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Legend has it that during one of AGPA’s two-day institutes, as the group 
members sat down, they began looking around but could not find the 
group leader. After some time had passed, and no leader was identified, 
the members alerted the conference organizers to the missing leader. It 
turned out that the leader was indeed in the room, but that—loyal to his 
Tavistock approach—he simply waited to see (and later analyse) how 
the group would handle his refusal to lead. The group analytic tradition 
similarly subscribes to the notion that the leader ought to refuse the 
group’s desire for him to lead. As Anthony writes: ‘He (the conductor) 
“defaults” on the group’s expectation of his leadership . . . This point of 
view regards the need for leadership as a symptom of the group that is 
curable only by a therapist who does not lead’ (Anthony, 1991: 85). 
Billow (this issue) departs from that tradition, stating that ‘groups do 
not flourish without active, ongoing leadership’ (2017: 309).

I am reminded of a comment I heard from one of my former super-
visors, who was not a group person: ‘How can the blind lead the 
blind?’ At the time, I thought: ‘Oh, he totally doesn’t get it!’ and was 
annoyed at yet another unappreciative comment about group therapy. 
But thinking back, there is some merit to his (rhetorical) question. In 
the absence of direction, how can we expect group members to know 
how to make use of group? Also, there is something quite judgmental 
about the notion that any dependency need is necessarily pathologi-
cal. Having an uninvolved, or overly passive parent/therapist, can be 
just as traumatic as having an overly involved and intrusive one.
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But Billow’s argument for ongoing active leadership goes beyond 
the Winnicottian idea that the first order of business is to ‘teach’ 
group members how to ‘play’. Even long-standing, sophisticated 
groups require active leadership, sensitive to the tension between a 
stifling presence that ‘compel[s] the people to silence’ (Bollas, 2011: 
103), and an overly permissive one ‘which permits any expression 
and invites cacophony’ (2011: 104)2. How, then, can a therapy group 
develop into a secure environment, where more can be expressed and 
examined (Billow, 2017)? Where grievances can be aired, conflicts 
and injustices worked through? While there are no simple answers to 
these questions, ongoing, active, fair3leadership seems to be a prereq-
uisite for the creation and maintenance of such an atmosphere.

So how does an active leader conduct himself in the group? For 
one, he strives to speak freely. No, not all the time, and not every 
thought, but by sharing his thinking, the group leader directly engages 
with the minds and hearts of group members. He offers something of 
himself by asserting his point of view with conviction. He does not 
hide behind excessive questioning or false qualifiers like ‘I wonder if 
. . .’ or ‘Might it be that . . . ?’ By doing so, the leader stimulates think-
ing and meaning making, which Billow (2003) considers an emo-
tional experience. In the same spirit, in this commentary I offer some 
of my own thoughts, generated by direct and indirect contact with 
Billow and his ideas, and my ongoing attempts to make use of them 
in my clinical work and personal life.

For example, during one of our first supervisory sessions, I com-
plained about Billow’s sarcasm in the previous week. He asked me to 
clarify what felt bad, took in my feedback, and helped me make some 
connections to early experiences with my sarcastic father. But what 
left a lasting impression on me was his statement that it is important 
for me to not be dependent on him changing. The idea that one can—
and ought to strive to—have control over his or her emotional reac-
tions to others has been an important guideline for me both clinically 
and personally. I try to remember this and to communicate it to my 
group members all the time: to Jessica who panics and hides behind 
a pillow every time someone in the room is arguing, to Marc who is 
consumed with shame whenever he realizes that he said something 
he did not intend to say, and to myself, when I feel guilty when my 
little brother accuses me of abandoning him by leaving the house, 
and later relocating across the ocean.

Having just emphasized the importance of having control over 
one’s internal reactions to others, let me shift gears to the relational 
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emphasis on the interpersonal relationships that develop throughout 
the course of therapy, as well as their internalization, and how they 
are central to the change process (Mitchell, 1988). Within that frame-
work, groups offer a rich and complicated arena for interpersonal 
relationships: one that can be reparative (Schlapobersky, 2016) but 
also psychologically damaging (Nitsun, 1996). Ormont (1992) sug-
gests that one of the reasons why group therapy can be so effective is 
that it offers opportunities to be misunderstood. Nonetheless, despite 
the fact that no worthwhile group experience can be completely safe, 
it is important that on a deep level, group members perceive their 
small community as one that values—and strives for—justice. And 
though Billow does not make explicit reference to the notion of group 
as a just community, many of the ideas he writes about challenge us 
to examine the fairness of the social order in our groups.

Several years ago, as a graduate student, I co-led a therapy group 
in our doctoral programme’s community clinic. One of the mem-
bers, Lisa, a woman in her early 50s, was very committed to the 
group. She always came on time, and though she felt out of place 
(most of the other members were young college students), she tried 
very hard to fit in. On one occasion, she missed a session, and when 
handed a bill the next month, became enraged about being charged 
for the missed session. She blamed the leaders for being deceitful, 
having ‘bogus’ policies, and for being unreasonable. Other members 
tried to explain the rationale to her, sympathize with her anger, and 
challenge the intensity of her reaction. My co-leader and I let the 
group do the work for us, and then somewhat defensively justified 
our fee policy. I felt annoyed and devalued by Lisa’s outrage (the 
group fee was only $10 a session). In what follows, I would like to 
use my technical, as well as attitudinal mistakes to highlight issues 
of justice and fairness in group process.

