, p. 124). As “actors,” they form a network of diverse relationships in the simultaneity of rapidly changing communication in interaction between themselves and others. The group, he says, is a “complex phenomenon of simultaneity and interweaving of the social and the individual” (Brandes, 2008, p. 124). In his theoretical discourse, Brandes addresses the tension between individual and group and between developmental need and ability in the self-education process of children: “We are accustomed to talking about children’s self-education from a pedagogical-constructivist perspective. In this context, the focus is on the individual child and his or her self-actively controlled learning process. If the social context of this learning is included and the importance of the children’s group for learning processes is taken into account” (Brandes, 2008, p. 123), we can extend this perspective in a group-analytical understanding to self-education in and through groups.


Furi Kharbipour writes about the interweaving of dynamic effectiveness of complex world events in the microcosm of a group-analytic children’s group with an accompanying parents’ group. His contribution “Hansel and Gretel (a fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm)” includes a touching poem by Sa’di from “The Rose Garden”: “Human beings are body parts of each other …”.


Meanwhile, the contribution by Christoph Radaj – “When the Jubjub bird freezes everything around himself – Pain treatment with families in group psychotherapy with the use of digital media” focuses on the integration of digital media in group psychotherapy for young people with pain amplification syndrome (PAS). He explores the treatment setting of a group of children and the parent group sessions that run concurrently.


***


The group leader – as the above suggests – plays a significant role in group-analytic work with children and adolescents. As an adult, in a parental transference she assumes responsibility for the framework and the “dynamic administration” (Foulkes, 1992) and is responsible for all organizational matters in the course of the group process.


According to the group-analytic approach, the group leader participates observantly, looking on from the group boundary between inside and outside, and is responsible for maintaining communication in the group. She is an advisor, a co-player, and a translator according to the diversity of transmission within the group. The group leader witnesses destructive, shameful relational and interactional experiences without evaluating or judging. She repeatedly marks the boundaries between experiences of conflict and violence and protects the group as a whole, as well as each individual wherever there is destructive pressure to act. In an atmosphere of safety, reliability, and tolerance, conflicts can be negotiated between one another and empathies can be formed. As Foulkes writes, “the group situation in and of itself becomes a therapeutic,” as well as pedagogical, “effective factor” (Foulkes, 1992, p. 105). The group becomes an exploratory space of play and training involving “I”, “you”, and “we” experiences. “Reality is not, after all, constructed by the individual in an irregular and arbitrary way; it is an agreement of communication” (Watzlawick, 2021, p. 24), in which affectively marked experiences of meaning are co-constructed, transformed, shared, shaped, and translated.


In their contribution “‘Must I become a villain?’ On the meaning of destruction in existential conflicts”, Anja Khalil and Carla Weber lead us into an ever-threatened space of experiencing power and powerlessness and allow us to participate in the process with a group of children in the struggle for support and connection in the “we” context.


Franziska Schöpfer takes up the topic of existential confrontation in detachment processes using the example of an outpatient, analytic group with late adolescent women. In her contribution “A suicide fantasy. Confusion, speechlessness, and projective identification as defenses of tabooed topics in analytic group psychotherapy,” she invites us to likewise participate in a tense group process in which phenomena of resistance and defense are negotiated in the group space and become accessible to language.


5 The dynamic network between the children’s and the parents’ groups


In our work with children and adolescents, we cannot avoid the caregivers, or rather we are dependent on always taking them into consideration too, and, as far as possible and reasonable, involving them in the process. Behr and Hearst emphasize the importance of support from caregivers in the work with their children: “As with other types of therapy in child and adolescent services, group therapy must be actively supported by parents and caregivers to be truly effective” (Behr and Hearst, 2009, p. 207).


In his contribution “Drudgery and duty or findings and freedom?! Reflections and experiences from a parents’ group accompanying analytical children’s group therapy”, Matthias Wenck sheds light on both the group-analytic effective factors and the effectiveness of a parent group accompanying the children’s group, which he leads together with his colleague Ursula Wienberg.


The group leader’s view of and into the family matrix opens up a complex understanding of unconsciously acting family themes in the interaction and communication among the children and adolescents within the play and communication space of the group. Norbert Elias, who, as a sociologist working on the meaning of the individual and society, made a decisive contribution to the development of group analysis according to S. H. Foulkes, formulated that all interactions of people are “based on their unintentional interdependencies” (Elias, 2015, p. 45). In work with children and adolescents, access to this knowledge plays an important role in the ability to translate interactions as narratives of relational experiences that have so far operated in their context with caregivers but could not yet be understood.


