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TOWARD SEPARATNESS AND BELONGING

Author unknown |

A very lonely and f rightened woman was drowning in a corner of  the ocean.
She went  down once and then again. As she did all of  her lif e passed before
her eyes. She knew then she was about  to die. As she went  under for the f inal
t ime, and was about  to lose her lif e, she gave birth, and her infant  buoyed her
up and saved her life. They swam and played together for a t ime in their lit t le
corner of  the ocean. As the lit t le child grew older it  began to sw im in larger
and larger circles around it s mother and not iced that  when it  was farthest
away f rom her, uncomfortable feelings of  tension and fear welled up on it s
insides.
And so the child would swim back a lit t le closer and they would relax together.
One day the lit t le child knew that  it  was t ime to sw im away and f ind it s own
special place in the ocean, the place where it  was meant  to be. With a lit t le
smile on her mouth and a great  sadness in her eyes, mother w ished it  well. The
child swam away, and as it  moved out  toward the horizon, farther away that  it
had ever been before, it  looked back and saw it s mother drowning again. The
young child stopped and was torn. It  wanted so much to f ind a place of  it 's
own, but  also needed it s mother to live. So it  swam in a circle at  the end of
their cord, half  it s body w ithin the circle, the other half  on the outside. 
It  didn' t  feel very good, but  at  least  they were alive.





I am delighted to provide an int roduct ion to this excellent  publicat ion on the
theme of  " Separat ion & At tachment ."  It  has been produced under the aegis of
the FEDORA Psyche group whose members are primarily psychological coun-
sellors to students in higher educat ion inst itut ions across Europe. Psyche's main
aims are the development  of  new concepts for counselling in the f ield of  hig -
her educat ion, improved communicat ion and co-operat ion and bet ter under-
standing of  student  counselling in European Universit ies.  Their work supports
the view that  successful academic learning is not  only a mat ter of  acquiring
knowledge, but  also of  personal growth and development .

This report  brings together a large number of  art icles by members of  FEDORA
based on their cont ribut ions to a symposium organised by the Psyche Group in
Copenhagen in 1999. The range of  topics addressed range f rom  " Academic
Achievement  & At tachment "  to " Universit y Life and the Delay of  Adulthood"
and covers a mult it ude of  other considerat ions related to separat ion and
at tachment  in between. At tachment  theory was originally developed to
explain and account  for the at tachment  behaviour of  infants, but  it  has proved
applicable to other areas of  lif e and gives valuable insights into the current
socio-emot ional development  of  individuals. For student  counsellors, this the-
ory might  be useful in improving counselling styles on issues of  separat ion and
at tachment  in an academic environment . It  is also worth not ing that  at tach-
ment  theory st resses the inf luence of  socio-emot ional development  during
infancy as an important  factor for later at tachment  behaviour, so it  is necessa-
ry to consider the student 's past  at tachment  experience in order to bet ter
understand his or her present  situat ion as well as the counselling process it self . 
I recommend this valuable report  to all those w ith an act ive interest  in under-
standing and support ing the personal development  and well being of  students.

Margaret  Dane
FEDORA President

FOREWORD
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In a world that  is becoming increasingly f lexible, rapid changes in the economy
and in society are to be observed. These changes include the development  of
new working environments and family st ructures as well as the need for
increasing mobilit y. 

As a result  of  globalisat ion and the development  of  new technologies, greater
f lexibilit y is opening new perspect ives for societ ies and for the individual. This
f lexibilit y may lead to greater autonomy, the development  of  new skills and
open-mindedness and the enhancement  of  personal opportunit ies and deve-
lopment . The changing nature of  work demands new qualif icat ions. These
demands make it  possible to develop and to apply knowledge based compe-
tencies for a large sector of  the populat ion at  a high level.

However, change can also be negat ive. It  may imply instabilit y, a state that
causes insecurit y  and  loss of  t rust . Globalisat ion creates open compet it ive mar-
kets in which nat ional economies have to react  very fast  in response to the
locat ional advantages of  other economies. The consequences of  such compet i-
t ion may be  decreasing job opportunit ies, dismissals and deteriorat ing wor-
king condit ions. From this perspect ive economic change may well lead to con-
fusion in society. With the inf luence of  t radit ional values diminishing, this con-
fusion may grow. 

Today people of ten have to move f rom one town to another in order to get  a
job. Families are separated, divorce rates are increasing, and parents of ten do
not  have the opportunit y to spend enough t ime w ith their children. Fukuyama
uses the term " great  disrupt ion"  to refer to some of  the negat ive aspects of
change and deregulat ion (Fukuyama, 2000). Undoubtedly, this disorder - and
the possible threats to social order that  it  entails - are not  only a nat ional but
also an internat ional phenomenon, of ten simply referred to as " chaos" .