The first mistake was to let the group do the work of containing 
Lisa’s outrage. Part of our role as leaders is to divert unbearable 
affects from the group, and provide group members with needed 
protection (Billow, 2017). I have often made the mistake of explor-
ing members’ reactions to intense hostility as a replication of trau-
matic experiences in their families of origin, without calling 
attention to my lack of protection and limit-setting. The idea that 
the group leader ought to protect members from undue hostility is 
not, however, consensual. Black (2016), for example, considers 
verbal attacks in group as a developmental step forward from 
attacks on the self, and advocates exploration of the different 
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negative transferences, rather than examining, and acknowledging, 
our own roles and responsibilities as leaders.

The second mistake was to act on my insecurities and hurt feelings. 
Contrary to Billow’s clever article title, It’s all about ‘Me’: On the 
group leader’s psychology (2011), this was not all about me. Part of 
our role as leaders is to encourage criticism and disapproval and to 
discuss them not only as projections (Billow, 2017). Though Lisa 
expressed her criticism more as an attack than as protest (Karen, 
2001), and in hindsight, I would avoid the bait, and address the con-
tent of her criticism rather than only her tone. We could have consid-
ered the notion that paying for missed sessions is unjust, even if we 
did not end up changing our policy. Similarly, Billow’s (2010) con-
cept of Rebellion pushes us to consider, and respectfully address, our 
group members’ differing ideas about how a group should be run. 
And by doing so, we show that we are accessible and not rigid.

Wrong-doing, in its various forms, impacts the entire group, not 
only those involved in the ‘criminal act’: ‘As citizens, we must pre-
vent wrong-doing because the world in which we all live, wrong-doer, 
wrong-sufferer, and spectator, is at stake. The City has been wronged’ 
(Arendt, 1978, Part I: 182). This seems to be intuitive for us when it 
comes to our patients’ histories: The young boy who watched his 
mother get beaten up by his father; the girl whose parents lost a child 
and then were unavailable to her because of their own grief; the older 
brother who feels burdened by guilt over his harsh treatment of his 
younger sibling, and so on. What we hear less about, is the impact of 
wrong-doing in our own groups. The moral of the story is not that it is 
possible—or even advisable—to eliminate wrong-doing in our groups. 
However, we can encourage protest, acknowledge injuries, own up to 
our mistakes, and strive for authentic forgiveness (Karen, 2001).

As members’ thinking becomes more sophisticated, they learn that 
‘A truth that is told with bad intent / Beats all the lies you can invent’ 
(William Blake, quoted in Billow, 2015: 172). And so, it is not enough 
to share your thoughts and feelings towards other members. It is also 
important to notice what the intention behind the communication is. 
Clearly, this is a complicated act, which requires artful leadership to 
accomplish. But the repeated practice of this way of thinking leads to 
more mature, and just, ways of relating. As Arendt notes, the very word 
‘con-science’ means ‘to know with and by myself’ (1978, Part I; 5).

Knowing, and being known, are central to this approach to group 
therapy. And the vehicle used to achieve knowing, is genuine think-
ing, a central tenet of Bion’s theoretical contribution (Ogden, 2015). 
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The focus on thinking, however, has come under scrutiny in psycho-
therapy circles, within and outside the analytic world. Cognitive 
theorists, for example, highlight the negative role that thinking about 
one’s feelings and problems has on the development and mainte-
nance of depression (e.g., Mor and Winquist, 2002, Nolen-Hoeksema, 
Wisco and Lyubomirsky, 2008). The pendulum has shifted so far, 
that even so-called CBT treatments these days are markedly less 
‘cognitive’, instead focusing on mindfulness techniques (e.g., Hayes, 
2016). A similar shift has also occurred within the analytic world. 
Schore (2014), for example, has written extensively on the role  
of right-brain processes, both in the development of affect dysregu-
lation and attachment disorders, but also in the psychotherapy 
process.

While it is important to take into account the danger of over-
intellectualizing or ‘cognicizing’ therapy, it would be unwise to buy 
too heavily into false dichotomies between left and right brain, or 
cognition and emotion. Is it not the case that by sharing your think-
ing with patients you can strengthen the relationship with them, and 
that when the relationship is stronger, it adds power to the ideas you 
might offer? (Schimek, 2011).