Families, especially in their formative stages, are fragile entities. Becoming a parent releases long-ago memories of one’s own childhood and reminds us again and again of “quasi unsatisfied needs and unresolved conflicts” (Schon, 1995, p. 111) with parental caregivers. In the confrontation and emerging conflict with their own children, unconscious, unresolved conflicts from their own childhood are often unintentionally negotiated. Children bring caregivers “to their limits, which now call for expansion” (Martens, 1989, p. 30). “It should be emphasized that these conflicts arise within the mother-father-child triangle and, if not resolved, arise again within such a triangle (namely, in the next generation) until one day they can be resolved within the triangle” (Schon, 1995, p. 112). What Schon dubbed the “triangle” can be equated with the family matrix, the transgenerationally effective network of relationships and communication within which each actor depends on the continuously shared resonance exchange for the development of self-perception and identity (or identities).


Children react according to the mental overload of their caregivers and often stand out in the extended social spaces (daycare center, school, etc.) due to disruptive behavior or significant withdrawal. The mental overload of the fragile family matrix and their resulting emotional neediness are shifted to corresponding side scenes. In severe emergencies, such as mental illness, life-threatening disease, separation and flight experiences, or in the face of death, caregivers are emotionally overwhelmed to the highest degree. The affective-regulating protective space within the community, which is significant for children (Dornes, 2004), loses reliability in its function of providing emotional support. The family vessel becomes full of holes. In the case of long-term crises and traumatic events, depending on the age of the children and their cognitive-emotional maturity, these stresses lead to behavioral problems, psychological, psychosomatic as well as somatic disorders and illnesses such as eating problems, wetting the bed, sleep disorders, silence, absence from school, self-injuries, suicidal crises, and others. Support from external, professionally reliable help in connection with an accompanying group-analytic intervention in an outpatient or institutional context can be of existential importance if one is to be able to translate the messages of the worrying behavior of the children and adolescents diagnosed as psychosomatic illness.


S. H. Foulkes (1992) understands illness to be a communication disturbance in the network of relationships. In her article “Ins Auge fassen – Deutsche Wurzeln der Gruppenanalyse” (“In the mind’s eye – German roots of group analysis”), Dietlind Köhncke (1991, p. 3 f.) likewise presents the historical perspective of this attitude thus: Inspired by his experience as a resident in the neurological clinic of Kurt Goldstein in Berlin, S. H. Foulkes developed his thoughts on group-analytic theory. Goldstein concluded, based on his study of patients with brain injuries, that the individual neuron in the central nervous system is part of a communication system and responds only in the context of that system. The healthy organism always responds to a stimulus as a whole. Only where the organism is damaged does the reaction of a single isolated part occur. Goldstein understood disease as a communication disturbance in the organism. Foulkes adopts these ideas and transfers them to the interdependence of social relations. In his developed theory for group analysis, “the group becomes a holistic organism: If a free exchange between all members takes place in the healthy social organism, the sick organism shows the symptom of isolation” (Köhncke, 1991, p. 4).


It is against this background, then, that Foulkes introduces the notion of the matrix and thus makes the link to the group as a self-functioning organism of communication and connection. He writes: “The matrix is the hypothetical fabric of communication and relationships in a given group. It is the basis that ultimately determines the meaning and significance of all events and upon which all communications, whether verbal or nonverbal, are based” (Foulkes, 1992, p. 33).


In his article “Children’s group for primary school children – group analysis in a family and educational counseling center under Protestant sponsorship”, Horst Wenzel describes in excerpts a group process with elementary school children and the parallel group of caregivers in a group-analytical setting.


In his contribution “Group analysis in child and adolescent psychiatry – experience and significance”, Andreas Opitz presents the dynamic interaction, within the institution of psychiatry, of the multi-professional team, the therapy group, and his position as head of the adolescent group, offering insight into the group process in a day clinic.


Tilman Sprondel’s contribution “Group-analytical approach in inpatient educational support” deals with the close and multi-layered interconnections of the dynamic relationship work of youth groups and team groups on the basis of practical examples.





And in her contribution “The rhythmized-triadic setting”, Katrin Stumptner introduces the complexity of a setting as a group-analytical effective factor in the detachment process between adolescents and caregivers. The background to this model comes from many years of experience with outpatient groups and the knowledge that detachment is only possible where there is first a feeling of connection.


In groups, children, adolescents, and caregivers can have the liberating experience of a “resumption of relationship” and thereby experience a “re-establishment of the imaginary space in between” (Köhncke, 1997, p. 121). In the artificially established network of relational and communicative experiences, “what was experienced as destructive” and is currently being felt can “become productive” (Köhncke, 1997, p. 121) and, in the best case, can be mentalized, processed, tested, and better understood in the developing dynamic matrix of the group. The transfer of “old interaction patterns to the current situation” (Köhncke, 1997, p. 120) of the group is modulated by unexpected mirror and resonance reactions. It enables the participants to develop changed ideas of themselves in relation to others in the group and to recognize their own active role within it more self-confidently. In the back and forth between the levels of “I am”, “You are”, “We are”, an inner dance begins in the negotiation space of communication within the group. Conflicts and questions about what connects and what separates, about belonging in the diversity of identities, emerge again and again. The continuous self-awareness in the perspective and the exchange with others transforms the “I am” into the “we are” in an affecting way. According to Liesel Hearst, in and after the processing of cultural memories, there emerges a unique individuality that can be recognized and shared by all, along with a sense of belonging to the community, “whatever the different cultures from which the individual may come. That which is common, it seems to me, has its roots in early childhood, […] which, however different its social and cultural manifestations may have been, consists of the same ingredients (or lack thereof): empathy, trust, continuity, constancy in ‘holding’, and a non-pressuring nurturing environment. These are the fundamental basal, unavoidable, and entirely universal needs of a child, regardless of cultural heritage. The way they were handled [in the respective cultural community; K. S.] in childhood influences the core of individuality. This core is at once individual and universal and therefore recognizable and shareable by all” (Hearst, 1998, p. 45). In this vein, the final three articles in this volume deal with ruptures in self-experience and the experience of belonging:


