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Theme-Centered
Interaction

Theme-centered interaction ' TCI) isa relatively new addition to the
group movement and may not be aswell known as some of the approaches
so far discussed. The method is rapidly increasing in popularity, however,
due in large part to the energy and influence of its creator, Ruth Cohn, a
German-born experiential psychoanalyst and group psychotherapist. The
theme-centered interactional group belongs within the hurmanistic wadi-
tion rogether with other process groups such as sensitivity groups and
Rogerian encounter groups, vet has mainly been shaped by the philosophi-
cal background and psychodynamic maining of ils originator. The
methods unique quality is its focus on a theme that structures the events
of the group and around which interactional processes and its explicit

. philosophical basis can be explored. The approzch has been reforrod to as

“an experiential method (integrating educational. group-dvnamic, and
therapeutic features! which may be adapted to group necds, problem
salving, and a variety of themes" {Gordon, 1972, p. 1040,

HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT

The history of the theme-centered interactional method reveals many
of its distinguishing features. Ruth Cohn was a practicing psychoanalyst
when she emigrated to the United States in 1941, She had been trained art
the Zurich Psvchoanalytic Institute and brought her practice in individual
ind group psvchoanalvsis to New York Citv. While supervising and training
pavchoanalysts in the 19505 she offered countertransfercnee workshops to
acquaint budding and experienced therapists with aspects of their own
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188 CHAPIER 4

personality dynamics that might distor their perception of patients and
interfere with their effectiveness in conducting therapv. In her typically
self-disclosing way, Cohn asked her student group to remain silent while
she free-associated to a case with which she was having difficulty. While
listening, the group learncd a great deal about their leader as well as her
patient. They also related their own feclings, thoughts, and backgrounds to
the case. With Cohn functioning as a participant/leader, a highly charged
group atmosphere was created. As students began 1o present cases of their
own and relate them to aspects of their own lives, the countertransference
theme came alive, It became clear to the therapists that they were uncaon-
sciously repeating the same conflicts and interactional behaviors in the
waorkshop that they experienced with their patients in therapy. Indeed,
many times they "acted out” their patients in the group and the group
became "the therapist.” The group sessions were used to identifv and
dissolve this interference to effective therapy (called countertransferencel.s
For example, one participant rationalized the rebelliousness of a patient
who failed to pay his fees. Hewas shown that his own behavior in breaking
a rule of silence during case presentations in the countertransference
group was similar to the defiant behavior of his nonpaving patient and
elicited a response fram the group similar to the one his client elicited from
him.

Although this supervision group was designed to be an educational
workshop, its g;n?aicrmlue was in the therapy it provided for its members.
Rather than dismissing graup incidents as interference with the workshop

WEU‘E‘I Cohn's psychoanalytic training inspired her 10 "go with the resist

ance” and give precedence to events that appeared Lo be distracting the
group from its purpose. She realized that these group interactions eould be
used profitably to elaborate the countertransfercnoe theme. In effect, stu-
dents’ therapy problems were relaled (o developmental and personality
issues within the students themselves. As group leader, Cohn tried to
balance the group work between the therne itself and the ongoing interac-
tions of the participants. She facilitated the group process by identifying
points of contact between the countertransference issues of the individual
and the events within the group that llustrated them,
Countertransference is a psychoanalytic concepl particularly amena-
ble to a theme-centered format. However, Cohn began 1o explore the
viahility of using other themes 1o bridge the dif:T:-mce between group
process and group goals and concerns. By 1962, seven years after the first
countertransference workshop, she was applving the technique for other
purposes. In one case, employees in a large industrial organization met to
discuss problems within the company's administration. As the group

"while “counteriransforence” is an accepled pheanomennn today in all discussions of
psvchotherapy—it was al the time of the “countertransference” workshop labeled a2 a
weakness of the thempist (hat needed 10 be “analvzed.” 1 owas in the open disclosure of
countertransference as a fact of ary therapist's life tiat this workshop becune a guiding force
irn the expesiential movament.
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THEME-CENTERED INTERACTION 189

rackled conflicts and issues within the organization, problems in manage-
ment relations came vividly to life witlun the group itself In another
instance, “Training in Bmotional Skill” was used as a theme for a group of
psyvehologists (Cohn, 1969 The power of a theme to act as a pivot arouned
which important individual and group learning could trn became
increasingly clear

Although there has been a great deal of experimentation to broaden
the applicability of a theme-centered approach (o proups, TCI had its
arigin in education and retaiss a sirong educational thrust, Buth Cohn had
long been intrigued by the contrast of the zestful, alive quality of many
therapy groups with the languid, dull quality of s many classrooms. One
{unction of the TC movernent has been to get teachers uil the podium and
into interaction with their students. As we shall see, TCT offers a more
peychologically sophisticated approach to classroom learning than is usu-
ally the case, as well as a more structured approach to group psyvchother-
apy and encounter. The main vehicle for teaching the theme-centerad
interactional method is the Workshop [nstitute for Living Learning (WILL),
an organization founded by Cohn in 1966, Today WILL trains leachers,
therapists, business people and other group leaders in TCT and oflers
workshops for professionals and the public in major metropolitan arcas in
the United 3tates, Canada, and Europe.