Students react  to these conf lict ing demands and requirements in various ways.
A common denominator of  such react ions is great  uncertainty and fear of  fai-
lure. It  is obvious that  increasing f lexibilit y in their past ,  present  and future life
of ten implies addit ional st ress and pressure put  on them. Higher educat ional
inst itut ions as a whole must  learn to cope w ith  social and economic change,
not  only for their own benef it  but  in order to help students adapt  to and pro-
f it  f rom the expectat ions imposed on them - both w ithin their higher educa-
t ion environment  and in view of  their future personal and professional lif e. As
McDevit t  (2001, p. 1) puts it : " change is always challenging and a cent ral chal l-

PREFACE
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lenge for staf f  in higher educat ion is to be able to understand the signif icance
of  developments so that  the current , changing needs of  students are respond-
ed to appropriately."  

Universit ies may react  to increasing f lexibilit y by providing students w ith
important  cross-disciplinary skills and knowledge. They can combine students'
academic work w ith perspect ives on future employment  to improve both aca-
demic learning and professional competencies. The changing needs of  students
should be taken into account  when set t ing up universit y curricula, so as to be
able to impart  key qualif icat ions (e.g. self -reliance, self -conf idence, f lexibilit y)
as well as interpersonal competencies and the st rategies for coping w ith uncer-
tainty. It  is essent ial to learn how to prepare oneself  for examinat ions and simi-
lar challenges, and to develop a crit ical view of  one's environment , if  one is not
only to adapt  to changes but  to act ively create new environments. As Tony
Wat ts put  it , the individual needs " to develop a concept  of  serendipitous
planning, planful serendipit y"  (Wat ts, 1995, p. 32).

Guidance and Counselling services have the addit ional responsibilit y to help
students balance their posit ion in lif e, through percept ion and ident if icat ion of
the limit s of  their development . As Craig McDevit t  observed, the younger
generat ions nowadays show an increased tendency to  int rospect ion , to blame
themselves if  things are not  working out  that  well. They have " high expecta-
t ions of  themselves and a lot  is expected of  them"  (McDevit t , 2000, p.5). Thus
it  is important  for counsellors not  to assume that  young people can manage
themselves, but  to realize that  they may need help, and counsellors should be
able to give it  to them in a dif ferent iated way.

In all these issues, concepts of  at tachment  and separat ion play an important
role for personal and social development . They connect  social realit y w ith dee-
per evolut ionary-based psychological and emot ional needs and enhance cog-
nit ive and behavioural competencies. 

In this context  t he working group Psychological Counselling in Higher
Educat ion (PSYCHE) w ithin the European Forum for Student  Guidance thought
it  useful  to take a closer look into some of  the topics connected w ith separa-
t ion and at tachment . We turned our at tent ion to the At tachment  Theory
(Bowlby) which was originally developed for the early stages of  childhood. We
found out  that  quest ions concerning at tachment  and separat ion are not  only
important  for work w ith young children but  also for work w ith young adults
interact ing in the world of  higher educat ion - as well as for the improvement
of  guidance and counselling in higher educat ion.

During our research we came to realize that  there were st ill many quest ions
which needed to be clarif ied and that  further discussion was necessary. So we
organized a conference on " At tachment  and Separat ion"  in Copenhagen f rom
15 -17 September 1999. Some of  the conference papers are at tached to this
elect ronic publicat ion. We hope to of fer some new and interest ing views in this
f ield, relat ing not  only to psychological guidance and counselling but  also to
students'  social ident it y. The focus here is on " the concept  of  t ransit ion w ithin
the context  of  the students'  st ruggle to grow and develop - academically, emo-
t ionally, and socially"  (Ann Conlon).
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We would like to thank our colleagues Met te Bauer, Trine Fredtof t  and Else -
Marie St iling and the members of  their Team Nya Guldberg and Janne Ot tendal
for the ef f icient  local organisat ion of  the conference and the cordial recept ion
they of fered us in Copenhagen.

We also extend our thanks to Marion Kinsella, the Counselling Service secreta-
ry at  the Universit y of  Limerick, for her pat ient  support  in the edit ing process,
to Heike Schardischau for secretarial support  at  the Universit y of  Wuppertal
and to Julia Bluhm and Christ iane Winkler, both students working in the coun-
selling service of  the Universit y of  Wuppertal, who were responsible for the
f inal layout  and edit ing.

We f inally want  to express our grat itude to the library of  the Universit y of
Wuppertal, which of fered us facilit ies for the elect ronic publicat ion, and espe-
cially there to Uwe Stadler and Jörg Krepke for their thorough consultat ion. 

FEDORA-PSYCHE, the professional European network on psychological coun-
selling in higher educat ion, w ill be happy if  this publicat ion enhances debate
and provides some clarif icat ion for some of  the important  issues touched upon
in it s pages.

Gerhart  Rot t , FEDORA-PSYCHE Co-ordinator, 
on behalf  of  the Editorial Team
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ATTACHMENT AND SEPARATION THEORY IN

HIGHER EDUCATION AND STUDENT COUNSELLING

Gerhart Rott |

This paper st ress'  the importance of  understanding the current  interact ion of
higher educat ion and psychotherapy w ithin students'  contextually def ined
environment . This environment  doesn' t  mirror an object ive point  of  view but  is
always const ructed in an individual world. It  is a psychological context  which is
related to others e.g. learning environments and inst itut ional set t ings.