In her text “What’s it like to arrive in Germany? Group-analytical experiences with unaccompanied refugee minors”, Gerhild Ohrnberger leads us into a complex group process taking place in a psychiatric practice. Like a string instrument, she picks up the vibrations of the young people who speak in the languages of their families of origin and whose words she, as a group analyst, only understands in substance through the simultaneous interpreting performed by her colleague.


Another contextual perspective is formulated by Kadir Kaynak in his contribution “Psychotherapy and psychoanalysis in the counseling center”. In his report, he elaborates the necessity and importance of a multi-professional, intercultural team at the counseling center in the intercultural society of a Berlin neighborhood and gives us insights into the dynamic complexity of understanding using practical examples.


Beate Schnabel, meanwhile, contributes “Opening of transcultural spaces in group-analytical processes with refugees”, in which she approaches the requirements of transcultural processes from a theoretical perspective and concretizes the complexity of transcultural understanding in a differentiated and empathetic way on the basis of a group process with young refugees.


***


In all the contributions in this book, a central factor in group analysis is the trust of the group leader in the group. A sufficiently self-explored and stable group introject by the group leader opens up the professional ability to engage in group processes as a co-player and to reliably maintain the boundaries between inside and outside. It is “a balance between minimal structuring and appropriate leadership presence within a setting that provides support and security with clearly defined rules and agreements” (Lehle, 2018, p. 147) that enables participants to establish a connection to the “we” and to discover and train the ego within it.
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Conceptual Developments and Vocational Policy Trends in Group Analysis for Children and Young People in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland







Group-analytical Work with Children and Adolescents: Insights into an Unusual Kind of Advanced Training


Birgitt Ballhausen-Scharf, Christoph F. Müller, Hans Georg Lehle, Dietrich Winzer


1 Preliminary remarks


As the group of authors of the revised new edition1, we would like to provide insights into unusual forms of advanced training for group-analytical work with children and adolescents. The concept for this was developed by the Working Group for Group Analysis with Children and Adolescents (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen e. V., GaKiJu) and has now been presented in a revised version. So what is unusual about this training? It is the way it was developed and the way it can be acquired, namely in a communicative and constantly reflected group process.


With our contribution, we would like to arouse interest in group-analytical work with children and adolescents, in its potential and in the variety of possible applications it has in pedagogical, preventive, and therapeutic professional fields. And we would like to get you excited about acquiring the necessary competencies for this demanding and complex task within a group training course based on our guide.


In the new edition of the “guide” (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen, 2021), we have dispensed with the misleading designation “curriculum” of the first edition of 2014. This is because we do not see our “guide” as a textbook, but rather as a jointly written “cookbook” that can arouse curiosity about experiences of “cooking” and “eating” together. For us, the team of authors, it has been both an individual and a shared experience as a group, about which we have had a constant and lively exchange. The form and essence of this exchange are essential elements of our guidelines.





In the first part, we would like to give an insight into the formation process of turning the “guide” into the workshop, so to speak. To begin with, we will explain what motivated the first group of authors to develop the “curriculum”, what findings and questions we started from at that time, and how we as a group arrived at our findings. We will then take a look at the workshop process whereby the group of authors completely revised the “curriculum”, which was intended as a “work in progress” for the new edition now available.


In the second part, we would like to take a closer look at the third main chapter of our “guide”: the chapter in which we describe and explain special competencies which, based on our experience, are essential for group-analytical work with children and adolescents.


In the final section, we revisit the didactic tips for teaching theory presented in a condensed form in the “guide” and elaborate on them a little further for this article.


2 Development process of the guide


At the outset, we came together as group analysts with a wide range of experience in leading children and adolescent groups. From November 2006 onwards we met regularly, initially in a kind of pathfinding group with changing compositions, until finally 13 colleagues agreed on the setting of a closed working group.


Our working group included members of six German-speaking group-analytical institutes, which at that time offered advanced training for adult group therapy only. The special nature of leading group analysis for children and adolescent groups in the pedagogical and therapeutic field was not represented there.2 At the same time, we identified a great need to acquire leadership skills for child and adolescent groups in educational and therapeutic fields of work. Fortunately, some members of our working group possessed such relevant experience.