Notably, the leader’s sharing of his or her thinking, and encourag-
ing group members to do the same, is more than just a technical 
choice. It is a central part of the human experience. Aristotle began 
his essay on Metaphysics stating that ‘all men by nature desire to 
know’ and Hannah Arendt added that ‘the activity of knowing is no 
less related to our sense of reality and no less a world-building activ-
ity than the building of houses’ (1978, Part I: 57). Thus, when group 
leaders and members engage in the process of thinking, and know-
ing each other, they are embracing their humanity. And, as Billow 
adds, they are expressing, and receiving love from one another, since 
‘to understand, to unite with another, and hence, also to love, prove 
to be basically one and the same’ (Racker, 1968, quoted by Billow, 
2017: 304).

Concluding Remarks
Group life can be quite maddening, at times operating according to 
psychotic principles (Bollas, 2011). Billow’s approach to group lead-
ership appreciates not only the interpersonal madness of the group, 
but also the anguish that each of us suffer by the products of our own 
minds. Fair, active, artful leadership is needed in order to stimulate 
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genuine thinking in our groups, to advance therapeutic goals, and to 
enhance member–member and leader–member bonding. And in 
order to be able to provide that for our groups, we must be able to 
tolerate being forgotten, to use our subjectivity without demanding 
that it be appreciated by our group members, and to strive to appreci-
ate the complexity within our own groupish minds.

Notes

1. The author would like to thank Dr. Wayne Ayers, Juliana May, and Frumi 
Strohli for their helpful comments on previous versions of this response.

2. This tension is described in Bollas’ (2011) analysis of Oedipus the King.
3. Bollas writes about the ‘spirit’ of a place that Oedipus finds in Colonus 

where the father’s sense of fairness ‘lives on in the hearts of the people 
(2011: 104).

References
Anthony, E.J. (1991) ‘The dilemma of therapeutic leadership: The leader who does 

not lead’ in S. Tuttman (ed.) Psychoanalytic group theory and therapy: Essays 
in honour of Saul Scheidlinger, pp. 71–86. Madison, CT, USA: American Group 
Psychotherapy Association Monograph.

Arendt, H. (1978) The life of the mind, one-volume edition. San Diego, New York and 
London: Harcourt Brace and Company.

Billow, R. (2003) Relational group psychotherapy: From basic assumptions to pas-
sion. London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Billow, R.M. (2017) ‘Relational Group Psychotherapy: An Overview. Part III: Modes 
of Therapeutic Leadership’, Group Analysis 50(3): 297–313.

Billow, R.M. (2010) Resistance, Rebellion and Refusal in Group: The 3 Rs. London: 
Karnac Books.

Billow, R.M. (2011) ‘It’s all about “Me”: On the group Leader’s psychology’, Group 
Analysis 44(3): 296–314.

Black, A.E. (2016) ‘On attacking and being attacked in group psychotherapy’, 
International Journal of Group Psychotherapy 1–23.

Bollas, C. (2011) The Christopher Bollas reader. New York: Routledge.
Hayes, S.C. (2016) ‘Acceptance and commitment therapy, relational frame theory, 

and the third wave of behavioural and cognitive Therapies–Republished article’, 
Behaviour Therapy 47(6): 869–885.

Karen, R. (2001) The forgiving self: The road from resentment to connection. New 
York: Doubleday.

Mitchell, S.A. (1988) Relational concepts in psychoanalysis. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press.

Mor, N. and Winquist, J. (2002) ‘Self-focused attention and negative affect: A meta-
analysis’, Psychological Bulletin 128(4): 638–662.

Nitsun, M. (1996) The anti-group: Destructive forces in the group and their creative 
potential. London: Routledge.



338 Group Analysis 50(3)

Nolen-Hoeksema, S., Wisco, B.E. and Lyubomirsky, S. (2008) ‘Rethinking rumina-
tion’, Perspectives on Psychological Science 3(5): 400–424.

Ogden, T.H. (2015) Intuiting the truth of what’s happening: On Bion’s “Notes on 
memory and desire”. Psychoanal Q 84(2): 285–306.

Ormont, L.R. (1992) The group therapy experience: From theory to practice. New 
York: St. Martin’s Press.

Racker, H. (1968) Transference and countertransference. London: Maresfield 
Reprints.

Schimek, J. (2011) Memory, myth, and seduction: Unconscious fantasy and the inter-
pretive process. New York: Taylor and Francis.

Schlapobersky, J. (2016) From the couch to the circle: Group-analytic psychotherapy 
in practice. New York: Routledge.

Schore, A.N. (2014) ‘The right brain is dominant in psychotherapy’, Psychotherapy 
51(3): 388–397.

Tzachi Slonim is a clinical psychologist in private practice in NYC. He is a 
clinical supervisor for the City University and Pace University’s doctoral pro-
grammes in clinical psychology. He is an adjunct professor of psychology at 
John Jay College of Criminal Justice and is on the board of directors of the 
Eastern Group Psychotherapy Society. He has written about the clinical applica-
tions of neurobiological research, about the ways in which depression and anxi-
ety impact descriptions of emotional events, and more recently about the use of 
playfulness in group supervision. Address: 156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 1107, New 
York, NY 10010, USA. Email: Tzachi.Slonim@gmail.com

mailto:Tzachi.Slonim@gmail.com

