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ACTIVITY-INTERVIEW GROUP PSYCHOTHERAPY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Group Psychotherapy, Child and Adolescent
Psychiatry, Psychoanalytic Theory

1. Core Definition

Activity-Interview Group Psychotherapy represents a specialized form of analytical team
psychotherapeutics specifically designed for the treatment of children and adolescents.
Introduced by the pioneering American psychotherapist Samuel Richard Slavson, this methodology

integrates the benefits of non-verbal, expressive activities with targeted, insightful verbal inquiry
conducted by the therapist. Unlike purely verbal forms of therapy which may be challenging for
younger or highly resistant patients, this approach leverages spontaneous play, shared interests,
and entertaining exercises to lower psychological defenses and encourage the externalization of
inner conflicts, unresolved controversies, and unconscious fantasies. The core innovation lies in
the simultaneous utilization of action and reflection; while the activity provides a medium for
behavioral manifestation of internal struggles, the subsequent or concurrent interview segment
ensures that these manifestations are processed and understood analytically by the child, bridging
the gap between unconscious behavior and conscious insight.

This therapeutic model is fundamentally rooted in psychoanalytic principles, positing that
behavioral and emotional disturbances in youth stem from repressed feelings, interpersonal
conflicts, and distorted self-perceptions often rooted in early family dynamics. The group setting is
carefully curated to replicate a functional social environment, allowing patients to experience
transference reactions, test new coping mechanisms, and receive peer validation. The
professional's role transcends mere facilitation; they act as a neutral, interpretive observer who
structures the environment to maximize therapeutic opportunity. The ultimate aim is not just
symptomatic relief, but a deep, structural change achieved through the fusion of catharsis (through
activity) and interpretation (through interview), enabling patients to gain self-awareness regarding
how their existing struggles are influencing their current behavior and the outlook they project
onto future social interactions.

2. Historical Development and Proponent

The Activity-Interview approach is a direct evolution of the therapeutic innovations championed by
Samuel Richard Slavson (1898-1981), who is widely regarded as the founder of modern group
psychotherapy for children. Slavson initially developed Activity Group Therapy (AGT) in the 1930s,
recognizing that young children and latency-aged youth often lack the verbal capacity or
psychological maturity required to engage meaningfully in traditional, purely verbal analytic
sessions. AGT focused primarily on providing a corrective emotional experience within the group
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setting, where supervised activities--such as crafts, games, or cooking--served as the primary
therapeutic tool for fostering object relations and mitigating antisocial or isolated behaviors.

However, Slavson and his colleagues recognized a limitation in pure AGT: while it provided
significant behavioral and emotional release (catharsis) and improved social functioning, it
sometimes fell short in facilitating deep, structural insight necessary for lasting change, particularly
among older or more inhibited children. This realization led to the refinement of the model into
Activity-Interview Group Psychotherapy. The addition of the "interview" component formalized the
requirement for the therapist to actively engage in verbal interpretation and inquiry. This hybrid
structure was designed to cater to a broader developmental spectrum, ensuring that the necessary
analytical work--the conscious understanding of unconscious material--was not neglected.

This development firmly cemented Slavson's contribution to the field, establishing a model that
acknowledges the developmental differences in how children process emotion and conflict. The
shift introduced a critical balance: maintaining the protective structure of play (the activity) while
deliberately introducing structured reflection (the interview) to encourage the child's burgeoning
capacity for self-observation. This historical pivot proved instrumental in demonstrating the
versatility of group modalities in treating complex childhood psychological disorders across various
ages and levels of verbal sophistication.

3. Key Therapeutic Mechanisms

The efficacy of Activity-Interview Group Psychotherapy rests on the synergistic operation of its two
namesake components: the activity phase and the interview phase. The activity phase is designed
to create a permissive, non-demanding atmosphere where the child's instinctual drives and
repressed material are spontaneously projected onto the materials, the group dynamic, or the
immediate task. The selection of activities is crucial; they must be engaging enough to distract the
conscious ego, allowing conflicts and emotions to emerge indirectly. These non-verbal
expressions serve as the primary source of diagnostic and therapeutic material, bypassing the
intellectual defenses often employed by children in direct questioning.