Thanks to at tachment  theory (Bowlby, J. and Ainsworth, M. and others) we can
bet ter understand the ways interact ions in early childhood inf luence the kind
of  context  one creates as an adult . In students'  lives, in their learning environ-
ment , and in higher educat ion in general, t ransit ion processes play an impor-
tant  role. (e.g. ent ry into university, leaving the university). Within those t ran-
sit ions separat ion and at tachment  are newly balanced.

To clarif y some of  the risks and resources for these t ransit ions the balancing
process presents it self  as a developmental perspect ive on student  counselling
and higher educat ion in which both - student  counselling and high educat ion -
might  be realized as resources for each other.

ABSTRACT
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THE STUDENT

In this paper I would like to draw at tent ion to at tachment  theory developed by
Bowlby (1973 / 80) and extended by Mary Ainsworth (1978) in the late 1960s.
This therapy originally focused on the behavioural pat terns of  infants but  has,
especially in recent  years, been adapted to discuss at tachment  behaviour in
adolescents and adults. At tachment  theory thus of fers a promising approach to
student  guidance and counselling. I begin by describing students development
and then, I brief ly sketch out  the history of  at tachment   theory before going on
to discuss it s applicat ions in higher educat ion. I conclude w ith some pract ical
observat ions deriving f rom this discussion.

The transition from secondary to tertiary
education is characterised by many chall-
lenges affecting the student's educatio-
nal, social, and financial life. It is therefore
important to note that the acquisition of a
degree in higher education requires full
participation in the academic environ-
ment, with all that this entails.
Before entering the academic environ-
ment, the student's personality has been
shaped by various factors such as indivi-
dual ontogenesis, family background / cir-
cumstances, peer-groups and education in
school. Successful involvement in the aca-
demic environment requires the acquisi-
tion of a fair number of new skills.
Students who leave their hometowns
have to get used to a new environment
and possibly to living on their own for the
first time. Separated from their family and
friends, they have to make new contacts
and build up relationships with people in
the new environment. On a financial level,
students might be forced to reduce their

expenses or get a job in order to increase
their income when entering the academic
environment - if they are not fully suppor-
ted by their parents or don't receive a
scholarship. Challenges also occur in the
ongoing course of education. In contrast
to school education, students are free to
choose their own subjects. This leads to a
more individual approach towards know-
ledge. The student is, however, now res-
ponsible for his or her own educational
career. The acquisition of knowledge and
the anticipated achievement of a universi-
ty degree depend entirely on the stu
dent's motivation and organisation. The
student is, furthermore, expected to start
making preparations for a professional
career while still at university.

INTRODUCTION
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Bowlby differentiates between the terms
attachment and attachment behaviour: He
refers to attachment as an affectional tie or
bond that serves a specific purpose and to
attachment behaviours as the behaviour
that aims at forming and maintaining the
bond.
b |
development of attachment bonds:
According to Bowlby there are four stages
in the development of attachment bonds:
birth through 8-12 weeks, orientation and
signals without discrimination of figures;
6-8 months, orientation and signals direct-
ed towards one (or more) discriminated
figures; 6 months onwards, maintenance
of proximity to a discriminated figure by
means of locomotion as well as signals;
3-4 years, formation of a goal-corrected
partnership, the child becoming less ego-
centric and able to perceive other people's
needs.
c |
internal working models: From the middle
of the first year onwards infants store
experiences on past interactions and con-
vert them into a pattern that is designed to
predict the partner's behaviour as well as
helping to plan the infant's own response.
Bowlby named these dynamic representa-
tions internal working models. They are
valid for the infant itself as well as the care-
taker and because they derive from actual
transaction patterns between the infant
and the caretaker they complement each
other. Although the internal working
model developed in early childhood has an
impact on attachment relationships in
other spans of life, it is not static but capa-
ble of further development based on diffe-
rent experiences.
Mary Ainsworth (1978) supported
Bowlby's attachment theory and provided
further evidence for the thesis of the infan-
t's attempt to initiate and maintain attach-
ment bonds. It is important to note, howe-
ver, that Ainsworth concentrated on
attachment behaviours that children dis-
play in an already existing relationship (cri-
tical attachment behaviours) whereas
Bowlby focused on precursor or mediating

