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Lynn Rapin, PhD

In my Fall/Winter 2006 column as 
President-Elect, I mentioned several 
issues that I believe impact the future 
of the Division. Many of these centered 
around strengths the Division can build 
“if” we take certain steps to meet and 
encourage those who practice psychol-
ogy through the use of groups. I believe 
major responsibilities of the President 
are to be mindful of our mission and vi-
sion and to marshal energies to keep the 
Division forward moving in it service 
to members. I hope to be successful in 
these responsibilities. These goals can-
not be accomplished without the enormous energies of the Board, 
committees and members. I would like to report on progress the 
Board has made toward those ends. 

At our Mid-Winter Board Meeting in January 2007, we addressed 
a number of business items which directly affect our future. We 
welcome Craig Parks as Incoming Editor and thank Dennis Kiv-
lighan for his wonderful leadership as our outgoing Journal Editor. 
Journal articles appearing this year have been accepted under Dennis 
Kivlighan’s leadership. Those in 2008 will be managed under Craig 
Parks and his editorial team. The Board continued its discussion of 
the successful development of the journal and ways to strengthen 
its usefulness to readers. Dennis Kivlighan has invited submissions 
for a new Group Case Studies Section, with special invitation to 
clinical practioners. 

One of George Gazda’s major initiatives as President last year was 
to revise our outdated Bylaws. Under Jennifer Harp’s leadership as 
Bylaws Committee Chair, we have nearly finished our drafting of 

Bylaws revisions. We will complete our minor editing and prepare 
the document for membership approval this year. We have spent 
several hours discussing changes to ensure that the Bylaws reflect 
both our direction as a Division and realistic resources to accomplish 
our goals. We are also establishing a policy manual for officers and 
committee heads to reduce our practice of recreating the wheel of 
organization management every few years. All current and future 
leaders will be very appreciative of these tools.

Our website and listserves are ready for a next generation of de-
velopment and management. Steve Sobelman upgraded of these 
technologies and provided webmaster skills for the past several years. 
We heartily thank him for his generous service as our President and 
technology master. This year we will be revamping the website and 
expanding lists. We want to make more timely updates to member 
lists to enhance communication. We have discussed having a list 
for graduate students and new members. We have discussed putting 
additional resources onto the web site. One way every member of 
the Division can assist the Division is to go to the members sec-
tion of the website at www.apa49.org and complete the Member 
Information section. Division 49 candidate statements will appear 
both on the APA website and on the Division 49 website as soon as 
APA finalizes the candidate lists. As well, you will again find all of 
the Division programs and functions for the Annual Convention in 
San Francisco on the 49 website and in the Convention issue of the 
newsletter. Each time you receive the newsletter in the mail, notice 
that continues to shine under the able editorship of Allan Elfant. 
Please consider submitting an article or volunteering to submit a 
group question for response. We love the interaction.

Probably every President for decades has been concerned about mem-
bership: developing services that are helpful to members, mentoring 
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From Your Editor
Allan B. Elfant, PhD, ABPP

Allan B. Elfant, PhD, ABPP

If I Am Not for Myself

“I Know I Did Not Do It! I Did Not! No! I Did Not!”

Carla broke into sobs after shrieking these words; her high- pitched voice 
was filled with fury and self-protectiveness. Then, after a long pause, her 
tone became lower, more subdued, and painfully confused. She looked 
around pleadingly. “I would know if I did it, wouldn’t I?” By the end of the 
group session, a full forty-five minutes after her initial shrill proclamation 
of her innocence, she volunteered: “well, let’s go see, maybe it’s possible 
that I did it, but I don’t think it’s likely I did it.” By then her voice was 
diminutive, shaky, and hesitant; her physical presence had shriveled.

Midway in this group session, Beth had turned to Carla and accused her 
of deliberately ramming into the rear of her car after the 
last group meeting. My office is located in an addition 
to my home and group members park on the street, just 
down the driveway. A week prior to this session, Beth 
stayed for a few minutes following the ending of the 
group to reschedule an individual session. By the time 
she departed my office, all group members had driven 
away. When she drove to work the next day, she noticed 
a significant dent in the rear of her shiny brand new silver 
colored car; the dent was speckled with white paint mark-
ings. Carla drove an old, beat-up white car. In that group 
session, Carla once again voiced her ongoing envy of 
Beth’s beauty, wealth, success and good fortune in life. 
Beth communicated her typical repulsion of Carla’s senti-
ments with a chilling, wordless sneer, and that exchange 
quickly reached a dead end in the group.

While the enmity between Beth and Carla had been 
chronic, in recent months there had seemed to be increased mutual and 
private awareness and understanding of the volatile attributions being 
made. Each had put into the other exploitative, vindictive, and cruel as-
pects of their internalized mothers. Carla’s mother groomed her to be her 
servile follower and admirer, and Beth’s mother had imbued her daughter 
with a sense of utter worthlessness and contempt. Group members often 
fled from these primitive projections by a silent glazing over on the two 
women’s given issue or event at hand.

After her initial accusation, delivered in Beth’s most penetrating icy, steely 
tone, she elaborated on her charge of Carla. She explained how on the 
night in question she had parked right in front of Carla’s car. In a clear, 
expository, even-voiced manner she asserted that she would have of course 
known if her car had been damaged before she came for the group ses-
sion. And, she went straight home after that group session. Her voice now 
elevated, she indicated that she never believed that Carla had altered her 
envy and hatred for her, for Beth’s own quite successful business career, 
for her looks, and for all the changes she had made in her life.

At first the group seemed stunned by Beth’s prosecutorial proclamation. I 
know I was! Carla looked like she had been struck by lightening. Then, a 
man in the group asked Carla if it were possible if her deep anger toward 
Beth had caused her to accidentally damage Beth’s car. Another member 
decried Beth’s cold, calculated, absolutely certain finger pointing. The 
youngest man in the group jokingly wondered why Beth had not impli-
cated him since he drove a cream colored car that looked sort of white, 
but then again he knew he liked Beth. Gradually, group members seemed 
to line up on one side or the other. My own experience was that a certain 
madness had descended on the group space. Then, came Carla’s initial 
protest and partial retraction described earlier. 

I was quite uneasy about the intensity and velocity of the unfolding group 
drama. Carla’s angry clarity of innocence had given way to uncertainty 
and shameful self-doubt and then to actually considering pleading guilty, 
and this rapid evolution was nourished by the strong polarized alliances. 
As group members spoke, Carla’s position eroded and Beth’s strength-

ened. My efforts to encourage the group as well as Beth and 
Carla to examine their own personal meanings in what was 
occurring seemed ineffectual. As the group ended, members 
seemed to file out quickly, wordlessly, with none of the usual 
banter that takes place.

The next group session commenced with Beth reporting that 
she and Carla had scrupulously inspected each other’s cars 
the previous group night. Based on this examination, Beth 
declared Carla’s innocence that night and let us know that 
she later found out that her husband had used their car later 
the evening of the claimed crime, and that he had parked it 
on the street where the damage must have happened. Beth 
was unapologetic, only admitting she had made an unfor-
tunate error. Carla was furious and humiliated, disgusted 
with her allowing Beth and the dubious group members 
to sway her to oppose her own senses. This group event 
was pivotal in Carla’s facing and challenging her own self 

indicting judgments and the precarious ease of losing her sense of self. 
The drama that took over the group that night reverberated in other group 
members’ personal work, especially around the theme of the deleterious 
impact of others’ views on our own self-perceptions. Whatever the posi-
tive spin-off in the therapy work that emanated from what transpired, the 
destructive group forces that emerged and operated in that group drama 
disquieted me for some time. 

Our psychotherapy groups can be rich opportunities for change and 
transformation, so too can they be harmful and insanity producing. In 
Jean Paul Sartre’s famous play, No Exit, the most famous line in the play 
is, l’enfer, c’est les autre. Hell is other people. Sartre views man’s fun-
damental sin as occurring when a person denies their own reality in the 
face of the distorted image provided by those who see and interact with 
him. In such a situation, we are not ourselves; we accept the attributions 
of others and abdicate our choicefulness and agency. The above group 
narrative is an illustration of how our groups can turn darkly. 

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? 
If I am only for myself what am I? 

And if not now when? 
—Rabbi Hillel (30 BC–9 AD)
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President's Column
(Continued from p. 1)

Secretary's Report

Janice L. DeLucia-Waack, PhD

potential members, providing activities which link current to past and 
future members, and sustaining sufficient membership. This year, 
we are linking membership and technology responsibilities more 
directly. We want diversity of membership, yet we find ourselves to 
be a mostly white group. We are taking steps to raise our intention 
of supporting diversity to more direct action. One of our Bylaws 
changes will be to make the Diversity Committee a Standing Com-
mittee. This is not just a change on paper, but a sincere commitment 
of the Board to increase our actions to become more diverse. We 
want to be visibly more passionate in our support of diversity be-
cause it will lead to a stronger group—with differences in opinion, 
theoretical orientation, ecological reality, background, training, and 
group experience. We have much to learn in this area. 

In thinking beyond our boundaries as a Division, we are continuing 
to plan for a group summit next winter. We are now looking at po-
tential dates and have the involvement of sister organization ASGW 
(Association for Specialists in Group Work) and have invitations 
out to other organizations. We hope to conduct a joint board meet-
ing with ASGW and have at least an initial summit meeting. We 
are hoping to have leaders of associations talk and meet together to 
share perspectives, identify cutting issues in group work and perhaps 
have two keynote speakers. From Division 49 we hope to send the 
three presidents (Past President, President, and President–Elect). I 
will keep you posted on our planning efforts. 

We learned that the first Group Research Summit was held in June, 
2006 and included approximately 100 attendees from a wide range 
of disciplines including group and social psychology, Industrial/Or-
ganizational psychology and communications, among others. Don 
Forsyth attended and reported that this will now be a yearly meeting, 
with the next meeting scheduled in June, 2007 in Lansing, MI. 

Finally, we are thrilled to announce that Phil Zimbardo will be the 
Division 49 Group Psychologist of the Year and that he has agreed 
to give a talk in San Francisco. 

I look forward to talking with you again, and I hope to see you all 
in San Francisco. 

Janice L. DeLucia-Waack, PhD

Mid-Winter Board Meeting  
Washington, DC 

Hotel George 
  

January 12, 2007  
8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

 
January 13, 2007  

9:00 a.m. to 12 p.m.

 
Present: George Gazda, EdD, Past 

President; Lynn Rapin, PhD, President; Donelson Forsyth, PhD, Presi-
dent-Elect; Janice DeLucia-Waack, PhD, Secretary; Allan Elfant, 
PhD, Member-at-Large, Newsletter Editor; Gloria Gottsegen, PhD, 
Member-at-Large, Fellows Chair; Jennifer Harp, PhD, Conference 
Program Chair; Sally Barlow, PhD, Liaison to CoS, Education and 
Training Chair; Member-at-Large; John Dagley, PhD; Treasurer; 
Michael Andronico, PhD; Member-at-Large.

Absent: Zipora Shechtman, PhD; Member-at-Large; Joseph Kobos, 
PhD, Council Representative (due to APA scheduling conflict for 
Program Review for CoA); Josh Gross, PhD, Member-at-Large, 
ABPP Liaison (due to illness); Billy Yarborough, Student Repre-
sentative.

Breakfast, Welcome, Introductions: Lynn Rapin welcomed us. 
Everyone introduced themselves. 

Minutes: Janice DeLucia-Waack distributed the minutes from August 
board meeting at APA. They were approved with minor changes.

Treasurer’s Report: John Dagley distributed an official report. It 
was approved.

Highlights: 

This year we are in the black. 

The revenue stream is steady from membership and journal 
income.

The Finance Committee will meet to determine goals and 
revenue stream.

APA Council:  Joseph Kobos reported that the Council will meet 
again in February. Information from this meeting will appear in the 
next newsletter.

CODAPAR: Allan Elfant is newly appointed to the committee, 
which will meet soon. 

ABPP: Allan Elfant has just been elected to the board of trustees 
for the next 5 years. There are approximately 40 ABPPs in Group 
Psychology and about 4 in process. It is important to continue to 
have people certified in group. 

•
•

•
Newsletter Deadlines

March 1
June 1

October 1

All material for publication must be submitted to 
the Editor as an e-mail attachment (in Microsoft 
Word or Word Perfect format).
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Newsletter: Allan Elfant is the current editor. The newsletter looks 
great. Allan has consistently solicited articles from officers and 
presenters at APA which has provided diversity to the newsletter. 
More information is needed about the actual costs for the newslet-
ter from APA.

Website/Listserv: Don Forsyth and Josh Gross will explore options 
for updating and maintaining the website. 

Journal: The transition to a new editor has begun. The contract 
with APA for the incoming editor must be signed. 

Fellows: Gloria Gottsegen submitted an official report. Two recom-
mendations have been put forward to APA for initial status. 

Awards: George Gazda is chair of the Awards committee. Can-
didates for the Group Psychologist of the Year were discussed. 
Dr. Moreland is in charge of the Richard Moreland Dissertation 
Research Award. 

Membership: Josh Gross is chair. He was ill but sent several items 
for discussion. New members are now receiving a membership let-
ter and packet. In addition, members who do not pay their dues are 
sent a letter from APA. One idea is to combine membership and 
website responsibilities. 

Elections: George Gazda is compiling the slate of candidates for 
council representative, president-elect, 2 members-at-large, and 
secretary, which will be submitted to the Nominations Committee 
to APA in February.

Nominations for APA Committees: Nominations for APA commit-
tees were made: Allan Elfant for CODAPAR, Gloria Gottsegen for 
Committee on International Relations in Psychology, Lynn Rapin for 
Board of Professional Affairs (Slate 3: psychologists with expertise 
in developing and reviewing practice guidelines), and Sally Barlow 
for Commission for Recognition of Specialties and Proficiencies for 
Professional Psychology. 

