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Assignment Therapy

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Group Therapy, Sociometry

1. Core Definition

Assignment Therapy represents a specialized, structured technique utilized primarily within the

context of group therapy settings. Its fundamental purpose is to strategically organize participants

into smaller, more functional subgroups to optimize therapeutic interaction, enhance group

cohesion, and streamline communication pathways among members. Unlike arbitrary or

convenience-based subgroup assignments, Assignment Therapy employs a rigorous, data-driven

approach based on pre-existing interpersonal dynamics. This methodology ensures that the

resulting small groups are formed not by chance, but according to patterns of attraction, repulsion,

and indifference already present within the larger collective. By deliberately manipulating the

composition of these temporary subgroups, the therapist aims to address specific relational

challenges, integrate isolated members, and maximize the effectiveness of focused therapeutic

interventions, thereby facilitating deeper and more meaningful engagement with the group process

as a whole.

The core principle underpinning Assignment Therapy dictates that the existing, often unspoken,

social architecture of a group holds significant predictive power regarding therapeutic success.

When individuals are placed randomly into discussion or task groups, the existing dynamics--such

as cliquishness, rejection, or unresolved conflicts--may simply be replicated, thereby hindering

progress. Assignment Therapy explicitly counters this by making the relational patterns transparent

and actionable. The technique transforms implicit social data into an explicit framework for

intervention, ensuring that every assignment serves a deliberate therapeutic goal, whether it is

fostering interaction between previously distant members or creating supportive environments for

individuals requiring specific feedback or support. This careful management of group composition

is what distinguishes Assignment Therapy as a powerful tool for process enhancement in dynamic

group environments.

2. Conceptual Origins and Historical Development

Assignment Therapy is intrinsically linked to the pioneering work of Jacob L. Moreno (1889-1974),

the Austrian psychiatrist, philosopher, and originator of psychodrama and sociometry. Moreno

articulated this technique as part of his broader theoretical framework concerning human

interaction and the spontaneous organization of social groups. His work emphasized that human

societies, even small therapeutic groups, are governed by unseen forces of mutual attraction and

rejection--forces he termed the "tele." The development of Assignment Therapy arose from

Moreno's desire to operationalize these forces, moving the study and management of social
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relations from speculative theory into empirical practice. By the mid-20th century, as group therapy

began to solidify its role as a recognized modality, Moreno's sociometric methods provided the

necessary empirical structure to move beyond purely verbal or interpretative approaches to group

dynamics.

The historical development of Assignment Therapy mirrors the evolution of sociometry itself--the

quantitative method for measuring social relationships. Moreno believed that group effectiveness

was fundamentally reliant on the spontaneous organization of its members, and that therapeutic

blocks often stemmed from structural imbalances (e.g., highly isolated members, overly centralized

leaders). Assignment Therapy provided a corrective mechanism. It transitioned from a theoretical

concept--that group structure matters--to a practical intervention where structure could be

measured, diagnosed, and intentionally reformed to achieve better outcomes. Consequently, this

technique became a key component in therapeutic settings where maximizing interpersonal

learning and cohesiveness was paramount, firmly establishing a precedent for empirically informed

group composition.

3. Mechanism: The Role of Sociometry

The successful application of Assignment Therapy is entirely dependent upon the administration

and interpretation of a sociometric test. This test is a specialized measurement tool administered

to every participant in the group, designed to quantitatively assess the patterns of intermember

relations. Typically, participants are asked to indicate their preferences (who they would most like

to work with, sit next to, or share an experience with) and, sometimes, their rejections (who they

would least prefer to interact with) for specific activities or contexts within the group setting. The

test results are then mapped out visually in a sociogram, which graphically illustrates the social

networks, cliques, dyads, mutual choices, and isolates present within the collective.

The data yielded by the sociometric test serves as the foundational diagnostic tool for the therapist.

It reveals the "hidden" structure of the group, identifying individuals who are sociometrically popular

(stars), those who are neglected or isolated, those who form mutual pairs, and the boundaries of

existing subgroups or cliques. Without this precise measurement of relational energy, Assignment

Therapy would revert to mere guesswork. By transforming complex, subjective feelings into

quantifiable data, the therapist gains an objective basis for intervention. For example, if the test

reveals that a critical member is highly isolated, Assignment Therapy can be utilized to intentionally

place that individual into a small group with members who expressed positive, or at least neutral,

choices toward them, thereby ensuring a supportive environment for integration and minimizing the

risk of further isolation or marginalization.

The accuracy of the sociogram is crucial because the subsequent assignments are direct

interventions into the group's existing social field. The measurement process allows the therapist to
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diagnose specific structural pathologies--such as high levels of internal friction or the existence of

non-functional, closed subgroups--that impede overall group function. Once these patterns are

clearly discerned, the therapist uses the sociogram to strategically dismantle unproductive patterns

and construct new, more therapeutically advantageous groupings. This rigorous, empirical

foundation is what differentiates Assignment Therapy from more intuitive approaches to group

management, ensuring that every assignment is a targeted therapeutic act aimed at structural

improvement.