BASIC CONCEPTS

Living/learning

Ruth Cohn had to grow beyvond her own psvehnanalyvtic roots in order
o fashion the theme centered interaclional approach and reveal 20 much
ol herselfin the group. In truth, the method has borrowed more from the
humanistic tradition and the existential principles of Western philosophy
than rom psyehoanalytic theory (Rubin, 19781 The living/learning conceqat
illustrates this philosophical heritage. The term was coined by Norman
Lieherman at the time of the founding of WILL in 1966 1Cohn, 1971, 1t is
meant to emphasize the ot that education, paychotherapy, and oneoun-
ters can all provide people with a live learning experience. When lively
peaple communicate with one another aboul issues, tasks, orthemes, thay
are in a living/learning situation. This is in contrast to the "dead” learning
that goes on in many elassrooms, where a teacher spoonfeeds both Fots
and npinions to a passive, receptive student, The theme centered interac-
tional group aims to promate leaming as a lving experience, so that the
therapeutic oulcomes derive from an educational-growth model rather
than a medical-cure model,

Buttressing the living/leaming concept are three humanistic axioms
accepled and upheld by theme-centered leaders (Ronall & Wilson, 19800

® Human heings are discrete psychobiological units within a unified
cosmos. In other words, all people are acknowledged ta be simul-
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' taneonsly autonomous and interdependent. Group members ave
encouraged to value their differences from one another together
with their needs for mutual feedback and nourishment.

L e Life and growth, and decisions thal encourzge their unfolding

.E deserve respect. Forces that promote this respect are sean as

: humnane; forees that do not promote this respect are seen as inhuo-

| manec. Within the group there is frecdom for exploration, experi-

i menlation, interaction, acceptance of emotions, and open

l. commurbication.

| = Freedecision-making is bounded by internal and exlernal limits. At

i the same time. these boundaries are flexible and espandahle
Group members are recognized o possess more hohavioral fee-
dom than they probably ever use and by the same token o be
rastricted in their behavior v virtue of reality constraints within the

| group and in the world at large.

Transference and countertransforence

‘The psvehoanalytic concepts of transference and counferiransfer
enceare endemic to the TCT group. One definition of transference is “the
process in which a person projocts a pattern of adaplalion which was
learned, developed and adopted in a previous life situation lo a current life
situation; he then displaces the affect from that situation 1o the present
situation” (Demaresl & Teicher, 18781 Transforonce ocowrs o a group
when members displace feelings that belong elsewhere onlo another
member or the leader, Typically, transference takes place when a parlici-
pant behaves towward another member or the leader as if that person were
someone else in the participant's life. The significant other might be a
parent or spouse, d lover or a teacher -usnally a fgure from the distant
Jpast, The chosen group member might be someone whose physical char
acleristics or group behavior is unconsciously reminiscent ol the signifi-
cant other. Thus, members respond to one another on the basis of both
hers-and-now behaviors and unconscious needs. They may even distort
each other's cumments and attempi to push one another into specific roles
for transferential reasons.

The interpretation of transference is a crucial aspect of psveho-
analvtically-oriented groups. Al one exireme there are practilioners wha
merely do individual psychoanalytic therapy within the group setting, by
attending lo unconscious processes through exploring free associations,
dreams. and resistances, focusing on intrapsyehic processes, and analyz:
ing transference phenomena The virtue of the group setting for muost
psychoanalytically-oriented leaders, however, is that it aliows for multiple
interactinns. We have already seen how the presence of other persons can
provide a vehicle for encouragement and support. Likewdse, transferences
and reactions to them are multiplied in groups because of the potential for
so many different kinds of relationships. In analvtic group therapy, activat-
ing these tansferences is eritival to the regressive process, inowhich
intense expressions of emotion and an exploration of childhood and the
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past are used to foster reconstructive personality change (Mullan & Rosen-
baum, 1978l

At the other extreme are some psychoanalytically-orented group
therapists who combine group dynamics with group psychoanalysis. The
Tavistock group, deseribed in Chapter 2, illustrates this approach. Tawvi-
stock groups ignore individual transference that interferss with the
development of group relationships and communication, but interpret
group themes and the gronp structure that develops out of all members'
interacting needs.

Theme-centered interactional group leaders recognize that partici-
pants' reactions (o one another are based both on present bebaviors and
historical needs. As individual members try to impose their own influence
on the group, certain fensions among them inevitably emerge. TCI leaders
chart a courze between two psyehological realities. On the one hand, they
recognize the way participants can distort group events and incorrectly
attribule attitudes and motives fo other members. On the other hand, they
fall short of exploring the ultimate origins of any given behavior in a
person's past history unless it relates directly to the chosen group theme.

In some TCI groups the issue of transference, orits parallel, counter
transference, may serve as a theme Countertransference is a leader's
response to the unrealistic attitudes and expectations of group members.
Clues to the presence of countertransference include: premature and
unreasoning dislike for participants; an inability to empathize with them;
an overemotional reaction to their troubles; an excessive liking for them;
and defensive. argumentative, indifferent, inattentive, impatient, and an-
grily sympathetic feelings and behaviors in response o them (Cohen, 19520
These reactions apply to both group leaders lcountertransferencel and
members (transference) and may indicate an opportunity for useful work
an the theme of unrealistic atbilodes and reactions.

The theme

The use of a theme is the primary distingnishing feature of the TCI
group. It is the centerpiece around which the group performs. The theme
provides a functional structure for the group without a preconceived
agenda. The group leader a delegated committes, or the group as a whole
sclects a theme as the focus for the group and as a way to encourage
cohesiveness. Group members work on the theme or task while also
becoming free with each other, Use of the word “theme” is certainly not
limited to TCT groups, but the theme-centered interactional method has
discovered a way of packaging a theme and resolving tasks while allowing
individuals to become more aware and effectual in their thoughts, feelings,
and aclions,

The selection andwording of an appropeiate theme is crucial. Therapy
groups are said 1o have one [implicit] theme only: "1 want to feel and
function better” {Cohn, 1871). Working groups, on the other hand, might be
concerned with many other themes. When a group leader initiates or is
invited to a group or workshop without a clear understanding of the














