In 1988, James H. Bamber wrote an article in “Group Analysis” about the fact that there were hardly any reports on group analysis with children and adolescents in this journal. He asked the question: Are group analysts afraid to work with groups of children and adolescents, or are they afraid to write about it? His answer was that working with children and adolescents in group analysis is by no means easy and indeed more difficult to handle than working with adults. That is why working with children and adolescents should unreservedly be part of further education programs in group analysis. There should be additional training, as those who have only gained experience with adult groups are “illequipped” for group-analytical work with children and adolescents.


According to the research of our working group at that time, there was no stand-alone theoretical concept and no description of the special attitudes and positions for group-analytical work with children and adolescents until then. The group analyst Malcom Pines from London, a member of the Group Analytical Society (GAS), replied to our enquiry in this regard, saying, “You are pioneers!”


The institutes in Heidelberg and Berlin were open to educators and child and adolescent psychotherapists who were interested in advanced training in group analysis, but they did not offer independent self-experience or a special theoretical program on group analysis with children and adolescents. The institutes then began to set up joint supervision groups for leaders of child and adolescent groups.


From the experiences of these supervision groups, two projects emerged: from 2005 onwards, annual workshops in which the practice of the participants was the focus; and – one year later – our working group, which aimed to distil the special features of children’s group analysis work from practical experience. This group met every six months, motivated by the idea of creating specific advanced training opportunities for work with groups of children and adolescents and of developing a curriculum for child and adolescent group analysis.


2.1 Processual development


Working in a group-analytical way as a group facilitates the contribution of the individual’s very own experiential knowledge into the group in a stimulating environment, while also taking in the experiences of others. And this takes place in a playful creative exchange between participants, so that something new and shared emerges, which in turn can be made available to others for their own insights or professionalization processes. Following controversial discussion but with majority agreement, audio recordings were made of our bi-annual meetings, which two of us discussed between meetings in the context of participant observation. The findings were brought back to the group for joint reflection at the next meeting, and in this way the whole working group gradually became familiar with constantly reflecting on its own dynamic communication process. We learned to perceive seemingly incidental events, atmospheric factors, tensions, and exhilarating, playful, and suddenly enlightening moments that were deemed important for our process and which had mostly not been recorded in the protocols focused on results.


First, we collected and discussed field reports from the pioneers of children’s group therapy (including Samuel Slavson, 1972; E. J. Anthony, 1984; Haim G. Ginott, 1966) as well as field reports of children’s groups from German group-analytical institutes, in which (socio-) pedagogical perspectives were also taken into account (e. g., Monika Moll, 1997; Holger Brandes, 2008). In an open and non-judgmental way we then began to share and tap into our own experiences and ideas about the complex, difficult to grasp, and at times even chaotic happenings in the children’s groups we led ourselves. We experienced our working group process at every meeting as both stimulating and exciting. Since our administrative leadership provided only the time and space framework, we developed our own working structure in self-organization. Initially, most of us assumed that we would need much less time to achieve our goal. We therefore first developed a concept in the sense of a modular advanced training course: The child and adolescent psychotherapists were to be taught “the group-analytical”, approach while the adult group analysts would learn about the conditions and needs of the different age groups of children and adolescents. We soon realized that it is not enough to add theory to the training canon of group analysis for adults in order to sufficient equip analysts to work with groups of children and adolescents.


As a working group, we then got into an emotionally much more tense, sometimes also very conflictual group process with a regressive retreat to individualized positions. We experienced polarizing processes in our group, sought to understand them, and came to the realization that we were experiencing “firsthand” the themes and dynamics of the groups of children or young people we were working with. In retrospect and on reflection we became aware of what had taken place or had been reenacted in our working group, as if in a resonance chamber. This enabled us to find our way out of a regressive process and back into a progressive working mode. What we had experienced we now tried to express in words and to transfer into a new concept of further education. In children’s and adolescents’ groups, communication takes place primarily – depending on the respective developmental age – on a physical-sensory level, in free play and action. With this experience, we became aware that leading these groups requires special competencies in order to keep the necessary play and development spaces open and protected. This becomes particularly clear in the case of destructively operating group communication (see Wenck and Wienberg, 2012).


In our working group process we had experiences that contributed to the development of our own professionalism. “This became not self-experience in the working group, but group experience in the service of expanding our professional selves” (Rudnitzki, 2012, p. 56). We finally formulated our experiences into a guide for the learning and competence-building process we were aiming for: Theory was to be linked to practice in such a way that both could be experienced with all the senses and thus more easily absorbed into the group-analytical stance.


Based on these experiences, we have come to the conclusion: The advanced training to lead groups of children and young people should be facilitated as an open process. This can be done by the training center providing the framework in which insights can take place through group processes. We see reflection on the experiences the participants have in the advanced training with each other as a decisive part of the professionalization process.