During the activity, the therapist, or professional, maintains a position of keen observation. It is
during this time that they collect the vital data regarding the child's interpersonal style, reaction to
frustration, relationship to authority (transference), and capacity for collaboration. The physical
interaction and engagement with peers and materials become symbolic expressions of their
internal world. For instance, aggressive destruction of materials might represent anger towards a
parent, while rigid adherence to rules might indicate an excessive need for control stemming from
an unpredictable home environment.

The interview component, which may be woven intermittently into the activity or conducted as a
structured follow-up, is the analytical engine of the therapy. The professional requests information
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from the children, linking their observed behaviors or affective reactions during the activity to their
known developmental or familial struggles. This process of inquiry is not confrontational but rather
gently evocative, inspiring the children to achieve a level of comprehension regarding the
motivations underlying their actions. By asking questions like, "l noticed you became very quiet
when John took your paint; does that feeling remind you of anything that happens at home?" the
therapist facilitates the translation of non-verbal experience into conscious, verbal insight, thus
fulfilling the psychoanalytic goal of making the unconscious conscious.

4. Target Population and Application

Activity-Interview Group Psychotherapy is specifically tailored for youths from birth to the
teenage years, encompassing infants, toddlers, latency-aged children, and early adolescents. This
broad application range underscores the flexibility of the model, which adjusts the ratio and
intensity of activity versus interview based on the patient's developmental level. For very young
children (toddlers and preschoolers), the emphasis remains heavily on the activity component, with
the "interview" consisting of simple verbal reflections and labeling of emotions by the therapist,
rather than complex verbal analysis.

The model proves particularly effective for children who present with internalizing disorders, such
as anxiety or selective mutism, who may struggle to articulate their distress in traditional talk
therapy settings. It is equally valuable for children with externalizing disorders, such as disruptive
behavior or attention deficits, where the structured, yet permissive, group setting provides
boundaries and immediate social feedback often absent in their individual lives. The group serves
as a powerful microcosm, enabling the therapist to observe and intervene directly within the
context of peer relationships, which are critically important during latency and adolescence.

In clinical practice, the groups are typically organized to be homogeneous in terms of
developmental stage but heterogeneous in terms of diagnhosis, ensuring that the mix of
personalities facilitates beneficial interaction and transference dynamics. The activities are
selected to be developmentally appropriate--ranging from sandplay and dollhouses for younger
patients to collaborative projects or structured discussions for older adolescents. Regardless of the
age group, the fundamental goal remains constant: utilizing shared interests and entertaining
exercises as a conduit for emotional expression and subsequent analytical processing.

5. Clinical Goals and Outcomes

The clinical goals of Activity-Interview Group Psychotherapy extend beyond simple behavioral
modification; they aim for deep, personality restructuring akin to individual psychoanalysis, but
achieved through group dynamics. A primary goal is the development of improved ego strength,
enabling the child to tolerate frustration, delay gratification, and manage anxiety more effectively.
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The therapist assists the child in moving from acting out their conflicts (behavioral expression
during activity) to thinking about their conflicts (verbal processing during the interview).

Furthermore, a crucial objective is the modification of maladaptive object relations. In the safe,
controlled group environment, children are provided with a corrective emotional experience. If a
child anticipates rejection or criticism (based on past experiences with caregivers), the therapist's
consistent, non-judgmental acceptance, combined with positive peer interactions, gradually
challenges these negative internal working models. The resulting positive outcomes typically
include enhanced capacity for empathy, reduced feelings of isolation, and significant improvements
in peer relationships and family communication.

The successful completion of this therapy often results in the patient achieving a greater
understanding of the link between their internal emotional landscape and their external behavioral
patterns. The analytical interview segments ensure that the energy released through catharsis in
the activity is channeled into meaningful self-insight, preventing the mere repetition of patterns
outside the therapeutic environment. Children learn to identify and verbalize the declaration of
controversies and dreams (fantasies), translating previously inchoate feelings into
communicable, manageable thoughts.

Further Reading

Samuel Richard Slavson (Wikipedia Entry)

Group Psychotherapy (Overview of Modality)

History of Group Psychotherapy for Children: Slavson's Contributions (Division 49, APA)
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