4. Implementation and Process

The implementation of Assignment Therapy follows a deliberate, multi-stage process that begins

after the sociometric data has been collected and analyzed. The initial stage involves clearly

defining the purpose of the small group assignment--is it for a specific task, deep self-disclosure,

conflict resolution, or skill practice? The therapist then uses the sociogram's insights into

intermember relations to create small groups that intentionally deviate from the spontaneous

choices or existing negative patterns. For instance, the therapist might strategically pair two highly

dominant members to manage their need for control, or conversely, pair an isolate with a highly

chosen, supportive member to facilitate integration and build confidence.

During the assignment phase, individuals are assigned to these smaller, more focused units.

These groups are temporary and task-specific, allowing the therapist to control the dosage of

exposure between members. The process is highly calculated: if the goal is to enhance overall

group cohesion, assignments might focus on forcing interaction across previously impermeable

clique boundaries. If the goal is to challenge a resistant member, they might be placed in a group

with members known to offer constructive but firm feedback. The assignments are not punitive but

are designed as structured opportunities for participants to experience new relational roles and

challenge entrenched social behaviors in a monitored setting.

A key component of effective implementation is the post-assignment processing. After the small

groups complete their task, the entire large group reconvenes. The therapist then facilitates a

discussion not just about the task content, but about the *process* of working together in the

assigned configuration. This debriefing stage is vital, as it allows members to reflect on their

feelings, observations, and reactions to the specific relational environment they experienced. By

discussing how they felt working with individuals they might not have chosen, or how the new

structure influenced their participation, members gain powerful insights into their own social roles

and the broader group dynamic, thereby cementing the therapeutic benefit derived from the

intentional assignment structure.

5. Objectives and Therapeutic Benefits
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The primary objective of Assignment Therapy is to enhance the overall effectiveness and

functionality of the group. This enhancement is achieved through the direct promotion of group

cohesiveness. Cohesion, in the therapeutic context, refers to the attraction members feel toward

the group and its ability to function as a unified whole. When sociometric data is used to inform

assignments, the therapist can systematically reduce the existence of "social voids" or

marginalized members who drain group energy and hinder participation. By guaranteeing that

every member experiences positive and intentional interaction, Assignment Therapy lowers

resistance and increases the feeling of shared purpose, which is essential for deep therapeutic

work.

Furthermore, Assignment Therapy specifically targets the improvement of communication among

participants. Often, communication barriers in a large group are rooted in unspoken preferences,

status hierarchies, or prior conflicts. By creating temporary subgroups where these barriers are

intentionally disrupted--forcing high-status members to collaborate equally with low-status

members, or bridging communication gaps between opposing cliques--the technique encourages

new patterns of dialogue. Members learn to communicate with a broader range of personalities

and styles, fostering adaptability and empathy. This structured exposure helps participants

generalize these improved communication skills back to the primary group setting and ultimately

into their external lives.

A significant therapeutic benefit lies in the reduction of social anxiety and the promotion of

integration for isolated individuals. Groups naturally produce isolates, members who feel

disconnected or are actively rejected. Assignment Therapy provides a buffered environment where

the therapist ensures these individuals are included and supported, often by pairing them with

sociometrically popular or highly empathetic members. This deliberate inclusion helps break the

cycle of self-fulfilling prophecy related to social failure, offering positive relational experiences that

can lead to increased self-esteem and greater overall participation in the therapeutic process. The

technique thus operates as a powerful corrective emotional experience rooted in structural

intervention.

6. Relationship to Jacob L. Moreno's Work

Assignment Therapy is perhaps the most direct application of Jacob L. Moreno's theories

regarding sociometry and the need for therapeutic intervention at the level of the social structure.

Moreno, who coined the term "Group Therapy" in the 1930s, viewed mental health and illness not

merely as individual phenomena but as consequences of relational networks. His central idea was

that people suffer when their actual social networks (the people they are forced to interact with) do

not align with their internal desires (the people they wish to interact with)--a discrepancy he

referred to as sociometric imbalance. Assignment Therapy is the practical tool designed to restore

this balance, at least temporarily, within the controlled setting of the therapy group.
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Moreno's concepts of the socius (the interconnected social self) and tele (the feeling structure that

connects individuals) are fully utilized within this technique. Assignment Therapy attempts to foster

positive tele relationships by minimizing exposure to highly negative or unproductive tele

connections. It is fundamentally aligned with Moreno's belief in action-oriented therapy, where

insight is achieved not just through discussion, but through the experience of spontaneous

interaction and restructured roles. By creating small groups based on measured preference, the

therapist facilitates the development of a therapeutic environment where the "socius" of each

individual can thrive through successful interaction.

Further Reading

Jacob L. Moreno (Wikipedia entry on the founder of Sociometry and Psychodrama).

Sociometry (Wikipedia entry detailing the measurement of social relationships).

Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice (Official APA journal on group therapy

processes).
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