In revising the text of the first edition of the “curriculum”, we as a group of four authors again entered into a joint playful-creative working process. What was significant about our group composition was that two of us had already experienced the first working group process, while the other two had not. This created the need to keep recalling the experiences of the previous working group process, which cannot be conveyed through reading the curriculum alone. Telling and visualizing these scenic memories opened up a new, shared space of association and thinking for us. In it, we discovered new meanings and contexts. Instead of using them hastily in a results-oriented way, we tried to understand them more deeply in a process of communication that was kept open. With a combination of playfulness and reflective amazement, curiosity, and the question “What are we actually doing right now?” emerged a process of approaching the text and its new creation.





3 Specific leadership competencies


In the second part, we would like to take a closer look at the three components of group-analytical leadership skills, which we have described in our guide as “specific extensions of group analysis when working with children and young people”: play and playing, working with reference persons in a separate group, and pair leadership. Even though we can deal with each of these three components in their own sub-chapters – i. e., only separately – we experience how much the interaction of all three components expands and enriches the play and development spaces of the group and its members.


3.1 The free play in the group: playing and play ability of the group leadership


Children’s groups, but also youth groups, are characterized by the fact that free play productions and action discourses dominate here compared to the verbal-linguistic communication flow of adult groups. In the group, free play enables a lively, creative, and physical-sensory togetherness, which opens up personal development opportunities for the individual as well as the group. In order to maintain a reliably protected framework, which is an indispensable condition for the possibility of free play, children are particularly dependent on a group leader who has specific competencies in understanding and dealing with developmentally appropriate play.


The theme of play runs through the development of group-analytical competence like a constantly recurring motif. We already understand the group-analytical process – as well as that of the further education group – as circular “playing” that develops the individual as well as the group as a whole, (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen, 2021, p. 46). In the self-experience group, additional modes of expression of the unconscious are to be experienced in the free, playful interaction with body, sound, rhythm, voice, image, language, etc. This makes it possible to “bring affective experiences on all psychophysical sensory levels ‘into play’ again and again” (p. 20).


“Sensitization to one’s own ability to play enables the participants in the training group not only to better perceive the needs and expressions of children and adolescents, of infants and toddlers with their parents, but also to understand them as playful group communication and to respond by playing along. Reflecting on this experience enables the group leader to comment on the respective play processes in a development-oriented way and thus to promote the age-appropriate resources of the group” (p. 20).


In the advanced training of analytical child and adolescent psychotherapists, self-experience (which is about developing the ability to play [along] as a leadership skill), is called “profession-specific”. In our “guide” we have adopted this term in the chapter “Self-experience”, but we want to relate it to group-analytical work. The elements of profession-specific self-experience in children’s group analysis can also enrich group work with adolescents and adults. We therefore advocate the inclusion of sensitization for one’s own ability to play as well as the opening and holding of protected spaces for play as part of the self-experience within group-analytical advanced training.


3.2 Group work with parents and caregivers


We recommend – based on our experience – that work with parents and reference persons should also be organized within a group context, due to the vast potential offered by the parallel parents’ group in the group-analytical work with children and young people. Parents and caregivers bring concerns about their children to the group. There, they experience compassion and sympathy on an emotional level. For the parents, who often come to the group with feelings of guilt and shame, the communicative exchange opens up new perspectives, which makes relief possible. A decisive experience for parents is to discover how important their role is for the development process of their children, how effective they are as parents, and how much the group and the group leadership support them in remaining responsible for their children and not delegating this responsibility to others.


It is always amazing to observe how much parents, once they have gained trust, benefit from the parents’ group and feel encouraged to open up further developmental spaces and insights for themselves and their children. For example, a mother in a parents’ group remarked that they were talking about themselves here and not at all about their children, to which the father of another child replied that the secret reason for their children’s therapy was probably that they, the parents, were communicating with each other here. A further example of successful parent group work is those parents who – after many years of doing such work – “like to look at each other with pleasure again”. Gerhard Rudnitzki puts it in a nutshell when he says: The more and earlier parents show their children “that they love not only them but also each other, the sooner the children learn to form themselves towards other people” (Rudnitzki, 2012).





Intensive interactions, reflections, and resonances take place between the process of the children’s and adolescents’ group and that of the parallel caregiver group, which can be perceived, named, and used for the developmental processes in both groups through joint leadership. Both groups thus experience an expansion of their developmental space.


For the parallel caregiver group, it is important that the group’s facilitator allows it to have its own group process with a clear setting in which the participants are invited to bring in everything that is currently on their minds. The group leader therefore does not pass on information from the children’s group to the caregiver group, but uses the resonance in the parent group triggered by the dynamics of the children’s group for their own process; because the conflicts staged by the children are often rooted in the relationship dynamics of their families. It relieves the children when the parents recognize this and work through their conflicts in their own group, which in turn strengthens parental competence.


