
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

ACTIVITY-GROUP THERAPY

Authored by

mohammad looti

November 4, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammad looti (2025). ACTIVITY-GROUP THERAPY. PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES.

Retrieved from https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67634

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67634
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=67634
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


ACTIVITY-GROUP THERAPY 2

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

ACTIVITY-GROUP THERAPY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Clinical Psychology, Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Group

Psychotherapy

1. Core Definition

Activity-Group Therapy (AGT) is a specialized form of joint psychotherapy designed primarily for

the treatment of children and adolescents who experience difficulties relating to peers, expressing

emotions verbally, or integrating socially. It represents a significant departure from traditional

verbal and insight-oriented therapies by emphasizing dynamic, non-verbal interaction through

actively engaging participants in practical, concrete activities. The activities, which typically include

cooperative exercises, arts and crafts, homemade projects, and structured games, serve as the

primary medium through which therapeutic change is facilitated.

The fundamental goal of AGT is to provide an indulgent, highly supportive, and psychologically

safe environment where children are encouraged to externalize their inner conflicts and

demonstrate their feelings and social patterns spontaneously. By observing and participating in

these constructed methods of interaction, children gain crucial opportunities to practice new social

skills, test behavioral boundaries, and resolve emotional issues within a controlled group setting.

This active involvement is particularly beneficial for youths who may be resistant to direct verbal

probing or who lack the cognitive skills necessary for abstract self-analysis, allowing them to

communicate and heal through action.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

Activity-Group Therapy was formally introduced and developed by the influential American

psychotherapist Samuel Richard Slavson (1890-1981) beginning in the 1930s. Slavson is widely

regarded as one of the founders of modern group psychotherapy, and his work in AGT was a direct

response to the inadequacy he perceived in applying purely adult-focused psychoanalytic

techniques to the treatment of troubled children. He recognized that the developmental stage of

childhood necessitates a therapeutic approach centered on play, motor activity, and object

relations rather than complex verbal interpretation.

Slavson's model was established on the premise that children achieve therapeutic gains not

primarily through the therapist's interpretations, but through the dynamics of the group itself. The

carefully selected activities become the focal point around which the children organize their

emotional and social responses. The historical evolution of AGT thus highlights a shift toward non-

directive and permissive therapeutic environments, establishing a vital precedent for many

expressive and play therapies that followed. Slavson's work underscored that for optimal

outcomes, AGT groups must be constructed with meticulous attention to the age, developmental
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level, and psychological needs of the participants, ensuring the interaction is therapeutically

suitable.

3. Key Characteristics

Activity-Group Therapy is defined by several core operational characteristics that maximize its

effectiveness with youth populations:

Active Involvement and Concrete Projects: AGT places a heavy emphasis on the use of

concrete activities--such as creating objects, building models, or engaging in collaborative games--

as the vehicle for therapeutic interaction. This reliance on doing rather than just talking helps

bypass intellectual resistance and allows underlying emotional issues to surface naturally through

the process of creation and teamwork.

Structured Age Categories: Participants are strategically grouped into constructed age

categories to ensure homogeneity in developmental capabilities and interests. This classification

minimizes the potential for social dominance by older children and maximizes the potential for

peers to form meaningful identifications and provide relevant mutual support.

Therapist as Facilitator (Indulgent Milieu): The role of the therapist in AGT is highly specific;

they function as a permissive facilitator rather than a directive leader. The therapist provides the

materials and the safe setting, allowing the children considerable freedom to explore and express

themselves, while intervening only to maintain safety and structure. This atmosphere of indulgence

is central to creating a corrective emotional experience where the child feels accepted

unconditionally.

Focus on Group Dynamics: While the activities are central, the true therapeutic mechanism is

the interaction that occurs during the activity. AGT is fundamentally designed to help children

demonstrate how they feel in relation to others, allowing the group to function as a microcosm of

the child's external social life, where maladaptive patterns can be observed and modified through

corrective feedback from peers and the therapist.

4. Applications and Examples

Activity-Group Therapy is broadly applied across various clinical settings dealing with childhood

and adolescent behavioral health. It is particularly valuable for populations that struggle with

internalizing disorders, social integration deficits, or communication barriers, such as the following:

Social Anxiety and Withdrawal: For children suffering from shyness, social phobia, or selective

mutism, the shared task environment reduces the pressure to perform verbally, allowing them to

gradually engage with peers through non-threatening joint efforts. The success of a shared project

often boosts self-esteem and provides a positive association with peer interaction.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): AGT can be highly effective for children diagnosed with ASD
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or related developmental challenges. The structure of the activities provides predictable

boundaries, while the focus on shared projects naturally encourages reciprocal social interaction

and communication improvement, which might otherwise be difficult to initiate. For instance, the

original source content mentions that AGT helped a child with an Autism diagnosis "communicate

better with his peers."

Acting-Out Behaviors: For children prone to aggression or impulsive behavior, AGT provides an

acceptable outlet for energy and frustration through constructive physical activity. The group

setting imposes natural consequences for extreme behavior, which are mediated by the peer group

and the therapist, teaching the child better impulse control within a framework of safety.

5. Significance and Impact

The impact of Activity-Group Therapy extends beyond immediate behavioral correction; it serves

as a critical developmental tool. By providing opportunities for identification with peers and healthy

competition, AGT fosters the development of ego strength and maturity. The ability to successfully

navigate the social and logistical challenges posed by the group activities translates directly into

improved functioning in school and family settings.

Slavson's methodology fundamentally validated the use of non-verbal, expressive techniques

within formalized psychotherapy, influencing the subsequent rise of occupational therapy,

expressive arts therapy, and various forms of therapeutic play. The core concept--that children

need to actively experience new social roles rather than merely discuss them--remains a

cornerstone of modern child psychology, highlighting AGT's enduring significance as a

foundational treatment for strengthening interpersonal communication and emotional resilience in

youth.

6. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its proven efficacy, Activity-Group Therapy is subject to specific clinical debates. One

persistent criticism centers on the relative lack of interpretive depth compared to traditional

psychoanalytic therapies. Since AGT prioritizes activity and interaction over intensive verbal

disclosure, critics suggest that it may not be suitable for children whose therapeutic needs require

highly detailed insight into early developmental trauma or complex, internalized conflicts.

Furthermore, the success of AGT relies heavily on the therapist's capacity to maintain the delicate

balance inherent in the "indulgent milieu." If the therapist is too permissive, the group risks

descending into chaos, potentially reinforcing maladaptive behaviors or allowing dominant children

to intimidate others. Conversely, if the therapist is too directive, the spontaneous expression and

therapeutic risk-taking essential to the modality may be suppressed. Successful implementation

requires specialized training in managing non-verbal group dynamics while ensuring the chosen
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activities are consistently therapeutically relevant to the age category.

Further Reading

Samuel Richard Slavson

Group Psychotherapy

Therapeutic Play

Psychology Dictionary entry on Activity-Group Therapy (N., Sam M.S.)
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