John Bowlby's research (1973) on the
necessity for and impact of attachment
behaviour in early childhood was conduct-
ed at a time when the assumption that the
infants need for nourishment as the only
factor dominating the early infant-adult
relationship was gradually being rejected.
After the two World Wars, many children
throughout Europe had lost their parents
and families and had been placed in orph-
anages. In these institutions, as well as in
the special institutions for abandoned or
abused children that had been established
in the United States, it soon became appa-
rent that the majority of children showed
signs of serious psychological dysfunction
despite optimal nutritional, medical and
physical care. An experiment by Harlow
and Zimmerman (1959), who separated
monkeys from their mothers and raised
them with inanimate surrogate mothers,
provided further proof for the assumption
that social interaction between infant and
caretaker (contact comfort) was as impor-
tant for the development of the infant as
the provision of food.
From these data, Bowlby concluded that
there was a need for social interaction in
early infancy apart from the need for nutri-
tion. He soon expanded his thesis on an
evolutionary-biological level and argued
that attachment serves the survival inter-
ests of a child. Assuming that human sur-
vival mechanisms date back to life in the
savannah grasslands, Bowlby suggests
that the attainment of physical contact
with an adult guaranteed protection. In
order to maintain proximity, infants are
equipped with a repertoire of innate beha-
viour like crying, sucking, smiling and gras-
ping that Bowlby refers to as proximate
mechanisms. Adults on the other hand are
able to perceive and interpret the signals
which cannot be explained by the theory
of secondary drive.

Bowlby's attachment theory (1973 / 80)
comprises the following elements:

a |
attachment / attachment behaviours:

ATTACHMENT THEORY - A BRIEF OVERVIEW
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ped an interview strategy that aimed at
gaining insight into an adult's (including
parents') current thoughts and feelings
about their own childhood attachment
experiences (The Adult Attachment
Interview). The evaluation of questions was
not so much determined by the actual con-
tent but rather by the internal coherence
and organisation of the statements. Three
patterns of response were discovered:
secure-autonomous (adults who reflect on
and evaluate their attachment experiences
and give information on an objective level),
dismissing of attachment (adults who deny
the importance of attachment in childhood
and give contradictory statements) and
preoccupied with attachment (adults who
describe themselves as lacking in autono-
my or were not able to verbalise an overall
impression of their attachment experien-
ces). In a second step parents' attachment
experiences were compared to the current
attachment behaviours of their children.
Based on the model of the Adult
Attachment Interview, Kobak and Sceery
(1988) conducted interviews on childhood
attachment experiences with college stu-
dents. As a result, the three major response
patterns discovered by George, Kaplan and
Main proved themselves to be valid even
on a level that dismisses the issue of paren-
ting. In 1987, Hazan and Shaver presented
a method called Adult Attachment Styles
which aimed at assignment to one of the
three " Ainsworth-Styles"  (secure, avoi-
dant, ambivalent) by the participants them-
selves. The model of Hazan and Shaver
leads, among many others, to the classifi-
cation of attachment styles as an important
tool for analysing interaction and partners-
hips in adulthood.
Attachment theory was originally develo -
ped to explain and account for the attach -
ment behaviour of infants. But it has pro-
ven applicable to other areas of life and
gives valuable insights into the current
socio-emotional development of individu-
als. For student counsellors, this theory
might be useful in improving counselling
styles on issues of separation and attach -
ment in an academic environment.

attachment behaviours which exist even
before an attachment figure is evident.
The diversity of attachment behaviours was
convincingly proven by a laboratory situa-
tion developed by Ainsworth known as the
" Strange situation" . This laboratory situa-
tion focuses on the third stage of Bowlby's
assumption on the development of attach-
ment bonds. The " Strange situation"  con-
sists of an introductory episode of 30 sec-
onds and seven 3-minute episodes in
which mother, baby and a stranger partici-
pate. Special attention is given to the
infant's behaviour during the two episodes
where mother and baby are separated and
reunited. Based on these observations,
Ainsworth was able to identify four groups
of attachment behaviour displayed by one-
year-old children: 

Group A|
insecure-avoidant, little or no tendency to
seek proximity to or interaction or contact
with the mother, even in reunion periods,
tendency to treat the stranger much as the
mother is treated
Group B|
secure, baby actively seeks contact and
proximity with mother especially in the reu-
nion episodes, wants to maintain contact
Group C|
insecure-ambivalent (anxious), baby dis-
plays contact- and interaction-resisting
behaviour towards mother as well as
moderate-to-strong seeking of proximity
and contact, the latter especially in reunion
episodes
Group D|
insecure-disorganized, emergence of a
variety of disorganised behaviour that
cannot be described by the ABC classifica-
tion e.g. infants display a combination of
strongly avoidant and resistant reunion
behaviour (this group was not identified by
Ainsworth but was later added by Main
and Hesse (1990). In subsequent decades,
the attachment theory has been applied to
other spans of life in order to explore and
explain attachment behaviour in adoles-
cents and adults. In the early 1980's
George, Kaplan and Main (1984) develo-
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FOCUS ON THE STUDENT BIOGRAPHY

Within the domain of  student  guidance and counselling I would like to appro-
ach the at tachment  theory in three ways: by point ing out  the importance of
focusing on the student  biography, the importance of  orientat ion towards spe-
cif ic systems and the amalgamat ion of  at tachment  theory w ith other theories.