Convention Program: Jennifer Harp submitted an official report. 
Division 49 has 14 hours substantive hours for 2007 with 7 additional 
nonsubstantive hours. Jeanmarie Keim was the Co-Chair this year 
and will become chair for 2008; Jennifer will complete her duties 
as Chair for 2007. Division meetings will be on Saturday due to 
the APA schedule. 

Council of Specialists (CoS): Sally Barlow submitted an official 
report. Nomenclature is the major work topic right now. 

Association for Specialists in Group Work (ASGW): Janice De-
Lucia-Waack announced that ASGW is planning the next National 
Conference in 2008 in late January/early to mid February. They are 
receptive in terms of a joint meeting or participating in a summit. 

Federal Advocacy Committee: Gloria Gottsegen will serve as our 
representative when the group meets in March. A report follow in 
the newsletter. 

Humanistic Psychotherapy in the 21st century: Gloria Gottsegen 
will attend the 1st conference as division 49’s representative. Divi-
sion 49 will pay her registration to support this new collaboration. 

Action Issues 
Income Generation/Cost Saving: An ad will appear in the news-
letter to solicit advertising in the newsletter. A breakdown of costs 
for the newsletter will be obtained from APA to study possible 
alternative venues. 

Policy Manual: George Gazda distributed a draft. Changes and 
updates will be given to George for changes to be made to be ap-
proved officially in August. Meetings to be attended and expenses 
to be paid for by Division 49 and APA will be detailed. 

Group as a Major Nomenclature for an APA program sort: It 
was decided that Division 49 would pursue having group as a major 
item in the conference topic list. Sally Barlow will supply info from 
COS to the Board that will be edited. It will then be sent to APA as 
a rationale for groups as a major header; it will take 1 ½ years to 
be in the APA conference list. 

APA 2007 in San Francisco: Jennifer and Lynn will coordinate and 
disseminate information about hotel and suites it is available. 

Website Update: The original website needs to be taken down. A 
new website needs to be designed. Don Forsyth and Josh Gross will 
work with Steve Sobelman to transition.

Student Committee: George Gazda and John Dagley will work 
with two students to develop and focus this committee.

Finance Committee: The Finance Committee met and developed 
goals:

Track with APA the revenue stream and history for the  
journal. 

Clarify some points of the journal editor committee. Lynn 
will sign the contract. 

Develop a budget for 2007.

Clarify what expenses the division pays for and what APA 
pays for. A chart was drafted.

Membership Committee: A breakdown of membership character-
istics and dual division memberships is needed from APA. 

Issues for Further Study
Apportionment of Ballots for Council Reps. 

Development Committee.

Representative on Ethics Committee for Policy Making in  
the area of Groups.

Meeting Adjourned, 5:08 p.m.

•

•

•
•

•
•
•

(Continued on page 6)
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John Dagley, PhD

Treasurer’s Report

John C. Dagley, PhD, Treasurer

We had the good fortune this fiscal year to 
end up with a slight surplus in our budget, 
with expenses coming in slightly under our 
income. This good fortune is due largely to 
the excellent work of our Editor, Associate 
Editors and Editorial Board Members of 
our first-rate journal, Group Dynamics. 
Our Newsletter, The Group Psychologist, 
continues to contribute very significantly 
to our fiscal health as well, though more 
indirectly than the journal, by adding to 
the quality of services provided members 
and others interested in Group Psychology 

and Group Psychotherapy. Finally, fiscal restraint on the part of the 
division’s leadership has helped our financial picture this year.

Fiscal challenges are rather constant and omnipresent for all profes-
sional associations our size. We aim to continue to be good stewards 
of our limited resources as we pursue our mission with excitement, 
energy and inspiration. We’re committed to growing, not only in 
numbers of members, but also in the quantity and quality of services 
and products provided our members. It’s a good time to be a mem-
ber of our group, so join us if you’re a first time reader. For those 
who continue to contribute to our collective work, please accept 
our thanks for the work you do in leading, researching, writing or 
teaching about group psychology and group psychotherapy.

APA Council of Representatives 
Washington, DC 
Feb. 16–18, 2007

Joseph C. Kobos, PhD, ABPP

We met in DC on a cold winter weekend. 
Much of the country was struggling with 
snow and bitter cold; some were delayed 
by the weather.

Sharon Brehm assumed leadership of 
her first meeting as President. Council 
meetings can sometimes be difficult 
particularly when there are complex and 
contentious issues. Most psychologists 

who work by listening and reaching consensus can struggle with 
Parliamentary procedure and Kesey’s Rules. Dr. Brehm gave every-
one an opportunity to be heard and relied on her parliamentarian, 
Dr. Andy Benjamin, to guide her through the rough spots.

Dr. Norm Anderson, our CEO, emphasized three points in his report. 
One, he is guiding the Association to adopt a strategic planning 
process; while council has established priorities in the past, the as-

APA Council Report

Joseph C. Kobos, PhD, ABPP

Meeting reconvened at 9:00 a.m. January 14, 2007

Bylaws Revisions: Jennifer Harp led this discussion. With Lynn 
Rapin’s direction and Board input, the mission of the Division was 
discussed in order to make bylaws revision decisions that more ac-
curately provide guidelines for our needs, goals and ideals. Minor 
wording changes and alterations suggested from previous meetings 
were approved. Further discussion on certain issues with wording 
altered. The descriptions for standing committees were added and 
adapted; others were reorganized. A final draft will be circulated 
to the Board via email to finalize changes. Changes will be finally 
approved by the board and then voted on by the membership. The 
Bylaws Committee (George, Joe, Jennifer, Allan, Gloria) was ap-
plauded for their extensive work on this process. 

Liaison to Diversity Committee as a Standing Committee: Mike 
Andronico will work with the current chair to develop the mem-
bership, composition, and goals of this committee with subsequent 
changes in bylaws and policy manual. 

Summit Planning: A task force to plan the Committee for Sum-
mit Planning was created. A discussion occurred about what our 
goals would be. Dates for APA events will be obtained to prevent 
conflicts. 

Meeting Adjourned, 12:00 pm.

Respectfully Submitted,

Janice DeLucia-Waack, PhD 
Division 49 Secretary

(Continued from p. 5)

Listserv

Are you participating in Division 49’s 
e-mail listserv? If not, then you’ve 
missed out on many interesting and 
potentially valuable messages about 
job opportunities (academic and non-
academic), calls for papers in special 
journal issues, conference announce-
ments, and so on. The listserv has also 
allowed members to consult with one 
another on issues of mutual concern, 
such as evaluations of various therapy 
techniques. Several hundred Division 
members are already on the listserv—if 
you want to join them, contact Steve 
Sobelman at steve@cantoncove.com.

Secretary's Report
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sociation has not functioned using a model of unified goal setting 
and developing strategies to achieve specific targets and evaluating 
whether goals are being met. Later in the meeting, Council passed an 
item which instituted an Association Rule to implement a strategic 
planning process under the direction of the CEO.

Dr. Anderson reported on the Diversity Implementation Plan and 
gave an update on the redevelopment of the APA webpage. Members 
can expect to see a revised APA website in December 2007. Dr. Tony 
Habashi is our recently appointed Chief Information Officer (CIO). 
And Finally, Dr. Anderson reminded all of the association’s philan-
thropy through the American Psychological foundation (APF).

Dr. Brehm reported on her first 47 days in office. She is on the road 
regularly representing psychology in venues across the country. 
To be President of APA requires that one be prepared to travel on 
a weekly basis.

Psychologists’ roles in interrogations continue to be a focus for the 
Association. Dr. Olivia D. Morehead-Slaughter gave an update on 
a work group including both the Ethics Committee and the Divi-
sions of Social Justice. The group will produce nine convention 
programs under the title: Ethics and Interrogation: Confronting 
the Challenge. Dr. Slaughter and the Ethics Committee continue to 
work on a companion volume to the PENS report. In her review, Dr. 
Morehead-Slaughter reviewed the many documents that demonstrate 
APA’s strong and unwavering position that psychologists are never 
to be involved in torture.

Council voted on the 2007 budget. The budget predicts expenses 
of $105M for the year, and finishing in the black with a very small 
margin of $23,200. The net worth of the association continues to 
increase due to the positive performance of our equity investments 
and the success of our two buildings. APA’s paper net worth is ap-
proximately $200M; of course, this means having buyers for the 
buildings and equities at current estimated values. Council approved 
several special projects which will eventually produce reports. These 
include: Revision of APA’s Model Act for State Licensure; Joint TF 
(Divisions 19 & 44) on Sexual Orientations and Military Service; 
TF for Assessment and Psychotherapy of Persons with Disabilities; 
TF on Evidence Based Practice with Children and Adolescents; TF 
on Mental Health and Abortion and Working Group on Cultural 
Competency in Geropsychotherapy. Other budget items included a 
TF on evidence based practice with children and Adolescents; re-
siliency and strength in Black children and adolescents; appropriate 
therapeutic responses to sexual orientation; a review of APA psy-
chopharmacology curricula; and a Center for Psychology Workforce 
Analysis Project. In the next several years, you can expect to see 
many practice and education initiatives come to fruition.

Council voted to reapprove the recognition of Psychoanalytic Psy-
chology as a specialty in psychology.

Council approved guidelines for psychology practice with girls and 
women. These guidelines will be available on the APA web site and 
eventually in the American Psychologist.

A resolution which challenged Council addressed rejecting Intel-
ligent Design as Science and Reaffirming Support for Evolutionary 

Theory. An issue raised by Dr. Brent Slife of Division 24 focused 
on the different epistemologies which lead to evolution theory and 
intelligent design. Two, Council was concerned that rejecting the 
scientific basis of Intelligent Design would send the wrong message 
regarding the role of religion and beliefs in human life. Eventually, 
after much deliberation and breaking into caucuses, Council voted 
to endorse the item as written. While some construe the resolution 
as anti religious; it actually specifically and solely condemns the 
teaching of intelligent design as part of a scientific curriculum.

Council voted on the recommendation of the Canadian Psychological 
Association and the Canadian council of Accreditation to implement 
a policy of phasing out APA accreditation of Canadian doctoral 
programs in professional psychology. Discussion is emerging to 
examine the possibility of international accreditation models.

Council approved the revised Record Keeping Guidelines which 
update the 1993 policy which did not address technological advances 
or HIPAA requirements.

Council funded a multiyear initiative to pursue international 
GOALS—Global Long Term Strategies. APA is increasingly be-
coming involved in a proactive way with the internationalization 
of psychology.

Council accepted the report of the Task Force on Military Deploy-
ment Services for Youth, Families, and Service members. APA is 
establishing a two year task force to develop a long term action plan 
for mental health services for enlisted military and their families.

Council resolved that APA, as an organization, opposes discrimina-
tory legislation and initiatives aimed at lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
persons. The resolution is a response to actions taken by certain 
state legislatures and supports our LGB members, clients and 
communities.

A reminder, actual minutes of the meeting can be found on the APA 
web site www.apa.org 

The August meeting will be my last as Council Rep for the Division. 
Please consider nominating yourself or another for the upcoming 
election.

Letters to the Editor are strongly  
desired. If there are any newsletter 
pieces you wish to comment on or  
debate or add to, please do so. This 
is your newsletter, let’s make it lively 
for our group. And, contributing a 750-
word to 1500-word piece would be 
most welcome. If you wish to run an 
idea by your editor I am reachable at 
abelfant@aol.com.
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2007 Division 49 Candidate Statements

Robert K. Conyne, PhD

Group psychotherapy and group psychol-
ogy, in fact, all of group work, is in my 
blood and marrow. I care about it, think 
about it, do it, teach it, write about it, and 
serve it. I run for President to serve through 
leadership. 

I’ve worked with all the present and many 
past Divisional officers. I’ve served on 
the Board as Secretary. I’ve collaborated 
with Divisional members on research and 
scholarly projects. I’m a Fellow of the Divi-
sion. I understand its history and its forward 

movement. I’ve served one of our Division’s sister group work 
associations, the Association for Specialists in Group Work—as 
its President, Journal Editor, Standards Chair—and am a Fellow 
of it. I’ve published several books and many articles in the area of 
group work (the latest book forthcoming on “Group Techniques”) 
and believe I possess a deep understanding of group psychotherapy 
and group psychology.

I will help our Division strengthen by connecting with similar as-
sociations both within and outside of APA; such collaboration can 
enhance the function of all. In the tradition of Kurt Lewin, NTL, and 
of Lieberman, Yalom, and Miles, I am committed to helping find 
ways for group dynamics and therapeutic factors to be researched 
and applied for improving our clients and our overall ecology.  

As President, I’ll seek to build upon our illustrious past and work 
with others to move ahead to help our Division fulfill its magnificent 
potential as a leading research and practice organization in the broad 
field of group work.

I am currently Professor Emeritus and Director, Center for Ecologi-
cal Counseling, University of Cincinnati

President-Elect

Judith S. Tellerman, PhD, ABPP

Thank you for nominating me as President-
Elect of Division 49. You may remember 
me as Newsletter Editor, 1997–2002 and 
Member-At-Large. If elected I will bring 
initiatives for (1) increasing membership and 
(2) increasing our presence at the national 
funding level for research and training. I 
am committed to collaboration to maxi-
mize our impact. While a Board Member 
I received a Presidential Appointment to 

the U.S.DHHS, SAMHSA, CSAP National 
Advisory Council and initiated what Ellen Garrison, Director of 
the APA Office of Public Policy described as the most successful 

grassroots campaign she had seen, bringing together Division 49, 
APA, ASGW, ACA, and AGPA. My efforts to raise the awareness 
of Group Work led SAMHSA to invite group psychologists to 
author (2002) Substance Abuse Treatment and Group Therapy. I 
received an APA CODAPAR Interdivisional Grant for Divisions 
49, 28, and 17 resulting in the inclusion of SAMHSA NREPP after 
school programs as an effective strategy in the SAMHSA Report 
to Congress on Co-Occurring Disorders.