In order to be able to promote the processes of interaction between the two groups, a specific group-analytical attitude is needed, which is developed primarily through one’s own personal experience of being held in the advanced training group and later in the supervision group. The attitude of the group leader and their special competence enables the parents to develop their own competence with the model, so to speak. Among other things, this means sensitively perceiving the unspoken signs with which their children signal needs for dependence and autonomy, but also mature abilities, and gaining confidence in their self-development potential.


3.3 Pair leadership3


The concept of “pair leadership” is the third distinctive feature for group-analytical work with children and adolescents. In this section we would like to take a closer look at this component of extended skills and in doing so address the advantages and challenges of pair leadership as well as possible objections.


In educational contexts, pair leadership is usually a long-established matter of course, as it is in inpatient group psychotherapy.4 Members of the working group who developed the “curriculum” had mostly not experienced pair leadership in their group-analytical training, which is why they also led their own teaching groups alone. Only in a few institutes were co-led teaching groups even possible.


As a working group, we first developed the concept of pair leadership for children and youth groups. Some members started working with a colleague to pioneer pair leadership of a children’s and adolescents’ group and to present their experiences in our working group and in the annual workshops. In addition, they set up parent groups and also led them as a pair. Their experiences encouraged other members of our working group to lead their own children’s and parents’ groups in pairs as well. The enrichment for the leaders and their groups was so convincing that we have anchored pair leadership conceptually in our training. Even though many of us continued to lead our groups alone for various reasons, we were all convinced by the pair leadership model.


In our guide, we have described in detail the potential of pair leadership of the children’s and parents’ groups. Here we would like to highlight some aspects that are important for us once again.


Our pair leadership model is not biologically based, but corresponds to the diversity of partnership models increasingly lived today. Whether the leadership couple is same-sex, different-sex, or diverse-sex triggers different fantasies and reactions in the group that need to be reflected upon.


The transference and counter-transference events of the group are reflected in the relationship of the leader pair and can be better grasped, reflected on, and thus made usable. The possibility to perceive enactments in the groups from two perspectives, to reflect on them, to understand the corresponding emotions and contain them, is a great relief for the leaders. In addition, the leader pair can exchange experiences already during the group session as well as immediately after the group. The members of the group can deal with their particular, often intensely experienced wishes and fears with different leaders, i. e., they can divide contradictory transference aspects between two people and possibly experience that in the group the leader pair responds to this offer of a relationship differently to what they have experienced in their original family.


The complexity of the dynamic, communicative events in the groups of children, both between the group members themselves and between the children and the leader pair, is a particular challenge for the perceptual capacity of the group leadership, which is regularly pushed to its limits as a result. This creates fear of not understanding, which is difficult to endure, and there is a danger that the leaders will reduce the complexity of what is happening through their unconscious defense. The presence of another leader reduces this fear or at least makes it more bearable.


Pair leadership requires the willingness to invest sufficient time for one’s own relational work in the form of debriefing and joint supervision in a group. It is helpful to understand conflicts and tensions that arise in the relationship of the leader pair primarily in the context of the current transference events of the group. It is problematic when personally motivated rivalry and power conflicts become rampant in the relationship of the leader pair – despite supervision – and the leaders are therefore no longer able to contain the affects of the group as a result.


A leader pair faces the same challenges as a couple in reality: They also need to develop mutual trust, get to know each other’s strengths and weaknesses by telling each other their personal stories – and, above all, they need to maintain respect for each other even under the greatest stress. Using the model of successful communication of the leader pair, group members learn respect for the otherness of the other.


4 Content and method of group-analytical theory teaching


Finally, we would like to come back to an elementary aspect of our further education concept: the linking of theory and practice in a group-analytical process. In the “guide” we write about this:


“The teaching of theory should be understood as a group-analytical process (Hutz, 2008). In this process, the theory taught is linked to the practical experiences from the training participants’ fields of work. The contents are therefore taught in a group context, if possible using case studies from the respective professional fields.” (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen, 2021, p. 17)


We would like to take a closer look at this group-analytical process of conveying theoretical content. The group-analytical training method is one of open and equal communication between the participants in a training group and their leaders. Theoretical topics are adapted to the previous experiences of the participants from their different professional fields and thus promote their interest. The leaders offer the theoretical topics and open up a protected space of play and experience for the group to react to them with their own experiences. In this way, the topics presented can be experienced and made accessible in a stimulating way.


Against the background of one’s own partly unconscious experiential knowledge, the participants experience emotional, physical, and cognitive resonances in the group that they need to perceive, name, and reflect on together. In the training group, theoretical contents are communicated in an experiential and practical way and can thus be helpful in one’s own work context.


The leaders’ task is to see the reference to the theme in the group’s free associations, to name it, and to examine it together with the group. In doing so, the facilitator also takes into account his or her own sensitivities and resonance with the dynamics of the group and makes them available to the group selectively and in an appropriate form as belonging to the theme. In this way, the leaders’ countertransference feelings become an “instrument of cognition” (Devereux, 1984).