Attachment theory stresses that processes
such as detachment from parents and stri-
ving for autonomy, as well as the ability to
initiate and maintain contacts to other indi-
viduals are influenced by the emotional
experiences of an infant in the first year of
life.
One way of approaching the problems that
students in tertiary education are confron-
ted with could therefore be to focus on the
student's biography. For example, what
kind of attachment patterns have been
experienced in early childhood and (in
what way) have they changed since then? 
Within the biography, the process of sec-

ondary individuation is of special relevance
because it is still occurring during the
course of student life. According to an
investigation undertaken by Scott Boles
(1999), individuation is a mediating varia-
ble between parental representation and
psychological adjustment. It can be assu -
med that the quality of an individual's
image of the parents can either facilitate or
complicate the process of individuation:
The results provide favorable support for
the idea that individuals who possess men-
tal representations of their parents as
warm, affectionate, and encouraging of
their autonomy are more likely to experien-
ce themselves as psychologically differenti-
ated from significant others; whereas indi-
viduals who possess mental representa-
tions of their parents as lacking in warmth,
affection, and encouragement of autono-
my are more likely to experience themsel-
ves as psychologically dependent on signi-
ficant others. (Boles, 1999, p. 508). On the
basis of these facts we can assume that
individuals who view themselves as
psychologically differentiated from signifi-

cant others are more likely to adjust positi-
vely to new situations or systems than indi-
viduals who view themselves as psychologi-
cally dependent on others.

The successful process of secondary indivi-
duation during adolescence has an impact
on adulthood. For student counsellors, it
might be important to find out if failure in
taking responsibility, coping with increasing
demands and creating individual value
systems might be due to a specific mental
representation of the client's parents.

Another important consideration in the stu-
dent's biography is the coining and deve-
lopment of internal working models.
Bowlby (1973, p. 205) suggests that:  In the
working model of the world that anyone
builds, a key feature is the notion of who
the attachment figures are, where they may
be found, and how they may be expected
to respond. Similarly, in the working model
of the self that anyone builds, a key featu-
re is the notion of how acceptable or
unacceptable the individual is in the eyes of
the attachment figures.

Although it is proven that the working
model developed during the first year func-
tions as a basis for subsequent socio-emo-
tional interactions, it must also be pointed
out that working models are constantly
modified by experiences in the develop-
mental process. This knowledge might be
important for the client in order to cope
with present situations.

ATTACHMENT THEORY IN HIGHER EDUCATION
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ORIENTATION TOWARDS SPECIFIC SYSTEMS

Bowlby states that the family is the first
system a child actively takes part in. This
system doesn't exist from the beginning
but is rather a construct of the infant's
experiences. Attachment figures develop
on the basis of response to early contact-
promoting signals like crying, grasping and
smiling and the provision of physical and
psychological comfort. On the one hand
the infant has to adapt to existing condi-
tions within the family, but on the other
hand it achieves a degree of self-efficacy
because it learns that its demands are res-
pected. The process of becoming a mem-
ber of the system " family"  is a foundatio-
nal experience for being able to adapt to
different systems such as peers and school
or generally for finding one's own place in
the world. Experience in the family influen-
ces a person's general attitude towards
integration in any other system.

The complexity of these systems is not to
be underestimated. The functioning of a
system is influenced by the quality of
attachment bonds to different individuals
who belong to the system. McCurdy and
Scherman (1996) researched on different
family structures and their effects on the
quality of self-esteem and personal aware-
ness. The research provided further eviden-
ce for a conclusion drawn by Lapsley, Rice
and Shadid (1988, p. 293) that " a conflic-
tual relationship with even one parent is
associated with lower personal adjust-
ment."  In addition, McCurdy and
Scherman (1996) were able to show a
strong influence of the father-adolescent
relationship on the development of self-
esteem. Although the attachment bond to
the mother might be more stable, it seems
to be the quality of the attachment to the
father that is dominant in the development
of self-esteem. Adolescents who grew up
in divorced or remarried families or were
raised by just one parent (mainly mother-
custody arrangements) are more likely to
lack self-esteem.

The academic environment is one of the
systems that the student has to become a

part of. This is done by seeking contact and
orientation on the basis of earlier attach -
ment experiences. The system " University"
is one that many thousand of students are
involved in. Nevertheless, every student has
his or her own way of connecting this
system with past experience. 

The ability to get involved in the system of
higher education has been shaped by par-
ticipation in other systems. Research by
Frederick Lopez (1997) on attachment sty-
les of students in an academic environment
points out that students' childhood attach -
ment bonds with their parents might be
reflected in the quality of student-professor
relationships. It has to be kept in mind,
however, that the internal working model
of the student is likely to have been modi-
fied since childhood days. Interestingly,
Lopez's research indicates a connection
between the quality of relationships to pro-
fessors and fellow students and mastery-
learning attitudes. Students who displayed
a secure attachment behaviour were able
to establish secure relationships to profes-
sors and peers and were able to cope with
disappointments and demotivation during
their studies. Students with an insecure
attachment behaviour, however, seem to
be more hesitant to get involved with peo-
ple from the university community and
were not as strong in opposing anxieties
and failure.