I am a Clinical Professor, University of Illinois, College of Medicine, 
Examiner, American Board of Professional Psychology (ABPP) 
Specialty Board Certification in Group Psychology; APA media 
spokesperson, member, Editorial Board, Journal of Child & Ado-
lescent Group Therapy. I received the ACA-ASGW Professional 
Advancement Award; the Brandeis University Sanctity of Life 
Award for Devoted Service to Humanity, Social Justice and the 
Common Good. The SUN psychodynamic/cognitive-behavioral 
group counseling program I developed received the Cinema in 
Industry (CINDY) Award, the CINE Golden Eagle Award, and the 
CHRIS Honorable Mention. 

Jennifer Harp, PhD

I am honored to be nominated for Secretary 
of Division 49 and sincerely hope to serve 
you in the next term. For the past three years, 
I have been privileged to serve Division 49 
as Member at Large and I am committed to 
continuing to provide service and leadership 
to the Division.

In my professional life, I am a clinician 
in full-time private practice. Living and 

working in the same town as Penn State University, I also have the 
opportunity, at times, of providing consultation, supervision, or 
instruction to the graduate psychology programs at the university. 

I am currently the Division Program Chair for the 2007 Convention 
Program and also served as Program Chair in 2006. This followed 
my participation as a member of the Program Committee in 2004 
and 2005.

I also serve as Chair of the Bylaws Revision Committee, an ad hoc 
committee that has worked to update and streamline the existing 
bylaws. The process is close to completion, and I have worked 
alongside current Board members, which include senior members 
of the Division, who have shared their wisdom and sense of the 
Division’s history throughout this important task.  

For the past two years, I have edited the Consultation Corner col-
umn of the Division’s newsletter, The Group Psychologist. With 
each column, I have been excited to tap into the expertise of our 
Division members as they have shared their unique perspectives 

Secretary
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and insights related to group psychology and group psychotherapy. 
Throughout my involvement with Division 49, my commitment to 
the needs of our members remains steadfast. I am an advocate for 
new members and those seeking a professional home in Division 49. 
My vision for the Division is one that respects our past and gathers 
energy for the future as we work to bring strength, diversity, and 
vitality to our Division. 

I look forward to our ever-growing potential and ask for your vote 
in the 2007 election.

Jeanmarie Keim, PhD

Currently, I am a faculty member in Coun-
selor Education at the University of New 
Mexico. I am a hard working and moti-
vated individual who would be honored to 
serve as secretary of Division 49. I believe 
I would serve the division well because I 
will bring new ideas and perspectives to the 
organization. I have experience as a member 

of Division 49’s program and membership 
committees, and have reviewed program proposals for various APA 
divisions since 1996. My experiences in teaching and service have 
prepared me to serve Division 49.

I am passionate about teaching, research and clinical work involv-
ing groups. I have taught in higher education for 15 years, both in 
APA Counseling Psychology and CACREP Counselor Education 
programs, and was nominated for an Excellence in Teaching Award. 
Throughout my teaching positions, I have been responsible for courses 
in psychopathology, group procedures, group counseling, and group 
psychotherapy. My service record includes committee work and clini-
cal work. After completing my doctorate in Counseling Psychology 
from Arizona State University, I licensed as a psychologist. Since 
1993, I have provided pro-bono therapy including: disaster mental 
health services, critical incident debriefing and psychotherapy for 
those unable to afford therapy. Within university settings, I have 
served for seven years as a Faculty Senator and chaired a Senate 
Finance Committee. I have served on editorial boards, as a reviewer 
for five journals, and chaired the Community Counseling Interest 
Network in ACES. 

If elected as division secretary, I would assist with the work of the 
division to the best of my ability. In addition, I want to increase 
knowledge regarding effective teaching of group psychotherapy and 
effective student experiential exercises in group classes. I believe 
extensive learning and growth occur in groups and am excited about 
serving with others in Division 49 who are invested in the develop-
ing trends in group and work of the division.

Irene Deitch, PhD

I appreciate the opportunity to serve our 
Division!

Dr. Irene Deitch, Fellow of Division 49, has a 
history of involvement with Group Psychol-
ogy and Group Psychotherapy, as activist in 
its formation and as Charter Member. She 
has proven record of successful service, 
experience, leadership.

Irene Deitch, Professor Emerita Psychology, City University New 
York, College of Staten Island, Licensed Psychologist. She introduced 
“Group Dynamics” to her College Curriculum 35 years ago. Irene 
works with groups therapeutically, educationally, supervisory. Dr. 
Deitch holds Certification as Thanatologist.

Dr. Deitch has demonstrated leadership as: Chairperson APA’s, Public 
Information Committee; Chairperson APA’s Membership Commit-
tee; Committee on International Relations in Psychology; President 
of Division of Media Psychology and Running Psychologists. She 
served on APA task forces and written extensively. Irene produces 
and hosts, ‘”MAKING CONNECTIONS” cable TV program with 
psychological, social, health issues. 

Goals for the Division: Fulfilling our mission for group research, 
training, practice and working collaboratively with directorates and 
divisions; increasing membership/attracting new members/retain-
ing members through publicity, programs, participation; outreach 
diversity in membership; involvement in organizational processes; 
increasing hands-on training, workshop opportunities; increasing 
utilization of media; raise the divisional profile, promote mission, 
build inter-divisional coalitions, undertaking joint projects; establish 
liaisons APA Boards, Committees; increase number of Divisional 
Council representatives; the reality of our times requires a greater 
need for group training and application of our groups skills with 
the following groups: the military, their families; the underserved; 
the homeless; older adults; the dying and the bereaved.& the New 
Americans. We must address the needs of various groups to enhance 
their quality of life and end of life issues.

Dr. Irene Deitch is highly motivated, enthusiastic, energetic, and 
most importantly, works and plays well with others. She welcomes 
your support!!!

Member-At-Large (2 to be Elected)

(Continued on page 10)

Help Us With Our Membership! Please 
encourage your colleagues to join Division 
49. An application form is in every issue. 
Our Membership Chair, Joshua Gross, PhD 
will be pleased to help. He can be reached 
at JGross@admin.fsu.edu.

Change of Address?

Do you have a change of address? Question about your 
membership status? Please call the Division Services 
Office of the American Psychological Association at 
202-336-6013 or e-mail division@apa.org.
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(Continued from p. 9)
Member-at-Large Candidates

Deborah A. Gerrity, PhD

Deborah Gerrity is an Assistant Professor 
at the University at Buffalo and has been 
a member of the American Psychological 
Association and Division 17, Counseling 
Psychology, since 1988; and of Division 49, 
Group Psychology and Psychotherapy, for 
two years. She has had a strong commitment 
to the field of group psychology since she 
was a graduate student in the areas of service, 
practice, and scholarship. She is a co-author 
of The Handbook of Group Counseling and 

Psychotherapy (with Janice DeLucia-Waack, Cynthia Kalodner, and 
Maria Riva). Much of her scholarship has been related to group 
research and practice; 6 articles have been published in refereed 
journals, 2 book chapters, and numerous presentations at the Ameri-
can Psychological Association, American Counseling Association, 
and Association for Specialists in Group Work national conferences. 
Her current research interests focus on the process and outcomes of 
groups for survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Much of her teaching 
and mentoring has also been focused on groups. She has taught the 
introductory group counseling course at the University at Buffalo 
for three years and in Singapore once. Two articles written with 
graduate students have received the Association for Specialists in 
Group Work Best Research Article Award (2002 and 2005). 

Dr. Gerrity has previous experience as a board member, presi-
dent-elect, president, and past president of a large chapter in the 
Washington, DC area of a national support group. During her ten-
ure there, she planned a one-day conference for 250 participants, 
oversaw a bi-monthly newsletter, and organized monthly meetings 
for the organization.

She is honored to be nominated for a Member-at-Large position to 
the Division 49 Board and hopes that this will be the beginning of 
a long-term commitment to the organization

Arthur (Andy) M. Horne, PhD

Our Division has been an integral part of my 
identity and involvement ever since it was 
established. I have had the opportunity of 
being engaged with the Division in a num-
ber of roles, including serving as President 
four years ago. Before that I was Treasurer, 
served as a member of the publications 
committee, was a member of our journal 
(Group Dynamics) editorial board, chaired 
the annual convention program committee, 
and served on the fellows committee. In ad-

dition, I have presented workshops and symposia for the Division 
at APA, published research and training papers in Group Dynamics, 
and have actively promoted membership in our division. I have 
maintained this level of engagement with our Division because of 

my career-long interest in group work, including teaching, training, 
and research related to group psychology and therapy.

Rather than look back at accomplishments, I’m interested in look-
ing forward to issues facing our Division. Within APA membership 
in divisions, including ours, has declined, and it is necessary that 
we work to identify ways of making certain our Division remains 
relevant, strong, and in touch with our members, as well as with 
the changing nature of psychology today. It is important to continue 
to examine ways of promoting group work, making it relevant and 
important not only to our current membership, but to students, train-
ing programs, therapy services, and that we remain applicable to 
social psychology settings. I believe we can continue, and improve, 
as a strong, relevant, viable Division. Thank you.

Maria T. Riva, PhD

I have been involved in conducting, teach-
ing, and researching psychotherapy groups 
for over 15 years. I have been a member 
of Division 49, Group Psychology and 
Psychotherapy since its inception and in 
other group organizations for many years 
before that. I have been active as an Edito-
rial Board Member of Division 49, and have 
participated in co-editing a special issue on 
Groups in Education for Group Dynamics. 
I am interested in being more involved in 

Division 49 and the Member-At-Large position would allow me to 
learn more about the strengths and concerns in the field of group 
psychology and psychotherapy and to advocate for groups within 
the larger context of the American Psychological Association. My 
energy and passion continue to be in the field of group psychotherapy. 
I look forward to a position where advocacy and education are key 
components for helping those outside of our Division gain a broader 
understanding of the importance and effectiveness of groups.

Allan B. Elfant, PhD, ABPP

I feel privileged to be nominated to serve as 
your Division’s Representative to Council.

I have been a passionate advocate for our 
Division’s voice and growth since its incep-
tion. I have previously served as Division 
49’s President, Secretary and Council Rep-
resentative, and I am currently a Member-at-
Large of the Executive Committee. I am also 
the Editor of The Group Psychologist, our 
Division’s newsletter. This is a creative role 
that continues to excite and gratify. 

I have recently been elected to the Board of Trustees of the American 
Board of Professional Psychology (ABPP) representing our ABPP 
specialty, Group Psychology. I am President of our own ABPP specialty 

Division Representative to  
APA Council
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board, the American Board of Group Psychology. In addition, I have 
recently been selected to serve on CODAPAR, the APA Committee 
on Division/APA Relations. These positions will better allow me to 
serve our Division’s interests in Council.

I am a Fellow of the American Psychological Association, the Penn-
sylvania Psychological Association, and the American Group Psy-
chotherapy Association, and I am a Diplomate in Group Psychology 
from ABPP. I have held faculty positions at Penn State University, 
Texas A&M University School of Medicine, and Brooklyn College, 
City University of New York.

For the past 21 years, I have been in full-time independent practice 
in State College, PA, and I have also been a consultant, teacher, su-
pervisor, and author in the group field. I continually lead workshops 
on the complex issues germane to intensive group psychotherapy at 
national and regional conferences. My dedication to group psychol-
ogy and group psychotherapy is steadfast.

I would be most appreciative for your support and vote.

Robert F. Kaltenbach, PhD

Dr. Kaltenbach has had a diverse career in 
Psychology and Dentistry. Currently retired, 
he held a joint appointment in the depart-
ments of Psychiatry, School of Medicine 
and Oral Rehabilitation, School of Dentistry 
at the Medical College of Georgia for 24 
years. Thus, he has numerous professional 
affiliations in both fields.

He received a PhD from the University of 
Georgia, mentored by George Gazda, with a specialty in Group. He 
taught group dynamics and counseling in England as faculty in the 
George Peabody College Overseas Division. As a founding member 
of the Association of Specialist in Group Work, he served on the 
board of directors for 8 years and was co-chair of the Certification, 
Credentials and Standards Committee. While a member of the Ameri-
can Personnel and Guidance Association, he served on the awards 
committee for 10 years. He is a charter member of Division 49, and 
served as Treasurer for several years. He is a long-term member of 
APA, GPA and local psychological and mental health groups.

In Dentistry, as a non-dentist, he worked his way through the ranks to 
serve as President of the Organization of Teachers of Dental Practice 
Dynamics and Chairman of the Section on Practice Dynamics of 
the American Association of Dental Schools. While chairperson of 
the latter, he served as the representative to the Council on Sections 
for 4 years. This position is similar to Council Representative for 
Division 49 of the APA.

His quote: “I know the routine, know the expectations, and know 
how to do the job well.”

Joshua M. Gross, PhD, ABPP

On Saturday September 30, 2006 a joint 
meeting of the Board of Directors of both 
the American Academy and the American 
Board of Group Psychology was held in 
Chicago, Illinois. The American Acad-
emy of Group Psychology membership 
represents those psychologists who have 
successfully completed the requirements 
for the ABPP Specialty Diploma in Group 
Psychology. All holders of ABPP specialty 
diplomas are awarded membership in their 
specific academies upon completion of the 
examination process. The Group Academy 

members are charged with the responsibility of representing the 
specialty practice domain of group psychology through profes-
sional service and activities that promote, define, and contribute 
to the practice of group psychology. The Board of Directors that 
oversees this cohort of close to fifty psychologists is elected by the 
membership and is responsible for maintaining the organization and 
advocating on behalf of the members of the Academy.

The American Board of Group Psychology is charged with the 
development and maintenance of the Group Psychology examina-
tion process. Each ABPP specialty domain has both an academy 
and a board which organize these various components of specialty 
practice in professional psychology.

The American Academy of Group Psychology was represented by its 
President David Kipper, PhD; Secretary/Treasurer David Hescheles, 
PhD, as well as Board members Gloria Batkin-Kahn, EdD; Tom 
Lowry, PhD; Darryl Feldman, PhD; and Richard Billow, PhD. The 
American Board of Group Psychology was represented by President 
Allan Elfant, PhD; Vice President Sally Barlow, PhD; Treasurer Joe 
Kobos, PhD; and Examination Coordinator Josh Gross, PhD. 