The training group thus offers the possibility to acquire in an exemplary and experience-based way not only the theoretical content but also the method of mediation itself. In this sense, writes Pieter Hutz, we want to “use the mediation process itself for experiencing, understanding, and applying the group-analytical method” (Hutz, 2008, p. 82). The example of the mediation process is also used for direct experience of the group-analytical stance of the leadership and enables the group members to identify with this leadership model.


The facilitators bring the individual participants into conversation with each other. The tentative initial contributions are protected and promoted, thus encouraging those who have been silent hitherto to express themselves. The leader orchestrates the unfolding of the communicative development space of the group, and how he or she emphasizes some things and downplays others is significant for the quality of the polyphonic experience process (Maschwitz, Müller, and Waldhoff, 2009).


With such an interweaving of theory and practice, it is obvious that participants in further education repeatedly bring to bear personal, biographical experiences and cross the boundaries to self-experience. Group leaders should show empathy for this and at the same time point out that a specially protected space, the self-experience group, is more appropriate and more helpful. Group leaders should benevolently mark the boundary line – in the sense of providing support and protection – because a training group should not be overburdened with personal issues, especially since there are ongoing spaces for self-experience in the training.





The leadership tasks of advanced education groups are diverse and demanding and represent a real challenge. This can best be met by a pair of leaders, as favored in our leadership concept. They have an additional instrument at their disposal: their own communicative relationship! This can be reflected and maintained in the extended framework of a supervision group.
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1 Arbeitsgemeinschaft Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen (Hrsg.) (2021). Gruppenanalyse mit Kindern und Jugendlichen. Ein Leitfaden zur Kompetenzentwicklung. (Group analysis with children and adolescents. A guide to competence development.) Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.


2 This finding prompted us to ask: Why was there no advanced training concept for group analysis with children and adolescents? One reason for this might be that classic group analysis has relied too much on the spoken word and the chair circle model. Child and adolescent psychotherapists know about the importance of playful, creative, and body-related dialogues in action language when working with children and adolescents and missed this in traditional group-analytical training.
In addition, we asked ourselves: Why was group analysis, despite being partly rooted in sociology (e. g., Elias, 1976), narrowed in the German group-analytical training institutes to the field of psychotherapy? And why, for example, have (social) pedagogical perspectives been largely ignored? Our hypothesis: The German institutes for further education were oriented towards the increased demand from medical and psychological psychotherapists, since group therapy was recognised as a health insurance benefit. The inhomogeneous group of (social) educators has no common professional community of interest. Applied group analysis is not yet present there as an area with potential.


3 We understand pair leadership as equal leadership by two people, as opposed to co-leadership, which can also be understood hierarchically.


4 This may be due to structural reasons as well as reasons of content, because in these fields of work the management of two people is usually institutionally provided for and financed. In contrast, psychotherapists in private practice work independently in the outpatient sector, and a second leader has been difficult to finance. (This is currently changing, not least due to the professional commitment of the Working Group for Group Analysis with Children and Adolescents).







Can Cooperation Models Help to Integrate Psychodynamic Group Therapy with Children and Adolescents into Institutional Further Training? An Experience-based Report


Thomas Schneider


1 Introduction


Before 1999, psychotherapy was considered merely an additional qualification for medical colleagues.1 Furthermore, group psychotherapy “has still not been recognized as an independent therapeutic method under social legislation” (Küster, 2021, p. 8). We currently refer to it as psychodynamic group psychotherapy, as a distinction between depth psychology-based and group-analytical psychotherapy cannot be scientifically justified (cf. Küster, 2021, p. 8). In the Psychotherapist Act passed in 1999, group therapy was deemed dispensable because it had completely disappeared from the text of the law.2 With the new psychotherapy degree program, future graduates will be treated similarly to medical professionals. They will join our training institutes, teaching practices, and clinics at the end of their studies as licensed colleagues, authorized to conduct psychotherapy in both individual and group settings.


In the history of group analysis, it is striking that there was an upswing in the field whenever there were more patients to be treated as a consequence of war, but practitioners were not available in greater numbers or were not to be financed by those politically responsible. For instance, in 1940 Bion began treating traumatized soldiers at the military hospital in Northfield. Foulkes also started treating soldiers and war-traumatized civilians there and in his private practice in Exeter. In West Germany, the first group treatments in an inpatient setting took place in Tiefenbrunn in 1950, and from 1960 onwards, training programs began at the Lindau Psychotherapy Weeks and the Sigmund Freud Institute in Frankfurt3. But it was only after the student movement in the 1970s that group analysis service, which had originated during the Third Reich, became more widely accepted. This led to a wave of group analysis training centers being founded in West Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and even in East Germany. These continue to do valuable work to this day, namely in Altaussee, Heidelberg, Göttingen, Frankfurt, Münster, and Zurich (cf. Schneider, 2020–1, pp. 3–7).