The inability to detach from mentally
strong systems like " family"  might lead to
difficulties in becoming involved in other
coexisting systems. In her article " Student
poverty"  Patricia Wade (1995) gives an
example of a young male student who
wasn't able to integrate into the university
system because he couldn't cope with the
separation from his mother. Going home at
the weekends by public transport led to
severe financial problems and deprived him
of social contact with other students and
integration in the university community.
So far, I have pointed out the difficulties

students might have in adapting to the
systems inherent in the process of higher
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education because of earlier attachment
experience, and it seems that patterns of
attachments do have an " extreme stabili-
ty"  (Schmidt & Strauß, 1997, p. 12). Yet
Bowlby (1969, 1973) has already made the
point that critical life events and psycho-
therapy might be able to modify the inter-
nal working models. There is a develop-
mental perspective within the challenge to
balance autonomy and relatedness within
one's social context. One should not over-
look the fact that internal working models
are established on the basis of internal-
external relationships which become
increasingly internalised. Internal models
always remain in contact with external sti-
muli and open to adaptation. One might
compare this process with the assimilation
and accommodation concept developed by
Piaget. It remains necessary to find out if
the university and its educational quality as
an external factor is interacting with the
students' internal models, either in a supp-
portive way by establishing a feeling of
security or in an obstructive way by provo -
king anxious ambivalence and avoidance.
Bowlby states that the family is the first
system a child actively takes part in. This
system doesn't exist from the beginning
but is rather a construct of the infant's
experiences. Attachment figures develop
on the basis of response to early contact-
promoting signals like crying, grasping and
smiling and the provision of physical and
psychological comfort. On the one hand
the infant has to adapt to existing condi-
tions within the family, but on the other
hand it achieves a degree of self-efficacy
because it learns that its demands are res-
pected. The process of becoming a mem-
ber of the system " family"  is a foundatio -
nal experience for being able to adapt to
different systems such as peers and school
or generally for finding one's own place in
the world. Experience in the family influen-
ces a person's general attitude towards
integration in any other system.

The complexity of these systems is not to
be underestimated. The functioning of a
system is influenced by the quality of

attachment bonds to different individuals
who belong to the system. McCurdy and
Scherman (1996) researched on different
family structures and their effects on the
quality of self-esteem and personal aware-
ness. The research provided further eviden-
ce for a conclusion drawn by Lapsley, Rice
and Shadid (1988, p. 293) that " a conflic-
tual relationship with even one parent is
associated with lower personal adjust-
ment."  In addition, McCurdy and
Scherman were able to show a strong
influence of the father-adolescent relations-
hip on the development of self-esteem.
Although the attachment bond to the mot-
her might be more stable, it seems to be
the quality of the attachment to the father
that is dominant in the development of
self-esteem. Adolescents who grew up in
divorced or remarried families or were
raised by just one parent (mainly mother-
custody arrangements) are more likely to
lack self-esteem.

The academic environment is one of the
systems that the student has to become a
part of. This is done by seeking contact and
orientation on the basis of earlier attach-
ment experiences. The system " University"
is one that many thousand of students are
involved in. Nevertheless, every student has
his or her own way of connecting this
system with past experience. 

The ability to get involved in the system of
higher education has been shaped by parti-
cipation in other systems. Research by
Frederick Lopez (1997) on attachment sty-
les of students in an academic environment
points out that students' childhood attach-
ment bonds with their parents might be
reflected in the quality of student-professor
relationships. It has to be kept in mind,
however, that the internal working model
of the student is likely to have been modi-
fied since childhood days. Interestingly,
Lopez's research indicates a connection
between the quality of relationships to pro-
fessors and fellow students and mastery-
learning attitudes. Students who displayed
a secure attachment behaviour were able
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CONNECTION BETWEEN ATTACHMENT THEORY

AND OTHER APPROACHES

to establish secure relationships to profes-
sors and peers and were able to cope with
disappointments and demotivation during
their studies. Students with an insecure
attachment behaviour, however, seem to
be more hesitant to get involved with peo-
ple from the university community and
were not as strong in opposing anxieties
and failure.

The inability to detach from mentally
strong systems like " family"  might lead to
difficulties in becoming involved in other
coexisting systems. In her article " Student
poverty"  Patricia Wade (1995) gives an
example of a young male student who
wasn't able to integrate into the university
system because he couldn't cope with the
separation from his mother. Going home
at the weekends by public transport led to
severe financial problems and deprived
him of social contact with other students
and integration in the university communi-
ty.
So far, I have pointed out the difficulties
students might have in adapting to the
systems inherent in the process of higher

education because of earlier attachment
experience, and it seems that patterns of
attachments do have an " extreme stabili-
ty"  (Strauß / Schmidt, 1997, p. 12). Yet
Bowlby has already made the point that
critical life events and psychotherapy
might be able to modify the internal wor-
king models. There is a developmental per-
spective within the challenge to balance
autonomy and relatedness within one's
social context. One should not overlook
the fact that internal working models are
established on the basis of internal-exter-
nal relationships which become increas-
ingly internalised. Internal models always
remain in contact with external stimuli and
open to adaptation. One might compare
this process with the assimilation and
accommodation concept developed by
Piaget. It remains necessary to find out if
the university and its educational quality as
an external factor is interacting with the
students' internal models, either in a supp-
portive way by establishing a feeling of
security or in an obstructive way by provo-
king anxious ambivalence and avoidance.