We would like to make an open invitation to all members of Divi-
sion 49 who are interested in the ABPP Specialty Diploma in Group 
Psychology to consider applying. Please contact Josh Gross, PhD, 
Examination Coordinator, American Board of Group Psychology 
at jgross@admin.fsu.edu for more information.

News on the Group ABPP

Division 49 Website
www.apa49.org

Joshua M. Gross, PhD, ABPP

Be Sure to Vote!

Ballots for the Division 49 slates will 
be mailed from APA on or about April 
15. Members are requested to cast 
their vote for our Division leadership.
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Joshua M. Gross, PhD, ABPP 
Examination Coordinator, ABPP Specialty Diploma in  
Group Psychology

The tradition of the ABPP Specialty Diploma dates back to 1947 
and involves a process of peer review by specialists in your area of 
practice. With the development of the ABPP Specialty Diploma in 
Group Psychology we have a growing number of psychologists who 
have taken the time and expended the necessary efforts to complete 
the process of ABPP Specialty Certification. It is my goal to use this 
column over then the next series of editions to describe 
some individual narratives about this process with the 
hope of better describing this process to the membership 
of APA Division 49. 

This edition we are talking with Sally H. Barlow, PhD, 
ABPP, who was an early participant in the ABPP exami-
nations for Group Psychology. 

JMG: Do you recall the specific point in your training or 
practice as a psychologist when you first came to know of 
the American Board of Professional Psychology?

SHB: My best friend from graduate school, William D. 
Hansen, now a practicing forensic psychologist in Denver, said to me, 
Hey Sal, there is this advanced credential called the ABPP—and we 
both need to get one.... NOW! I laughed at him since it had only seemed 
like a week since we had finished our dissertations (it had actually been 
2 years) and I had vowed to never take another test, ever after 
that EPPP licensure exam!) He continued to eat his breakfast 
at the restaurant where we were going over our notes for a 
workshop we were about to conduct together. “Really, Sal, 
this is serious. The way psychology is headed, we need to do 
this!” So the two of us bolstered each other, filled out forms, 
wrote up cases, etc. and sat for the clinical ABPP about five 
years past the completion of our PhDs. Many years later, I 
was eating breakfast again, this time with my good friend Al 
Elfant who was telling me that the Group people had received 
approval from ABPP to have a group ABPP exam and 29 
people had passed it. They only needed one more to have the 
necessary 30 people for the “founding” group. I wanted to be that last 
person! I hurried as fast as I could. Given that I was teaching group 
classes, leading groups, consulting nationally and internationally, it was 
slightly easier to organize than my first ABPP exam. When I met with 
the ABGP examining board in Houston Texas, I was just as frightened 
as I had been sitting in front of the Clinical ABPP examiners at Fuller 
Theological Seminary in Pasadena California years before!

 JMG: What did the ABPP mean to you at that time?

SHB: ABPP—what a powerful acronym. It meant I was willing to 
go one more step towards expertise that I didn’t have to do, but that I 
wanted to do—for me, and for my students and patients. 

Personal Narratives of the ABPP Specialty Diploma in 
Group Psychology

 JMG: What then did you think of the idea of psychologist as special-
ist practitioner?

SHB: As I considered the many diversifications occurring in psychol-
ogy, I realized specialty practice was the wave of the future. 

 JMG: Did the development of the new Specialty Diploma in Group 
Psychology in 1998 influence your decision to apply for your first or 
subsequent ABPP Diploma?

SHB: In 1998 when ABPP granted group the chance 
to become a specialty I was thrilled. I had learned from 
Allan Elfant that this was now a reality. After having 
served on the Division 49 Board I realized what an 
important step this would be for me to take.

 JMG: Was there any significant event that brought 
you to the point of submitting the first application in 
the series of materials required for the ABPP examina-
tion process?

SHB: As I mentioned earlier, my good friend Bill Hansen 
strongly suggested that the EPPP was not the end of the 
“testing” train. We needed to continue to be well-trained 

in those areas where we felt the best fit with out own talents and skills. 
His skills included clinical and forensic psychology. Mine included 
clinical, counseling and group psychology. We urged each other one 
towards the process of getting each part of the examining process 

into the mail! This often included long talks on the phone 
(since we practiced in different cities in the USA) and an 
occasional visit to Denver to spur each of us on.

 JMG: What was the most daunting aspect of it all for 
you?

SHB: The most daunting aspect for me for both exams was 
the tape. Taping my individual client was very anxiety pro-
voking for me, but very helpful for her. She enjoyed taking 
the tapes home and listening to them. She learned a great 
deal from our work together when we were going through 

this phase of her long term treatment. Since I was getting something 
out of the exchange, this helped her afford treatment for a time without 
having to ask for financial help from her father—a fact that truly helped 
here differentiate from him. She was excited enough about the prospect 
that I eventually wrote an article for one of the psychoanalytic journals 
regarding our work together, which she thoroughly enjoyed. She is a 
professional now practicing her expertise in another city, and indirectly 
thanks ABPP for helping our work together process more rapidly. 

The group tape was quite daunting! I asked one of my graduate stu-
dents if I could substitute for her co-leader who had just received a 
fellowship to study abroad. I was the new kid on the block. But soon, 
we were really working hard as a group. It was one of the best group 
experiences I have ever had. 

Joshua M. Gross, PhD, ABPP

Sally Barlow, PhD, ABPP
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JMG: Did any of it surprise you?

SHB: What surprised me the most was that I had forgotten the actual 
power of group therapy. I had been involved in the supervision and 
teaching of groups for more than a decade. But now I was actually 
co-leading a group again—as I had so many years before. It was an 
amazing experience.

 JMG: Upon being notified that you passed your diplomate examina-
tions, what then were your thoughts about the many procedures you 
went through in the course of the examination process?

SHB: I was unable to speak when I first received the letter that I had 
passed the Clinical ABPP exam. I treated myself to a new pair of red 
snow boots! (It snows a lot in Utah) and happily walked through the 
snow thinking about all the work I had gone to in order to earn those 
red boots. The Group ABPP exam letter filled me with as much hap-
piness—especially as I was now one of the founding members of the 
ABGP exam. I treated myself and my son to dinner and a movie—great 
fun!

 JMG: Over time, has having the ABPP Specialty Diploma changed 
your perception of yourself as a professional and/or the way that you 
think about your practice?

SHB: That I was willing to go beyond what was minimally required 
of me to practice as a psychologist was a good thing to do. I love to 
learn, and I have been especially happy to learn about specialties in this 

way—while studying for these two exams in particular. I read more 
books than I care to count, watched more video tapes than I can even 
remember, and learned new ways to help people in individual and group 
therapy than I ever thought I could. I am glad for the process, difficult 
as it was; and I encourage as many colleagues as I can to engage in 
this process for exactly the same reasons.

 JMG: What advice would you give a candidate?

SHB: Never give up. If you tire of the process, set it aside for a time. 
But always return to the learning that is being presented to you. Seek 
consultation from ABPP colleagues who will surely empathize and 
encourage! They remember how tough it was to complete the task 
and await examination!

 JMG: From your current perspective what are the most important 
benefits you have received for your investment in obtaining and main-
taining your ABBP Specialty Diploma in Group Psychology?

SHB: The benefits that have accrued from preparing for and passing 
the ABPPs for clinical and group are the friendships I have made with 
like-minded colleagues who believe as I do—that one can never learn 
enough when it comes to alleviating the suffering of the human condition. 
Patients come to individual therapy, they seek group therapy because 
of the “vale of tears” as W.B. Yeates once stated. It is our willingness 
to study, learn, improve that helps these patients seeking help from us 
to overcome this vale of tears and move into the light of health.

Dr. Yvonne Agazarian has brought original thinking and an outstand-
ing creative spirit and substance to the field of group psychology. Her 
Systems-Centered Therapy approach to describing and examining 
human behavior has significantly impacted on both clinical and 
social psychological understandings of how people 
behave and how we might best assist them to change. 
She is a prolific writer of books and articles, and 
her theoretical scholarship represents a remarkable 
contribution to the group psychology domain. Dr. 
Agazarian has been immersed in training and teach-
ing for decades and her imprint o new generations of 
clinicians is well established. She continues to engage 
in frontline clinical work, research and training. Dr. 
Agazarian received the Division of Group Psychology 
and Group Psychotherapy Group psychologist of the 
Year Award in 1997.

Dr. Agazarian was generous and open in responding 
to my invitation to answer several e-mail interview 
questions put forward by your Editor.

Editor: What were the familial and developmental influences that 
contributed to your decision to pursue your life’s work? 

Yvonne: Allan, I am a little shy of telling my life story, but here 
goes. I was born in 1929, ten years after my four brothers and my 
sister, and lived my life in my nursery, asking Nanny questions (stop 

Interview With Yvonne Agazarian, EdD

asking all those questions!), and when she was safely down in the 
kitchen I would hang over my nursery gate saying hello to everyone 
as they passed on their way upstairs.

From about the age of four I was allowed to have Sun-
day lunch with my family. Each week was like waiting 
for Christmas. In those days one spoke only when one 
was spoken to: Children were seen and not heard! So 
I watched. I had a sense for what was going on, how 
who was relating to whom, nuances of eye contact and 
atmospheres: happy when the family was laughing and 
joking, torn in my loyalties when there was tension or 
arguments. I would guess this laid down the foundation 
for my interest in group, and the very strong sense of 
where the tensions and where the satisfaction lay in all 
groups. It was not, however, until I developed my own 
theory and practice in group that my internal barometer 
was contained enough to let me access some coherent 
information on this emotional roller coaster.

Editor: How did you come to be intrigued with group work? 

Yvonne: I came to America in 1960 to study at the Psychoanalytic 
Studies Institute in Philadelphia. (I had been in training in London 
with a small psychoanalytic group since 1957.) After the first six 
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months, I tried to join the Psychology Department at Temple Uni-
versity. Unfortunately, it was then oriented to research rather than 
people, and students were discouraged from even mentioning Freud, 
let alone be working their way through by seeing people in therapy. 
I decided to go into Sociology, but got lost on the way and ended up 
in the Center for Group Dynamics instead. I fell in love.

My first course was a T-group, and I remember sitting in total bewil-
derment. Art Blumberg, my T-group trainer, was incomprehensible 
to me, talking a strange language that made absolutely no sense at 
all. Yet, it clearly made sense to him - something to do with the 
group-as-a-whole, whatever that meant! Trying to take in an orienta-
tion that was not Freudian was like struggling to hold open an iron 
hoop that had my head in its vice. It was, for me, the first of many 
collisions between psychodynamics and group dynamics. 

When, half way through the semester, we were given Bennis & 
Shepard’s Phases of Group Development (Bennis and Shepherd, 
1957), it was like coming home. I moved on into the doctoral pro-
gram, and, even more of a lifesaver emerged as I was introduced to 
research methods and Lewin’s Field Theory by Dave Jenkins, and 
to observation of a T-group with Art.

Bewildered by the difficulty of observing a T-group, my friend 
Anita Simon and I developed an observation system called SAVI 
(sequential analysis of verbal interaction) which yielded a pattern 
of communication behaviors in a nine square grid. The columns 
defined whether the content of the communication was predomi-
nantly personal, informative, or orienting. The rows determined 
whether or not the process of communication was an approach to 
communication transfer (negentropic) an avoidance of information 
transfer (entropic) or dependant upon the overall pattern to discover 
the vector. For me, SAVI was an operational definition of Shannon 
and Weavers’ Mathematical Theory of Communication.

A year later I was both teaching at the institute and a teaching fellow 
in the group dynamics department, holding together two different 
approaches and trying to build a bridge between them. Looking back, 
my dedication to each was obvious when one weekend our building 
caught fire and we had to evacuate. I left my small store of family 
jewelry behind and landed in the street with Jones in one hand and 
Cartwright and Zander in the other! (Two bibles!)

Editor: Who have been your significant mentors and what books 
and literature has most shaped your thinking?

Yvonne: Allan, I was extraordinarily lucky in my mentor, Dave 
Jenkins, who was the head of the Group Dynamics Center. He had 
studied with Kurt Lewin in Iowa, and the departmental orientation 
was Lewinian Field Theory (Lewin, 1951). I entered the first research 
class, as a complete neophyte in the scientific method and once again 
entered a strange new world with a strange new language. The class 
was also floundering. Dave dropped a question into the dead silence 
in the room and under the pressure of so much anxiety I tried a res-
cue answer: “One swallow doesn’t make a summer,” I said. On the 

way out of class, Dave stopped me and asked me whether I would 
be interested in a joining his informal theory group.

I had given up, a long time ago, trying to explain the ideas that 
went on in my head. I think this began at the convent where I went 
to school, when I was trying to explain how come a good God was 
on both sides of a very bad war. Time and time again in doctrine 
class, I discovered I had re-invented another of the major heresies. 
The nuns were Jesuits, so on the one hand I was encouraged to 
keep thinking; and, on the other hand my theories went over with 
all the buoyancy of lead balloons. Worse still, after I graduated 
and tried to discuss entropy in my dating circle I had discovered 
Schroedinger, (Scroedringer, 1955). I was told to not to worry my 
pretty little head about that!

In Dave’s group however, I was encouraged to talk. Both Dave and 
Bill translated for me. In the middle of a theoretical discussion I would 
say: “Oh that’s simple, it’s like the rings in a tree.” Bill would come 
to my rescue: “She means that not only does a life space predict the 
next behavior, but the environmental context effects both the life 
space and the behavior.” (In other words, the perceptual map that 
is presented in Lewin’s Field Theory also has boundaries that are 
permeable to the environmental context.) Bill and Dave basically 
saved my bacon. Later, this kind of thinking was to lead me into 
the systems approach to group and individual dynamics. But not 
for another thirty years!