For years, due to neoliberal dissolution of boundaries coupled with isolation and violence, there has been increasing distress in families, schools, education, and society, with a lack of preventive concepts spanning all stages of life. This situation is further exacerbated by the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, and the war in Ukraine. Demand for psychotherapy services will push providers to the limits of their capacity. My focus is on the care of children and adolescents or young adults. Many child and adolescent therapist colleagues no longer maintain waiting lists, as it would only reinforce the illusion that every person in need could receive therapy. During the pandemic, inpatient facilities for child psychiatry were only admitting patients who were acutely suicidal or in other extreme crises and discharged them back to the outpatient sector after stabilization.


The diffuse fear of working with children and adolescents in groups has always triggered apprehension and resistance in society, especially when the group is not to be “treated” as a whole, but rather, as with Foulkes, psychoanalysis is to be practiced in and with the group. This evokes the old revolutionary approaches of psychoanalytic pedagogy in our imagination, which also elicit similar counter-reactions as experienced and published by S. Bernfeld. His polemic treatise “Sisyphus: Or, the Limits of Education” (Bernfeld, 2006) ironically questions: For what purpose and for whom is education carried out? For him, the limits of education are not so much in the educability of the child or in the person of the educator, but rather in the function that education serves within the capitalist societal system. It serves the power tendencies of the educating group. Perhaps, however, in our profession of psychodynamic child and adolescent group therapy, in view of the immense demand we can succeed not only in remaining part of the care system but also in expanding our contribution through education and training in child and adolescent group analysis and, above all, in becoming more involved in the public discourse on socio-political issues.


In contrast to psychodynamic group therapy with adults, psychodynamic group therapy with children and adolescents is a very young profession, albeit with quite old roots (cf. Schneider, 2021, p. 61ff). Recently, the changes implemented by lawmakers have presented us with significant challenges but also opportunities that we should seize. Worldwide, there is no health care system in which therapy for mental illness is offered as comprehensively within the framework of statutory health insurance as it is in Germany. With the new psychotherapy degree program, two professions are finally coming together on an equal footing after a long process of emancipation.


The new Psychotherapist Act will bring about unprecedented changes in the training landscape for psychodynamic approaches, posing significant challenges, particularly for psychoanalysis and psychodynamic group therapy. Will psychodynamic psychotherapists be able to step down from the ivory tower of isolated and competing small institutes, often kept running by voluntary organizations with ageing members, and face this transformation? Will they together have the will and the strength to train the new generation, which is necessary if we are to provide psychodynamic psychotherapy in its diversity in the care system of statutory and private health insurance? Will we, as an analytical society, learn to utilize market requirements and legal regulations in a way that prevents competing methods – which have already demonstrated their ability to dominate the market in the past – from completely displacing us? I am convinced that this can only be achieved if we advance these concerns through intensive cooperation, sustainable solidarity, and a new unity among psychodynamic professional associations. I regret that graduates in the social sciences will no longer be admitted to the child and adolescent training pathway in the future. I fear the development of a behavioral-dominant study program focused on symptom reduction and reintegration into the school and work environment, which will produce graduates who are too young and thus immature. I am concerned about the development in the federal and state chambers of psychotherapists that does not focus first and foremost on the care of mentally ill people, but rather primarily pursues narcissistic-seeming ambitions and power interests in order to be able to play on an equal footing with the federal and state medical associations.


I will begin my contribution with reflections on the new Model Specialty Training Regulations (Musterweiterbildungsordnung, MWBO), since they form the basis for future training that presents a historic opportunity for group therapy as a whole.


Subsequently, I will present the key findings of the BARGRU study into barriers to group psychotherapists (cf. GBA and BAG, 2020), which have also been partly reflected in the new MWBO. Overall, psychodynamic group therapy owes many improvements and facilitations to this study: a basic provision of group psychotherapy, the possibility to conduct explorative sessions in a group setting, and the elimination of the evaluation requirement for group therapy or combination treatment predominantly involving group therapy. The flexibilization of group therapy now allows for fifty-minute sessions in all approaches, the joint conducting of therapy groups by two therapists for groups of six or more patients, and the provision of group therapy services outside of one’s own practice setting (cf. Kassenärztliche Bundesvereinigung, 2021). The study has provided policymakers with crucial results. Unfortunately, the low number of child and adolescent psychotherapists participating in the study did not allow for a detailed differentiation of data for these professional groups. As a result, core components of professional psychodynamic group therapy for children and adolescents have not yet been implemented. Furthermore, the language barriers in the therapy of (unaccompanied) refugees have not yet been adequately addressed after 2015, particularly regarding child and adolescent therapy.4 There are therefore several tasks that we need to tackle to ensure high-quality care for our young patients and their caregivers and encourage more colleagues to not only acquire competence in group therapy but also offer group therapy in their practices.
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