systems theory, which directs attention to
" inner programming"  and links behaviou-
ral theory to an information processing
model of cognition; and with Piaget's
structural approach to the development of
cognition (Ainsworth 1978, pp. 3-4). 
It was the scope of this theoretical frame-
work that invited others to relate attach-
ment theory to emerging psychological
and psychotherapeutic concepts as well as
reformulate aspects of attachment theory
within newly emerging concepts such as
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1991), emotion and
self-regulation (Thompson, 1990), emotio-
nal competence (Saarni, 1990) and the
motivational approach to self (Deci &

Bowlby and Ainsworth have always stress-
sed the importance of intermingling,
attachment theory with other approaches
aimed at explaining human behaviour.
From its very beginning, attachment theo-
ry integrated a broad scope of theoretical
backgrounds. Bowlby's attachment theory
stemmed from a convergence of several
important trends in the biological discipli-
ne of ethnology and its insistence on vie-
wing behaviour in an evolutionary context;
with psychobiology and its focus on neu-
rophysiological,  endocrine and receptor
processes that interact with environmental
stimuli to activate and terminate the activi-
ty of  behavioural systems; with control
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CONCLUSION

Ryan, 1991). In clinical psychology the rela-
tion between attachment behaviours and
bonds and specific disorders (like depress-
sion or borderline symptoms) have been
looked at (cf. the overview given by
Schmidt & Strauß, 1997). Bowlby saw the
child as a constantly active organism
whose main interest is to explore his or her
surroundings. During childhood the basis
for the degree of self-esteem and self-effi-
cacy is established. With its close connec-
tion to the self as an active organism it
seems that attachment theory contributes
to an empirical way of supporting the cla-
rifying process as well as to the establish -
ment of coping strategies. Both of these
explain the effects of psychotherapy accor-
ding to Grawe's Psychological
Psychotherapy (Grawe, 1998). Attachment

If  these are the factors that  emerge when at tachment  theory is applied to emo-
t ional behaviour in adolescence and adulthood, what  implicat ions does this
have for guidance techniques in student  counselling and how does it  af fect  the
universit y as an inst itut ion of  higher educat ion?
So far as student  counselling is concerned, we should pay at tent ion to the foll-
low ing: since at tachment  theory st resses the inf luence on socio-emot ional
development  during infancy as an important  factor for later at tachment  beha-
viour, we must  conclude that  it  is necessary to consider the student 's past
at tachment  experience in order to understand his or her present  situat ion as
well as the counselling process it self . 

Research by Frederick Lopez (1997) indicates that  a client 's at tachment  beha-
viour might  inf luence the development  of  counselling sessions. Clients who are
labelled secure to be more open towards the counsellor-client  relat ionship.
They are able to describe their situat ion and feelings f rom an object ive point  of
view. Clients whose at tachment  behaviour is avoidant  or ambivalent  are hesi-
tant  to init iate contact  w ith the counsellor. They have dif f icult ies in present ing
their state of  mind and might  be reluctant  talk about  past  experiences.
Issues related to at tachment  bonds may arise at  various points w ithin the t ran-
sit ional process of  higher educat ion: relat ions to the family and int imate part -
ners, to peers and members of  the teaching staf f . Important  events like exami -
nat ions and the relat ion to academic work or psychological processes like pro-
crast inat ion may also be crystallising points. All those places and processes
embody and reveal the way students connect  to their " social network"  and
their world in general.
Counsellor and client  should be aware of  the presence of  internal working

bonds and behaviours explain the meaning
of goals for the individual subject and the
complex ways in which they are fulfilled.
The notion that attachment theory has
become a " modern"  (Schmidt & Strauß,
1997, p. 13) approach in clinical psycholo-
gy and therapy might be due to its ability
to relate productively to other theories and
psychological concepts. This goes hand in
hand with the attempt to integrate various
theories and concepts that are a distinctive
feature of contemporary developments in
clinical psychology. For the complexity of
personal development within higher edu-
cation with regard to the interplay of cog-
nition, emotion and behaviour (Rott, 1996)
such an integrative approach seems to be
the most promising currently available.
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models and the individual's opportunit y to modif y them. Although pat terns of
at tachment  seem dif f icult  to change, there is a special " plast icit y and dynamic
within post -adolescent  developmental processes"  (Leuzinger-Bohleber, 1997, p.
60). If  an internal working model cannot  be modif ied it  might  be useful to look
for a st rategy that  enables the client  to cope w ith the exist ing working model.

Bowlby (1995) presents f ive main tasks that  a therapist  should take into account
when applying at tachment  theory to counselling: 

The therapist  is to appear as a reliable person who funct ions as a basis for the
client 's approach to coping w ith problems.