Dave’s support and interest did not end there. He next suggested that 
I took a tutorial with him. Oxford had suddenly come to America! I 
saw Dave every Thursday afternoon. He taught me how to translate 
my thoughts from the abstract to the particular. He insisted that I 
learned how to make operational definitions for all my ideas, even 
when my ideas were expressed in my poetry. In other words, he not 
only legitimized me as a theoretician, he also taught me how to think 
objectively about the impact of theory on the real world. There are 
no words for the gratitude and love I feel for Dave. His generosity 
on all those many Thursdays led to me developing a theory (forty 
years later!) that, when operationalized, made each intervention in 
both group and individual therapy a test of both the validity of the 
theory and the reliability of its practice. 

Editor: You have a certificate in psychoanalysis. What are your 
views on psychoanalytic approaches to individuals and groups?

Yvonne: Allan, this is a really good question and has a rather long-
in-time answer. My theoretical struggle was still around trying to 
find a common factor that would build a bridge between group 
dynamics and individual psychodynamics. My first solution in 
the mid-seventies was to use role as a bridge construct. I saw a 
role as containing differences in a closed system until they could 
be integrated. This was true for both person and group systems 
(and for that matter, organizations and nations, etc.). These closed 
systems manifested in roles like the identified patient or scapegoat 
(and at the national and international level, the good and the bad, 
the subgroup prejudices and the genocides). For the individual 
these roles contained the unconscious dynamics of the repetition 
compulsion (a closed system) enacted in the group. For the group, 
these same roles served as a container for the group’s unconscious 
projections into the containing system of the individual. In my first 

(Continued from p. 13)
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book, written with my co-therapist Richard Peters, we presented this 
synthesis of psychoanalytic and group dynamic thinking (Agazarian 
& Peters, 1981).

By the late eighties and early nineties, I wrestled with the potential 
solutions that could be gleaned from systems thinking. This was a 
difficult period, because the further into systems and its operational 
definitions I explored, the further away I moved from the methods 
that I had acquired in psychoanalysis. This was both a painful 
and bewildering process, with all the dread of separating from the 
framework that had been so important to me for so long. I remember 
writing my response to Samson and Weiss at AGPA. In great anxiety, 
I proposed that the major pathogenic belief in psychoanalysis was 
that, although ostensibly the patient system was the center of the 
psychoanalytic world, in reality, it was the analyst who had that 
role. (In spite of my fears, the impact of this heretical thought did 
not have much impact on the audience!)

Worse was to come. My theory of Living Human Systems finally 
became coherent, and putting into practice developed the method 
of Systems-Centered Therapy (SCT). There was only one problem. 
All my professional life I had actively listened to people in group 
and individual therapy. But the implications of a theory of living 
human systems and its systems-centered practice demanded that I 
actively intervened. That rather than allowing the group structure 
to emerge, my job was to set the structure to obviate the defenses 
that were generated, simply by the lack of structure itself. This set 
me apart not only from my Psychoanalytic training, but also my 
Tavistock training in the group-as-a-whole.

I trained in short-term dynamic psychotherapy. STDP was the 
brainchild of Habib Davanloo (1987). I was astonished at what 
Davanloo could achieve with a patient in what he called the break-
through interview of about four hours, and appalled at the methods 
he used. He was a superb clinician, and I wanted the same results. 
But I could not use his methods, which seemed like bullying to me. 
So the four of us who watched his videos over several workshops 
(Dick Peters, Anita Simon, Claudia Byram and I) used the SAVI 
system to see if we could reach the same goals with a different com-
munication pattern, more in line with our values. In the process we 
joined in a research project at the University of Pennsylvania, in 
which we joined Leigh McCullough to use the Davanloo protocol 
to undo anxiety and contrast it with Beck’s Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy. After reviewing our tapes, each session for compatibility, 
we discussed the theory behind it. From these two experiences, my 
theory of Living Human Systems became coherent, and I learned 
how to put the theory into an actively intervening system: Systems-
centered Therapy (and training).

Editor: What are the essential principles of the SCT approach? 

Yvonne: Allan, this is not so easy - it requires distilling the work of 
forty years and at the same time trying to make a complex theory 
simple. But here goes.

Essential principles came from the theory of living human systems 
(TLHS) which assumes a hierarchy of isomorphic systems that are 
energy-organizing, goal-oriented and self-correcting. (Agazarian, 
1997).

Hierarchy means that each system exists in the environment of the 
system above it and is the system below it. Thus all systems in the 
hierarchy exist as subsystems of three and one cannot think about 
any one system without thinking about its context and thinking about 
the system itself as a context. It is not possible to use TLHS theory 
without understanding this. The middle system is always the subgroup 
system, and because it shares its boundaries with the system above 
and below it, intervening at the subgroup system is most likely to 
influence change both in its members and in the system-as-a-whole. 
(Hence the discovery of functional subgrouping, probably the big-
gest contribution to the field that SCT has made.)

Because all systems are isomorphic (equivalent in structure and 
function) how individual therapy is defined in systems language ap-
plies up and down the hierarchy. Let’s take group therapy first. The 
Person brings the energy into therapy in the system role of member 
with the goal of working in the environment of a subgroup. (No 
member works alone.) The goal of the subgroup is to discriminate 
and integrate differences instead of scapegoating them or creating 
non-adaptive member or subgroup roles to contain them. As differ-
ences are integrated, so the group-as-a-whole survives, develops and 
transforms from simpler to more complex. This creates the therapeutic 
environment in which people learn to experience all three contexts 
(systems of member, subgroup and group-as-a-whole).

 Because of system isomorphy (similarity of structure and function 
in all systems), the same can be said for individual therapy. The two 
people enter therapy as members of an SCT therapeutic system (the 
system-as-a-whole) which they build by starting in their member roles 
(patient and therapist), subgroup together (the therapeutic alliance in 
which they work in attunement and resonance) discriminating and 
integrating differences by using the SCT methods. Thus creating 
a therapeutic system-as-a-whole which is energy-organizing, goal-
oriented and self-correcting. (Who we are in groups has more to do 
with group dynamics than our own psychodynamics!).

The therapist is responsible for the structure of the therapy. In SCT 
this is not only the boundaries in time and space, but also phases of 
system development. It is the therapist who introduces the patient 
to the methods which enables them to undo the restraining forces 
that are inherent in each phase. The phases are grounded in the 
work of Bennis and Shepard (1957) and adapted so that readiness 
for change depends upon modifying the restraining forces in a pre-
scribed sequence. Thus undoing one restraining force releases the 
driving forces that contain the energy for the next step. 

The patient is responsible for directing system energy. The respon-
sibilities of the patient role is to use the energy to choose which side 
of the fork-in-the-road to explore first. The basic fork is between 
explaining and exploring. Explaining leading to what one already 
knows cognitively. Emotional exploration of either the restraining 
or driving forces leads to what one does not know yet, which is 
the work of therapy. How system function can be monitored is by 
recognizing the balance of driving and restraining forces at all three 
system levels (member, subgroup and system-as-a-whole) and the 
developmental phase that the system is in.
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Systems-centered therapy is a theory driven system. It was through 
discovering how to put these theoretical principles into practice that 
SCT was developed. The outcome is that every intervention both 
tests the validity of the theory and the reliability of its practice.

Members of any SCT system are introduced to the methods thus: The 
methods are intended to enable us to reduce the restraining forces 
that get in the way of being who we are. For example, the fork-in-
the-road makes us aware of choice. Centering reduces the resistance 
to discovering what we know intuitively. Undoing anxiety restores 
our connection to our mind. Exploring our emotion restores our 
connection to our body. Recognizing frustration as potential energy 
enables us to increase our frustration tolerance. Becoming aware 
of our impulse to retaliate when we are too frustrated enables us to 
use the energy to live our lives instead of turning it on ourselves in 
depression or out on others in outrage and hostility. Undoing the 
restricting roles we play gives us space to take on roles that give us 
freedom. Exploring the challenges in intimacy restores our relation-
ships and enables us to be separate and also come together. (We can 
never have the relationships we wish for: only those relationships 
we can make!) Learning how to work enables us to adapt our roles 
to the context and the goals whether we are at work or play. All of 
these steps will be taken in partnership with your therapist.

Editor: How have your views on what human nature comprises 
and what troubles people evolved over your career? 

Yvonne: Allan this has also been a long, and often dreadful, journey. 
I tried to understand human anguish through religion, philosophy 
(both Western and Eastern) psychodynamic theories, behavioral 
theories, and my own theory. Now I see manifestations of human 
nature as determined by our roles, which either represent how we 
solved relationship problems in the past or are a present oriented 
response to managing problems in the here-and-now. I find that think-
ing Attachment theory and Neurobiology very helpful in working 
with the realities of experience, and that attunement and empathy 
is fundamental if we are to understand each other (and oneself): 
I see attunement and empathy as essential to our development as 
it was when we were born. When it is absent, and we need care, 
we become insecure; our exploratory drive is constricted; and we 
repeat the old roles that we developed from our particular insecure 
attachment styles. In short, I see our genetics influencing our brain 
structure which is modified by our interactions with the environ-
ment which in turn influences our developing mind and modifies 
our brain structure recursively (Siegel?) 

 As for our transcendental experience, I have no explanation, just the 
awed acknowledgment that some kind of energy exists that connects 
us to each other and to the cosmos - and am grateful how often we 
become aware of this through our SCT centering methods. It is the 
apprehensive, transformational experience that seems to enable us 
not to take the world or ourselves personally, and gives us access 
to an existential vision in our many contexts. 

(Continued from p. 15)

Interview with Dr. Agazarian Editor: What have you continued to learn from the groups you 
lead?

Yvonne: What I am learning from group, both patient groups and 
training groups, and what I am learning from my colleagues, con-
tinues to be so woven into a theory of living human systems and 
its systems-centered practice, that it is difficult, if not impossible 
to tell where their discoveries and my own explorations begin and 
end. What I look for in practice, is to learn how, when?, why?, and 
what? SCT methods work.

 SCT methods require actively holding the structure (with attunement) 
as each patient learns how to reduce the restraining forces that inhibit 
the drive to move through the developmental phases of treatment. 
Sometimes, and in some cases, I am tempted not to use them and to 
return to the more tried methods of active, attuned listening.

 Here is an example of how hard it was sometimes to test the methods 
of SCT. I was working with a long-time patient who was dying. I 
was following my consultant’s advice: tie yourself to the bedpost. 
He had a plan of living his last months with a very good friend, 
whom he felt he could rely on to take care of him, and also to give 
him some pleasure. It was the one thing he was looking forward 
to. Throughout his therapy he had struggled with his tendency to-
wards passivity and helplessness. The plan he made with his friend 
resulted from using the proactive stance that he had worked so hard 
to acquire in therapy.

 He entered one session seriously depressed, hopeless and passive (his 
old role). He told me his friend had suddenly died. I was appalled, 
deeply saddened and disappointed for him, and wanted to do no more 
than to be with him while he grieved. However, my commitment was 
to test the SCT methods: these assume that depression (as distinct 
from despair) is generated by turning the impulse to retaliate back on 
the self rather than experiencing it as an impulse to target whoever 
or whatever has engendered the hurt and frustration. My patient and 
I plodded on, both feeling hopeless. I was afraid that nothing would 
work. Then suddenly, his rage surfaced - he was furious with his 
friend for being so thoughtless as to die, furious that he had broken 
his promise to look after him and (as he extended his hands in a 
throttling gesture) he would like to kill him himself. His fury was 
deeply emotional, his expression and intention movements were 
congruent, and when he was done, he was no longer depressed. In 
what remained of the session, he began to address what he would 
like to arrange for himself instead.

Editor: Do you believe that there are intrinsic limitations to thera-
peutic dialogue and to what we can hope to achieve through our 
psychotherapy groups? 

Yvonne: No, Allan, I don’t. I believe that intrinsic limitations are 
a function of the interdependence of genetics, the brain structure, 
environmental influences and the developing mind. If the goal of 
SCT groups is to come into the realities of our roles in relationship 
to the goals of the context as well as the inherent goals of survival, 
development and transformation, then I believe that groups and 
individual therapy offer the attuned and empathic environment, the 
structure, and the functional discrimination and integration of dif-
ferences that is the nexus of transformation. SCT assumes that most 
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human anguish comes from taking things just personally. SCT also 
assumed that human anguish becomes normal human unhappiness 
when we experience life in context. (Shades of Freud!)

Editor: How has your professional work impacted on your family, 
on your friendships, and on your sense of community? 

Yvonne: Allan, there is no question that my work comes first and 
everything else comes second. My son and I discuss this—and it is 
not a good feeling when I see it through his eyes. The good news 
is that we can talk about it.

I was ten years behind my family, so my family is now my three 
nieces and my nephew—they are very loving and very important to 
me, and I see them each year when I go back to England. My mother, 
who is very significant, is consistently supportive, and when we are 
together, we have a close and meaningful time. My best friends and 
I all share an office, have done so for thirty years, and we all have 
dinner together on Tuesday nights. The community of SCT is as 
rewarding to me as I could wish for (and I believe it is as rewarding 
because we all practice the SCT we preach!). We work together and 
play together well. I am also very gratified at how they have taken 
over and are running the Systems-centered Training and Research 
Institute that I developed.

What is also true is that there was a cost. There is a part of me that 
wishes that I had lived a fuller social life: discovered what it was 
like to relate to people who did not know anything about SCT and 
gone to the theater and the opera and concerts more, instead of us-
ing my spare time in writing. As I look back on my life, however, 
I feel good. It has been worth it and it led up to whom I am now. 
I am happy.

Editor: You continue to be quite active professionally. What 
comprises your current work, and what are your plans for the 
future?

Yvonne: My current work is more of the same. I am treating teaching, 
training, consulting, writing, and doing workshops and presenta-
tions here and abroad. In time to come, I am expecting to cut down 
on all of this and make more space for writing. I am doing three 
books at the moment, one on Roles, one an Illustrated Guide to the 
Theory of Living Human Systems, and the third a SCT Handbook 
for Patients and Therapists. All these are in progress, and none of 
them are anyway near finished. It would be nice to have a sufficient 
future not only to finish them but also to start some more.
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Clinical psychology has witnessed in recent 
years a paradigmatic shift away from treat-
ing problems and towards building strengths 

(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Therapeutic innovations based 
on this model have widely been shown to have beneficial effects 
(Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). The present paper describes 
an application of positive psychology to group psychotherapy with 
individuals with severe mental illness who have committed violent 
offenses.

Individuals with severe psychiatric disabilities who have offended 
receive psychological services within correctional or forensic mental 

Applying Positive Psychology to Forensic Group 
Psychotherapy

health institutions. The primary focus of their care has typically been 
on managing the risk such individuals pose. This focus is illustrated by 
the emphasis in the published forensic literature on risk assessment and 
risk management at the expense of treatment of forensic patients.

A typical forensic patient may be a man in his thirties or forties, who 
has been ill with schizophrenia for many years, who committed a 
violent offense and has been remanded for involuntary treatment. 
Most current forensic treatment emphasizes the reduction of risk 
factors such as substance abuse or impulsivity. Forensic patients 
may attend therapeutic activities such as anger management group 
and relapse prevention group. These treatments share a focus on 
personal “weaknesses”. As forensic patients make their way through 
the daily regimen of care, they are reminded hour after hour of their 
numerous personal faults and inadequacies: mental illness, problems 
with frustration tolerance, problems with relationships, vulnerability 
to substance abuse, cognitive deficits, etc. 

In order safely to return to the community, forensic patients need to 
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follow a developmental trajectory towards healthy autonomy (Norko 
& Zonana, 1993). They must progress from a disabled state at the 
time of the offense to one of insight and self-control. Group therapy 
is the leading treatment modality with institutionalized individuals 
who have committed crimes (Morgan, Winterowd, & Ferrell, 1999). 
Meta-analytic studies of have shown that in that population, group 
therapy has positive treatment effects, though most of that literature 
has focused on prisoners (Morgan & Flora, 2002). 

 As an alternative to traditional treatment, the Positive Psychology 
Group was designed to promote personal strengths and to enhance 
strategies to cope with mental illness and the pressures of the forensic 
milieu. Goals included increasing awareness of personal strengths, 
helping to improve self-esteem, learning coping skills, and shifting 
thinking toward a more optimistic world-view.

The group was comprised of eight male residents from a maxi-
mum-security forensic hospital. All participants have a diagnosis 
of a severe and persistent mental illness. Most were diagnosed with 
schizophrenia, with half in an active phase of their illness, half in a 
residual phase. Most were insanity acquittees; the modal crime is at-
tempted or completed homicide. A small percentage of patients had 
been civilly committed because of risk of violence in the community. 
The ages ranged from 24 to 51, and the number of total years spent 
in institutional settings varied drastically from 4 to 32 years. The 
ethnicity of the sample was approximately 40% Caucasian, 40% 
African-American, and 20% Hispanic.

The group leaders were interns from an APA-approved internship in 
clinical psychology. They were on the unit once a week. They were 
somewhat separate from the general milieu of the unit and did not 
directly participate in the formulation of the treatment plan. In this 
way, the leaders may have been viewed in a different way from other 
professional staff. 

The group met each week for 45 minutes. The typical format of the 
group involved 15 minutes of homework review, 15 or 20 minutes 
discussing a new topic, and 10-15 minutes for wrap-up, and ques-
tions. 

Points were awarded for group attendance (30 points) and home-
work completion (30 points). Points could have been subtracted and 
patients asked to leave the group for disruptive behavior, including 
speaking out of turn and expressing hostility toward others. Before 
subtracting points, patients were given warnings and could have left 
on their own if they are unable to control their own behavior. Over 9 
months, points were subtracted on only one occasion for threatening 
behavior during the group.

Initial exclusion criteria included gross disorganization and severely 
disruptive behavior. 

After each meeting, leaders reviewed participants’ in-group behavior. 
Minor instances of disruptiveness, such as interrupting or minor verbal 
hostility, did not lead to exclusion from the group. More significant 

instances of disruptiveness were discussed in supervision with the 
goal of either developing a strategy to manage the behavior or to 
exclude the patient until clinically more stable. Over a nine-month 
period, only one member was excluded.

Group interventions began with an attempt to identify each individ-
ual’s unique strengths through a self-report measure. The VIA-IS 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2001) is a 240-item self-report questionnaire 
for adults. The Survey provides each participant with a list of five 
personal strengths from a source of 24. The strengths are derived from 
the following main categories: Wisdom and Knowledge, Courage, 
Humanity, Justice, Temperance, Transcendence. The VIA was briefly 
described and group members were invited to complete the survey 
during the course of several group sessions, creating a profile of each 
group member which was presented to each member. 

The members repeatedly expressed gratitude about being offered this 
activity, reporting that it was quite an unusual experience to receive 
positive feedback. They were also interested in the idea of a computer 
profile as a novelty. The feedback seemed to have a direct effect in 
reducing the amount of maladaptive behavior and psychotic think-
ing within the group. Whereas members had been getting into verbal 
conflicts and interrupting one another in prior sessions, many were 
subsequently able to validate each other’s strengths. 

The feedback obtained from the VIA-IS was then applied over several 
group sessions to issues members experienced on the Unit. Members 
were encouraged to think of ways to use their personal strengths to 
cope with stressful situations. Examples of stressful situations included 
conflicts with sharing of resources such as the unit television; personal 
reactions to physical or verbal conflicts between other unit members; 
feelings about staff’s physical response to violence on the unit; reac-
tions towards bizarre and psychotic behavior of other patients; and 
feelings about discharge of fellow patients to other settings. Members 
were asked to share examples from their personal experiences. They 
were also encouraged to reflect on stressful situations during the 
course of their lives, and to write about how they use their strengths 
and alternate coping strategies to manage their lives.

Other group topics included creating short and long-term goals and 
breaking these goals down into manageable parts; identifying signs 
of stress; problem-solving; assertiveness training; considering how 
positive experiences impact point of view and outlook; developing 
leisure activities; and the benefits of social supports. 

An interesting feature of this group was the use of homework in an 
effort to reinforce group topics, giving participants a chance to prac-
tice, and increase awareness of ongoing use of personal strengths. The 
compliance rate with homework assignments has remained stable at 
about 30% participation, despite the reward of positive points.

The following vignette illustrates a typical group discussion. This 
demonstrates a shift in perspective towards strengths-based coping 
strategies. It also highlights the supportive environment that has 
been created. 

Group member 1: “I have a problem…I have a court hearing 
tomorrow and I’ll be in front of the family that was in the house 
I burned down. I know they are going to say things that aren’t 

Applying Positive Psychology...
(Continued from p. 17)
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very nice. They’re going to bring it all up again. I want to say, 
‘Hey, I’m not like that any more’. I don’t want to go and sit 
in front of those people. I’m going to feel so bad, and I get so 
nervous when I think about it.”

Group Leader: “Anyone have ideas about how Mr. B. could use 
his strengths to cope with this stressful situation?”

Group member 2: “You could just focus on what you’ve  
accomplished while you been here. You really have. You go to 
groups, you don’t get into any trouble…”

GM3: I was in one of those meetings last year. You just really 
have to focus on yourself and cope. You got to know that no 
matter what they say, you have your progress to back you up.

GM4: Just try to take some deep breaths if you get nervous. 
Think about good things. Positive things, and you’ll see, you’ll 
get through it.

Termination of the group was first broached with approximately 
eight sessions remaining. The time was used to once again review 
the rationale for a strengths-based approach to our intervention, and 
to elicit ideas for the remaining group topics. One idea was to invite 
former patients that have graduated to a less restrictive environment. 
They will be asked to discuss their transition, and group members 

will be encouraged to discuss their fears related to moving forward 
with their treatment.

Feedback from the group members has been invaluable. Patients have 
consistently reported that they appreciate the structure of the group 
including homework, and many have reported that they prefer the 
positive psychology format because of the focus on strengths and 
adapting to their environment. 
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Jennifer Harp, PhD  

It was a dark and stormy night.

Well, not exactly true...it was a warm and balmy night.

And, that particular night is associated with a group 
session that remains quite powerful in my memory. It 
also remains in the psyche and history of the women’s 
group where it all happened. 

It is the night that Aphrodite visited my psychodynamic 
women’s group--one that meets weekly and is a part of 
my private practice in State College, Pennsylvania. 

It is a moment sometimes cited by current and older group 
members who reminisce, or who share the memory with 
newer members who have yet to learn about this particular illuminat-
ing session that occurred one evening in the group.

So, I’d like to share this story with you. I’d also like to share a few 
of my ideas about how I came to understand the event, and some of 
what I was left with as a group psychotherapist.

The group meets on Thursday evenings, just as the sun is fading, and 
the mysterious energies of the night begin to emerge. In the winter, we 
meet while it is dark outside. But in summer, there is something about 

Sensuality Unveiled: Aphrodite Touches a 
Psychodynamic Women’s Group

the dusk, the promise of a summer night; perhaps it is the excitement 
that surrounds the possibility of any midsummer night’s dream. At 
least, I often feel that way as the group begins...a sense of excitement, 
of potential and possibility.

So, this session that I remember took place several years ago 
on one such sultry, summer evening. A summer evening...
a warm evening, the windows were open and freshness 
filled the room. I do not think I exaggerate when I tell you 
the breeze was perhaps scented with hibiscus that night...
but, either way...

The group had been meeting for many years with a fairly 
stable membership. One member, a woman in her mid-fif-
ties, had struggled for decades with her sense of isolation 
and a feeling that she had been used up and spit out by life. 
Several failed marriages, the heartbreak of lost and reject-

ing lovers, contrasted with memories of a youth filled with aliveness 
and intoxication (this included her hippie years living in the freedom 
of California in the late 60s), had led this woman to a disappointed 
and discouraged place in her life. Her children were grown, moving 
on with their lives, and she continued to toil away in what she con-
sidered to be a dry and unrewarding job at an accounting firm. She 
had several women friends in her life and reported that they were 
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also feeling unloved, discouraged, and, often, bitter at the hand that 
life had dealt them. 

She would present her life experience and accompanying bitterness to 
other group members, often framed as menopausal wisdom. She loved 
to tell the younger women the ways of the world, preparing them for 
certain loss, disappointment, and heartbreak. Given her charismatic 
style, she was indeed convincing and, at times, members enjoyed 
telling her about their woes so that she could convince them of their 
own good intentions and remind them of the perils of love, risk and 
intimacy in the real world.

I am, of course, summarizing many group sessions over several years 
time. However, there is also a backdrop to this group story. Because, 
at the same time, this woman was also working deeply in ways that 
she did not like to admit. She’d become so proud of her sarcasm, 
her ability to protect herself and expect little from others or from 
the world. In her individual therapy, however, this woman had also 
moved to deeper places of exploring her significant losses and her 
genuine longing for something more. She allowed herself to connect 
deeply with me and began to tell poignant stories about her life’s pains. 
An artist, she began to paint again and also wrote essays and poetry 
about her heartaches and disappointments. She acknowledged deep 
and early injuries that occurred in her original family. She began to 
acknowledge her tendency to idealize and hide behind her hippie days 
in California. Although her beloved hippie days had been stimulat-
ing and ecstatic, she began to know more of her own self-alienation 
in that period of her life. She considered her early tendency to share 
herself too easily, and to enter liaisons that were doomed to failure as 
a result of her own carelessness, lack of connection, commitment, or, 
sometimes the falsely romanticizing haze of drugs. 

With this came a period in which this woman began to know how she’d 
often contributed to her own unsatisfying and unhappy life. Bitterness 
was replaced by emerging openness and I noticed that a hard glaze in 
her eyes was replaced with softness and a certain luminous quality. 

She brought all of this into individual sessions, but I noticed the 
change most dramatically in group. She began to take risks again. 
Other members were sometimes disappointed by her reluctance to col-
lude with their bitterness or attempts to externalize blame. She began 
to sit more quietly and listen to others more thoughtfully. At times, 
she asked tenderly probing questions of her fellow group members. 
Sometimes, she directed similar heart-felt questions to me. And, I 
paused, and recognized the growing wisdom in this woman. She 
began to speak of her story and her life in very different terms. This 
involved some acknowledgments and reparations—with her mother, 
her daughter, a former lover, and her circle of angry friends who had 
always supported one another unquestioningly.

Her outside life became more vital. She now argued and engaged more 
fully with friends and coworkers. Her own particular circle of friends 
was suspicious of her new-found energy and accused her of running 
from the difficulty and reality of life. Her boss did not always appreci-
ate the questions that she raised with him. She began to set limits. She 

raised the standards of her own expectations. She began to look for a 
new job after almost thirty years as a loyal employee in one particular 
department. She was terrified and excited by the possibilities. 

Experiencing this with her became a joy. I no longer had to ask to hor-
rible, hard questions in the same way. She often beat me to the most 
difficult considerations. She began to use me in different ways—a 
guide, a witness, a trusted companion. 

I also noticed her change visibly during this year and a half period of 
time. She became uniquely beautiful, filled with her own essence, and 
she projected a certain loveliness. The extra weight that she’d been 
carrying remained—yet it was no longer a symbol of her burden, her 
alienation from love and life. Her swells and curves appeared more 
graceful—she began to choose fabrics and styles that allowed for float-
ing and graceful movement. The lines in her face appeared smoother. 
Her color, more vibrant. Her words, less sharp.

I knew that she was getting better. I also sensed a restlessness in her. 
I began to know that she would be moving on in some way. I could 
feel a certain suspense in my engagement with her.

One night, she brought this all quite fully into a group moment. Some-
thing allowed her to emerge without self-consciousness and she again 
addressed the group, this time in a different way. She was indeed so 
lovely in her fullness. She seemed to be riding some great crested 
wave of love and erotic beauty. Un-self-consciously, she sat back 
on the sofa in an erotic pose—like a woman in a painting by Ingres, 
Giorgione, or Reubens, so comfortable in her sensuality, projecting it 
unapologetically outward and onto the group. She was sharing herself 
fully, without shame or reservation. 

Members were mesmerized as she began to describe her metamor-
phosis, naming it in a way that signaled the beginning of her ending 
time with the group. With a flush of pride and joy, she shyly spoke 
of a new lover, their ways of risking together, their decision to join 
together against all odds. 

Several members shed tears as they heard of her decision to live more 
fully. Like me, they seemed to sense something powerful, something 
different, and there was a hint at that time that, as a group, we would 
be losing her. A few members responded initially with sharp and criti-
cal questions, reminding her of her own earlier lessons to the group, 
of what they felt was her betrayal of the cause. Her calm responses, 
so grounded in her clear connection to her own unpolluted sense of 
truth, calmed them. They surrendered, momentarily, to this time of 
grounded sensuality and possibility.

In these intense moments, one member experienced a strong sense 
of attraction to her, and named it. This member wanted to crawl into 
her lap, to be held by her, and described a vague desire to know her 
erotically. The desire for merger, the power of this maternal-erotic 
force, and the bliss of conscious sexuality were seen, felt and accepted 
by the others. We were all spellbound. Just for those moments. But, 
it remained with us. The group was somehow altered and, in those 
moments, possibilities seemed limitless.

As predicted, this member did leave the group within the year. She 
literally had places to go, people to meet, and pleasures to know. I still 

Sensuality Unveiled
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hear from her from time to time. From all indications, she remains 
liberated and continues to enjoy her openness and the fullness of her 
erotic life. She is willing to name the difficulties that go with her 
choices and she is intentional in her approaches to them. 

I admit, it is a bit of a fairy tale.

Or, a bit of Greek mythology in the 21st century. 

She touched group life. And, she touched my life.

In thinking about all that happened, remembering, I am drawn most 
to the story of Aphrodite—for obvious reasons. She is the goddess 
of love and sexual rapture. She encourages us to risk in the deeper 
mysteries of life and love. She showed up in my group one night. 
And, the group has never quite been the same.

It was just one moment in time. A moment when magic seemed pos-
sible. A moment when infinite paths made themselves known to the 
group and to me. 

It is true that we all struggle with these questions of risk, life, and 
love. In unique ways, women struggle to find their own erotic selves 
in the midst of a male-dominated culture and history with forbids or 
scorns the open expression of love, sexuality, and desire. Certainly, 
sexuality is either over-exposed and undervalued in its sacredness, or 
it is forbidden and maligned, in which case women are seen as frigid, 
desperate, loose or bitchy. A balanced, harmonious place is rarely 
known with the Erotic. If it is found, it can change or slip mysteriously 
away, drawn down under by the tides and depths of darker forces. Our 
world is not gentle with these private and tender places. 

This is a critical and sensitive issue for me as a group therapist that 
works with women. As psychologists, most of us are very aware that 
women’s relationships with themselves and their own erotic natures 
is essential for true health and integration. Finding right relationship 
is fraught with difficulty as women explore their own complicated 
relationships with themselves, significant others, and their cultures, 
so filled with mixed messages and personally undermining mandates 
for experience and behavior.

The women of my group face these questions weekly. Although the 
outside provides ample material for challenge and struggle, what is 
most profound to me are the ways that members live out these very 
issues of hope, shame, self-revelation, longing and desire with one 
another. Every week. 

We stumble. There is arguing. There is resistance and risk-taking. There 
are explosions. Sometimes, more rarely, there is room for longing and 
desire--for questions about one’s own lovability or attractiveness. For 
the naming of the need to be loved, and cherished. And, the terror of 
hoping to be desired; the fear that there will be no takers.

As we go round and round, weekly, the memory of Aphrodite’s visit 
is sometimes named. The tingling sense of magic and possibility are 
remembered; the story, retold. We all wonder what made it possible on 
that particular occasion. The members of the group are heartened, re-
membering something about the journey that we are all on together.

And, I remember too. I think of being graced by this sacred moment 
in the group; visited by a goddess. And, of course, I think of the god-
dess in each of us, and in the group member who has long since left 
the group. I miss her presence. I miss her. Her spirit, her fight, her 
hell-no-I-won’t-go attitude...her courage. She took that very spirit, 
moved on with it, softened, and dared to hope again. And, I watched 
her take flight. 

I am left with some questions of my own: What actually happened for 
this member and for the group? Why does it remain so powerfully in 
the group’s psyche? So significantly in its history? What forces were 
at work that allowed something so creative, so sensual, and so plainly 
honest to happen at that particular moment? What did it all mean? 
And, what was I left with as a result? I am aware of my own sense 
of awe, of my envy, and aware too, of my deep love and admiration 
for this woman. 

And, yes, I do believe I met Aphrodite in my women’s group. It was 
her; her spirit, her beauty, her love. And, she was in the flesh...most 
definitely in the flesh.

Call for Division 49 Fellow Nominations
The Fellows Committee invites you to apply for initial Fellow status if you:

have held a doctoral degree in psychology for at least five years,
have been a member of the Division for at least one year,
have made an outstanding and documented contribution to the science, teaching and/or research of group 
psychology and/or the practice of group psychotherapy,
are endorsed by three APA Fellows, including two Fellows within the Division if possible.

Current Fellows, who are already Fellows in other divisions, and who seek Fellow status in Division 49 should 
submit a statement outlining their involvement in group psychology and/or group psychotherapy.

Please send for your application forms early since the process is a lengthy one. The deadline for final submission 
of materials for 2007–2008 is December 1, 2007.

Requests for application forms should be sent to Gloria B. Gottsegen, PhD, Chair, Fellows Committee, 
Division 49, 22701 Meridiana Drive, Boca Raton, FL 33433. Phone: 561-393-1266,  Fax: 561-393-2823, 
E-mail: GGottsegen@aol.com

1.
2.
3.

4.
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Loredana Petrucci 
Pediatric Psychology Intern 
PsyD Candidate in Clinical Psychology, Loyola College in  
Maryland, in consultation with Andrew J. Burns, PhD, 
Mt. Washington Pediatric Hospital, Baltimore, Maryland

Pursuing a doctoral education and training in clinical psychology af-
forded me with the opportunity to learn and be led from very impressive 
clinicians. 

My final year of “textbook” doctoral training including taking a very 
popular and highly sought out class taught by a mesmerizing leader, 
Dr. Steve Sobelman. As I sat in his Group Psychotherapy 
class with wide eyes, open ears and an inquisitive mind, I 
wondered how I could possibly translate his magical clinical 
experiences and stories into action for when I would lead 
some groups of my own—an overwhelming thought for 
a somewhat anxious novice. From didactic group therapy 
class experience with Dr. Sobelman and fellow graduate 
students, one of the most significant things I learned was 
to highlight nonverbal language, gestures, and responsive-
ness—the “reading between the lines.” There I was sitting 
in front of the classroom and near a wall. My eyes opened 
further and further, ears alert, and before I knew it, I was 
leading adolescent inpatient psychotherapy groups during my predoctoral 
internship at Mt. Washington Pediatric Hospital. 

I began my internship training by co-leading (more like a curious observer) 
an adolescent group therapy program with my supervisor, Dr. Andrew 
Burns. The group therapy program was an open semi-structured (i.e., 
part educational, part process and experiential based) session. With some 
participants being admitted or discharged between sessions, the fluid nature 
of group membership made development of cohesion difficult. Rules for 
group membership were not significantly exclusive in that all children over 
13 years were included. This was, of course, based upon developmental 
appropriateness. On occasion, a mature 12-year-old would be asked to 
participate. Every Monday afternoon, the group of four or five adolescents 
admitted for medical concerns (i.e., physical rehabilitation or chronic illness) 
convened for psychology group. It was on their daily inpatient schedule, 
along with numerous back-to-back occupational, physical, speech and 
school therapy appointments. Some teens rolled their eyes having yet 
another place to be. They would sometimes say, “Do I have to go?” And, 
yes, they did go. Many of these teens were coping with conditions such 
as cerebral palsy, brain injury, multiple sclerosis, or chronic illness. Often, 
as with most medical admissions, feelings of helplessness, sadness, loss 
of control, worry, and anger were lying beneath overt expressions. As a 
new intern-practitioner, I was a novice to groups, especially of the nature 
such as this. What would it be like? What would Dr. Burns “do” and say 
with these adolescents? What was the purpose? Oh, and, most importantly, 
what was I supposed to be doing? At first, I felt useless “just sitting there,” 
although there was so much fascination bubbling within me. Group hour 
would be over and I was left thinking, “Wow, those kids really got the 

From Our Students

A Group Psychotherapy Lesson—From Leader to Student, Or Student 
to Leader?

chance to feel comfortable, free, warm, and most importantly, validated 
and reassured that they were not the only one thinking negative thoughts 
and having negative feelings about some of their experiences.” Dr. Burns 
knew the right questions to ask, and the teens shared some of their most 
frustrating, sad and scared thoughts and experiences. The group that Dr. 
Burns so skillfully crafted and set-up and which I observed and learned 
from was something I knew I would want to take action with. 

As weeks went by, I became more reflective and anticipated group 
hour more and more. I observed the fragile nature of group dynamics 
of which I learned in Dr. Sobelman’s class. Watching one child in the 
“quiet” role heed to the child “leader,” and then watching, as the group 

processes developed, the roles switch and mutate. I became 
increasingly aware of the nature of my role and felt the power 
in the role of leader and therapist to alter the group dynamics 
to facilitate change in the desired direction. As I began to take 
more initiative in creating goals and leading group, my main 
mission was to give teens a chance to freely and comfortably 
express their medical and psychological experiences including 
the ever-present question in their minds, “Why me?” I was on 
a mission. I wanted to set-up an atmosphere for teens to not 
feel alone, self-pity, or “different” than “normal,” non-hospi-
talized teens. Each group session used rituals such as having 
members introduced themselves, and ending by complimenting 

another member about their participation in group. They shared thoughts 
and feelings about their admission and experiences with hospitalization. 
They also practiced relaxation techniques to help cope with pain and ease 
their anxiety. After the exercises, members shared in what they thought 
and felt about the process. Many of the teens commented that they were 
relaxed and at ease. 

I feel so proud of how they were respectful and empathic towards one 
another. The butterflies that I would feel in my stomach along with feeling 
pressured to say and do the right things in group gradually flew away. One 
teen in particular suffered a physical and emotional traumatic incident. She 
had been in the hospital for several months for intensive rehabilitation. In 
group, she expressed her thoughts of having no independence being on 
such a strict schedule of daily activities and therapies. I am grateful to have 
witnessed first-hand, and partly from her participation in the group therapy 
program where she learned that she had empathic comrades, the change in 
her demeanor from feeling hopeless to feeling appreciative of having such 
positive life-changing experiences. One of her closing comments was that 
she has found meaning in her rehabilitation process, and that she has met 
wonderful peers and staff members who have helped her along her journey 
a violated, helpless girl suffering through a traumatic incident and injuries 
to a mature young woman with sound skills for offering encouragement 
and sharing experiences with other teens. And in a time and place when 
these teens are so busy with physical therapy, medical interventions, and 
other services crucial to their rehabilitation, group psychology was the 
only place, time and experience in which they were able to feel free to be 
who they are deep inside: authentic individuals hoping to hear and share 
in one another’s stories. And that I just did.

Loredana Petrucci
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Joshua M. Gross, PhD, ABPP

Greetings from the membership chair. In 
the past few months we have made some 
modifications in our response to member-
ship changes that bring us more in line with 
the majority of APA Divisions. We have 
made arrangements with member services 
to send a standard form letter to all people 
who express interest in Division 49. The 
other regular mailing that we engage in 
is for the members who do not pay their 
dues. We have made arrangements for 
these members to receive a postcard from 
member services calling this to their atten-

tion. In the course of my discussions with member services I believe 
that most of the divisions are moving to these automated services 
as there were many problems across the board with most divisions 
not doing a very good job of getting these mailings out. I think that 
this should help to make sure each and every new potential member 
and member in arrears is contacted by mail.

One of our major issues is the trend of decline in membership. We 
are very interested in developing a culture of networking which has 
been a frequent topic in articles published in The Group Psychologist. 
Many of our past presidents as well as the current administration 
strongly believe that each of us should do our best to bring in new 
members. The standard line is that if each of us brought in one, 
we would be thriving. We are doing pretty well but we do need to 
focus on students, group psychologists who are not members, and 
newly licensed and minted APA members. Thank you to those of 
you who have contacted me and shepherded new members into 
the Division.

Membership Chair Report 

Joshua M. Gross, PhD, ABPP

Frances Bonds-White, EdD, a Philadelphia psychologist and educa-
tor, was recently elected president of the International Association 
for Group Psychotherapy and Group Processes (IAGP). IAGP is 
an organization composed of professionals from all over the world 
who practice and research group psychotherapy. Members include 
therapists, educators, researchers and consultants. It draws more than 
1,000 people to its triennial conferences. Dr. Bonds-White is presid-
ing over a three-year term during which IAGP will hold conferences 
in Barcelona, Spain; MaTue, Japan; and Rome, Italy.

Allan B. Elfant, PhD, ABPP, has recently been elected to the 
Board of Trustees of the American Board of Professional Psychol-
ogy (ABPP) for the period 2007–2011. He represents the Group 
Psychology ABPP specialty and is President of the American Board 
of Group Psychology.

David Kipper, PhD, ABPP, presented a lecture entitled, “Can 
spontaneity be measured? Some empirical data” at the Sofia Medical 
Academy, Bulgaria, January 9, 2007.  He also conducted a four-day 
workshop at the Orpheus Institute, Sofia, Bulgaria. Also, Dr. Kipper 

Member News

co-authored the following article: Christoforou, A., & Kipper, D 
A. (2006). The Spontaneity Assessment Inventory (SAI), anxiety, 
obsessive-compulsive tendency, and temporal orientation. Journal of 
Group Psychotherapy, Psychodrama, and Sociometry, 59, 23–34.

Steven Karau, PhD, was involved in a 20/20 program, October 6, 
2006, on “The Seven Deadly Sins: Sloth” discussing social loafing 
in the workplace. Dr. Karau, Associate Professor of Management at 
Southern Illinois University Carbondale, found in his research that 
people who work in groups tend to slack off compared with those 
who work individually.

Robert Lipgar, PhD, ABPP, won the 2006 Woodstock Artist As-
sociation and Museum Leilani Claire Award for photography. He 
will also be presenting a paper entitled, “Experiences in the First 
On-Line Group Relations Conference: Lessons Learned,” at the 2007 
ISPSO Meeting in Stockholm, Sweden, June 25–July1.

Lorraine Mangione, PhD, just had an article published: Mangione, 
L., Forti, R., & Iacuzzi, C. (2007).  Ethics and endings: Saying 
good-bye and saying it well.  International Journal of Group Psy-
chotherapy, 57, 25-40.

Reginald Nettles, PhD, was elected to a two-year term as President-
Elect of the Mid-Atlantic Group psychotherapy Society beginning 
April 2007. He will also serve as guest presenter for the MAGPS 
Spring Conference, April 28–29, 2007. He will lead the conference 
in examining multiple minority identities, including known and un-
known differences in ethnic, racial, sexual orientation and physical 
disabilities among clients and psychotherapists.

Margaret Postlewaite, PhD, will complete her two years as 
President of the Eastern Group Psychotherapy Society at the end of 
April 2007. Chera Finnis, PsyD, has taken on several roles within 
EGPS, including co-chairing a Task Force to increase subscriptions 
to the Society’s journal GROUP.  Both presented at the EGPS 
Annual Conference last November: Chera as leader of a plenary 
session and demonstration group examining issues of diversity and 
a workshop on organizational consulting; and Margaret co-leading 
a workshop on issues related to self-disclosure and deepening the 
work of group therapy.

From the TGP Editors: 

Our Journal Editors, Dennis Kivlighan and Craig 
Parks (Incoming Editor), have added a Group 
Case Studies Section to our Journal, Group Dy-
namics: Theory, Research, and Practice. These 
case studies can be clinical or non-clinical (orga-
nizational, sports, naturally occurring groups). I 
would especially encourage group psychothera-
pists to contribute to this section as our Journal 
would be enhanced by more clinical articles. 
E-mail Dennis at dennisk@umd.edu and/or Craig 
at parkscd@wsu.edu, or feel free to contact me 
at abelfant@aol.com for any ideas or suggestions 
you might have.
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Consultation Corner

Jennifer Harp, PhD

Jennifer Harp, PhD

Sexuality, with its various meanings and contradictions, has the 
potential to reach the deepest yearnings of the human heart. As 
group leaders, it is essential that we are aware of this sometimes 
subtle aspect of the group therapy quest. The experience of sexual-
ity is universal and, as group psychotherapists and group leaders, 
the responsibility lies with us to create safe, holding 
spaces that help members to reveal and understand 
their unique and private selves more fully. The related 
interpersonal impact of self-revelation and associ-
ated disclosure must also be considered. For group 
therapists, this work requires exquisite sensitivity and 
comprehensive knowledge as all group members are 
vulnerable when they embark on this path to deeper 
sexual self-awareness and exploration. 

Group members who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bi-
sexual, or Transgender (LGBT) are particularly in need 
of sensitive, informed and competent leaders as they 
take on the risky endeavor of group membership and 
participation. A sacred trust exists between leaders and members as 
those identified as LGBT have most certainly known the often hostile 
and pejorative messages associated with sexual prejudice and cultural 
heterosexism. It is essential that group leaders help to minimize a 
repetition of trauma and rejection within the group climate. At the 
same time, members must be free to explore and understand the 
depths of their own fears and reactions to the unique expressions of 
human sexuality. Those participating in groups deserve a safe and 
meaningful therapeutic experience and group therapists are often 
challenged as they face a myriad of contradictions and dilemmas 
related to this delicate and powerful topic. 

In this issue’s column (Part I in a series), Dr. Scott Conkright and 
Dr. Erinn Tozer help us to consider and explore the group therapist’s 
role in one such group dilemma. Each shares their perspectives and 
their sensitivity and skill as this group situation is considered with its 
multiple issues and complications. Special thanks to Dr. Eric Chen 
who helped us to locate this complex group dilemma.

EDITORIAL QUESTION POSED:

Dear Consultation Column, 

I am a staff psychologist facilitating a year-long men’s interpersonal 
counseling group which started one month ago at the university 
counseling center in a religiously-affiliated university in the Mid-
western United Sates. The group, predominately white, is composed 
of eight men in their early to late twenties. 

Tender Longings, Powerful Reactions: Sexuality and Group Psychotherapy 

(Part I)

One of the white members, John, 29-year-old returning student, 
shared with others that he is a former drug-abuser and currently, 
a sober, born-again Christian who is heavily involved with a con-
servative local church. 

Brian, who is Black and 22 years old, works in a local diner dur-
ing the night to pay for school, and has not yet decided on a major. 

During the pre-group interview, Brian indicated that he 
leads a busy life with his job and school, dates women 
occasionally, but is beginning to find himself being at-
tracted to men. He complains to the group that he lacks 
time to "find himself." He has not disclosed to others 
in the group about his own ambivalent feelings and 
concerns about his sexual orientation, nor has he told 
his devoutly religious family. 

Another member, Matt, who is White and 21, comes 
from an affluent suburban family. A high school drop-
out, he has been estranged from his immediate family 
for a number of years, but is proud to have managed to 
acquire his GED, and start college. Though he has been 

open about his identity as a gay man with others in the group and 
with his friends, he has not been so with his family. 

After a few sessions the group seems to have progressed well, as 
evidenced by the increasing level of disclosure and feedback among 
the members. At the beginning of a recent session, Matt described 
a breakup with his boyfriend of six months after finding out that 
his boyfriend has been dating another man. To Matt’s dismay, this 
other man was recently diagnosed as HIV positive. Matt also briefly 
mentioned that a few days earlier, he ran into Brian on campus and 
had a chat with him to seek support regarding his distress. After 
expressing mixed feelings of sadness, hurt, fear and anger, Matt 
questioned the norm of promiscuity in the gay men’s culture. His 
remarks led to a heated exchange among several members, with 
notable silence from Brian and John throughout the remainder of 
the session. 

Among the many issues that I am struggling with now, I am mostly 
concerned about the following: First, how do I help foster an envi-
ronment where individual differences (e.g., age, sexual orientation, 
social class, and religion) can be explored and honored in this group 
(that meets within a religiously-affiliated university counseling cen-
ter)? Second, what are some guiding principles for me to determine 
the priorities of the tasks at hand in the group at this point? Your 
guidance is greatly appreciated. 

Signed, A “Struggling” Group Therapist 

P.S. Are there other issues I should be aware of?



April 2007

25

RESPONSE #1:

Dear Struggling: 

The summary that you have provided of your dilemma and the ques-
tions you ask are rich in exploratory and speculative possibilities, 
but the central issue I find myself returning to is centered on your 
question about how differences can be explored within your newly 
formed group. Despite the unique qualities that might be at play 
due to their being issues around sexual orientation, I believe that 
the issues are primarily around communality and group cohesion. 
In order for the group to tolerate differences it will important for 
you to stress the emotional similarities that group members have, 
as well as establish group norms around differences in general. The 
latter can be done in the intake interview and by way of a group 

contract, where it is explicitly stated that it is 
expected that group members be respectful 
of differences in age, race, sexual orienta-
tion, and so forth. 

A central conflict in all relationships, whether 
it is a couple, a group or a nation, centers 
around whose voice is allowed to be heard. I 
believe that one of the aims of psychotherapy 
is to create the conditions for a more demo-
cratic environment, so to speak, both among 
the different “voices” within the patient’s 
psyche, and in the real relationships he or 

she has with those around them. Rigid, overly compliant submission 
to internal and external demands (real or imagined) is gradually 
transformed into healthy conversation between equals. Where there 
was once a totalitarian regime (in one’s head, or in one’s life), there 
is now a pluralistic democracy. 

With this said, there are two primary areas that need to be addressed. 
The first has to do with the potential conflict that you, the group 
leader, may have with the university. I am curious if the religious 
affiliation with the school implies a conservative stance regarding 
sexual orientation. Since you did not mention it, I am going to as-
sume that there is no overt pressure from your department regarding 
this and thus you are free to conduct the group as you wish. But that 
you mentioned the religious affiliation twice, I am wondering to 
what degree you feel pressure (real or imagined) about conforming 
to real or imagined demands. This may, in fact, be worth looking at 
as a piece of counter-transferential material to explore, insofar as 
Brian and Matt, the two members struggling with sexual orientation 
issues, might be having similar concerns. 

The second issue relates to the newness of your group, and therefore, 
to the task of group cohesion. Finding communality among those of 
differing sexual orientations can be remarkably difficult given the 
prejudices that exist in this area. Sexual orientation, under many 
circumstances, becomes a lightning rod, or a focal point, for differ-
ence. Interestingly, it is Matt who, perhaps inadvertently, scapegoats 
the gay community (or one segment of it), making cohesion harder. 
But it is understandable that he might betray one group in order to 
belong to another, as this is a universal tendency. With thoughtful 
sensitivity and the right amount of tact, this would be a fruitful area 
of exploration for the group as a whole; everyone has felt betrayed 
by a group they belonged to. 

Your active role in intervening is critical at this juncture in the group; 
perhaps paradoxically, it will be your authority as group leader which 
will set the tone as to how conflicts and differences will be handled. 
What is critical right now is to find the similarities these seemingly 
different members have with each other. It is curious that Brian 
and John were both noticeably quiet throughout the heated debate, 
and if this pattern were to happen again, it would be a good time 
to intervene by perhaps asking an engaged member to speculate on 
why others may be quiet. It is critical to stress universalities such 
as wanting to belong, feeling left out, and feeling lonely, just to 
mention a few. But most importantly, it will be incumbent on you 
as the group leader to make your desire known to hear all voices 
in the group, conscious and unconscious, spoken or yet unspoken. 
You must demonstrate your desire to hear each member, no matter 
what the nature of their desire is. 

Scott Conkright, PsyD, CGP 
Clinical Psychologist  
Private Practice 
Atlanta, GA

RESPONSE #2:

Dear “Struggling,”

From my perspective, you are far from struggling. You should be 
commended on several things. First, and most importantly, getting 
a men’s group running with such a diverse set of clients is no small 
feat. Most religiously-based universities are small or mid-sized and 
this poses a barrier to group psychotherapy programs. Students may 
have a greater fear of knowing someone who would be in the group 
and may be less likely to agree to group psychotherapy feeling less 
anonymous. In addition, there are likely fewer internal referrals 
simply due to less clients coming into the counseling center. 

My second commendation to you is that to 
have sexual orientation issues be brought 
up within a non-LGBT only support group 
shows that the environment you have created 
does foster an environment where individual 
differences can be explored and honored. My 
experience at a religiously-based university 
is that out or not, LGBT individuals want 
a safe place that is their own. They are 
much more likely to accept a referral to an 
LGBT-only group rather than risk coming 
out within a predominantly heterosexual 
group. So I’m curious if Brian and Matt were referred to this group 
because this counseling center does not have an LGBT group, or 
if they were given the choice, and they bravely chose the more 
diverse process oriented group (where they will likely experience 
more personal growth). 

If the counseling center does not offer an LGBT group, this speaks 
to a more systematic problem on the campus, one that Brian and 
Matt probably experience on a daily basis. So from your position 
as a group therapist, you could turn into an advocate and begin an 

(Continued on page 26)

Scott Conkright, PsyD

Erinn Tozer, PhD 
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LGBT group. Posed as a “discussion group” instead of a process 
therapy group, the LGBT community may respond more openly 
(the system may not) to it not wanting to be pathologized. Being 
clear about the affirmative nature of the group would be beneficial 
to the LGBT community as well as the larger university erasing the 
null-environment that may exist. Even an affirming flyer advertising 
the group could be a powerful message on campus depending on 
the systemic homonegativity that exists. It says to non-gay students 
(and non-allied administrators) “we have gay students here and we 
welcome them.”

As for the tasks at hand, the silence in the room is where I would 
start. We could project any number of ideas onto Brian and John 
regarding their silence. Is John feeling judgmental and is he silent 
because he doesn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings? Is he afraid of 
telling the group he belongs to Fred Phelp’s “god hates fags” group? 
Or could he be the man that Matt’s boyfriend has been sleeping 
with? We won’t know until either the leader, or better yet, other 
group members ask. The same is true for Brian’s silence. We could 

(Continued from p. 25)

Consultation Corner project that his silence is due to feeling marginalized as a double 
minority; being Black in a group of predominantly white men, being 
same-sex attracted in a group of predominantly heterosexual men. 
Or that he is struggling with coming out to the group and doesn’t 
want to be “guilty” by his association with Matt. (What are your 
rules for out of group contact? Other members in the group may 
have feelings about Matt and Brian’s new “special” relationship. 
You may have feelings about your group rules if their relationship 
becomes amorous. Subgrouping is bound to happen in an LGBT only 
support group and this brings many complications. But in a process 
oriented psychotherapy group, subgrouping can be toxic.) 

I assume that because you have done a great job already at getting 
the group members to share their thoughts and feelings as they 
are experiencing them, you have also created norms for the group 
members to speak to each other. If they don’t ask about the silence, 
certainly it is your job to do it. Good luck! 

Erinn Tozer, PhD  
Senior Staff Psychologist, University of San Diego  
Counseling Center  
Private Practice, San Diego, CA 

Call For Group Humor

Your newsletter Editor is inviting submissions of any jokes or 
humor relating to group therapy, group leadership, or group 
process. Be spontaneous, daring, creative, and funny in your 
contributions. Irreverence and absurdity are encouraged.  
Submit to: abelfant@aol.com.
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