The therapist  is to encourage the client  to think about  present  feelings for the
people he or she relates to most  closely.

The client  is to be asked to consciously check the counselling situat ion for sta-
tements or incidents that  might  give informat ion about  self  esteem or the men-
tal representat ion of  his or her parents.

The cl ient  is t o be encouraged t o compare act ual impressions and 
feelings w ith those that  occurred in childhood.

If  possible, the client  is to be made aware of  the fact  that  negat ive experiences
as well as the percept ion of  oneself  and others have their roots in past  condi-
t ions that  may not  exist  anymore.

These tasks provide hints for st rategies of  intervent ion that  might  be incorpo-
rated in dif ferent  ways w ithin the various psychotherapeut ic approaches.
The follow ing issues seem relevant  to the universit y as an inst itut ion of  higher
educat ion:
The universit y is a social and communicat ive network that  students relate to in
a very important  period of  their lif e, namely in early adulthood. Higher educa-
t ion can become an opportunit y w ithin the development  of  internal autonomy
and self -reliance but  it  may also be obst ruct ive to the posit ive development  of
adult hood.
The concept  of  internal working models shows that  there are obvious limits to
the extent  to which the inst itut ion may inf luence personal development , but
contacts w ithin the universit y play an important  role. The universit y should
especially be concerned w ith:

The ini t iat ion of  cont act  among st udent s as w el l  as st udent s and 
teachers.

Suf f icient  orientat ion for students in order to help them organise their 
studies.

It s responsibilit y to facilitate the process of  t ransit ion by clearly present ing the
system's composit ion and of f ering access t o it s various subinst it ut ions.

Transparency in the demands made on the student .

The provision of  counselling and guidance facilit ies for those who have pro-
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ATTACHMENT STRATEGIES IN THERAPEUTIC RELATIONSHIPS

VALUING A LOOK AT BOTH SIDES OF THE DYAD

Peter Figge | 

Therapeut ic research has well established the fact  that  the qualit y of  the the-
rapeut ic relat ionship may be assumed to be one of  the major factors responsi-
ble for therapy outcome (Grawe 1990a, b, 1994, Figge, 1980, 1982, 1999).
Therapists  in the process of  therapy have been described by clients and outsi-
de raters, using dif ferent  means such as quest ionnaires, pictures, tape, and
video), and research has described connect ions between of  therapist  qualit y
and therapeut ic change. Recent  publicat ions have focused on aspects of  the
pre-therapy situat ion. On the inf luence regarding the expectat ion of  clients
towards the relat ionship to their future therapist  and on the compat ibilit y of
at tachment  st rategies of  client  and therapist  (Höger 1995, 1996).
Therapists of fer professional t ypes of   well def ined relat ionships, most ly
dependent  on the professional school they belong to, dependent  on their pro-
fessional experience or the therapeut ic set t ing - and of  course dependent  on
the therapists'  personal background. Clients on the other hand are generally
looking for professional help, and are most ly lacking any experience of  this
type of  relat ionship. Thus their expectat ions and w ishes cover a w ide range of
conscious and unconscious contents.
Client  and therapist  have one thing in common though. They can both look
back on their individual backgrounds of  personal at tachment  experiences.
Usually the dif ference between client  and therapist  can be found in the degrees
to which they have access to these experiences and have integrated them into
their personalit y.Having been int roduced to the subject  of  our conference by
previous papers I would like to skip out lining the f ramework of  at tachment
theory ( especially referring to the research of  Bowlby (1987, 1988), Ainsworth
(1978), and Main and their coworkers (1985).
My personal interest  as a clinical psychologist  has lately  focused on the possi-
ble cont ribut ion of  at tachment  theory to improve aspects of  therapy indicat ion.
In improving therapy prognosis it  doesn' t  seem suf f icient  taking into account  if
a certain type of  therapy would be suitable for an individual client .On top of
this it  should be kept  in mind that  a therapeut ic relat ionship is not  only a mee-
t ing of  two funct ions, that  is of  a therapist  and a client  but  of  two individuals
w ith their dif ferent , highly personal at tachment  st rategies and their respect ive
representat ions. And I believe that  the compat ibilit y of  these st rategies - in whi-
chever dynamic form - might  have a decisive inf luence on the outcome of  the
therapy
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secure ambivalent- ambivalent- avoidant- avoidant-
withdrawn clinging cooperative withdrawn

-1,5

-1
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0,5

1

1,5
Problems in feeling accepted

Readiness for self-disclosure

Need for care

Before I make you acquainted with a client
of mine whom we will call " Ann"  for this
purpose  - let me shortly make you famili-
ar with a questionnaire of Diether Höger
(1999) which has been used in Germany in
the last years to describe dimensions of
attachment. It is called " The Bielefeld
Questionnaire on Client's Expectations"
(see Annex 1), and has been validated
mainly with clients in client-centered
psychotherapy. It should be mentioned
here that I am very thankful to have had
such competent help by Helen Veasey of
the University of Surrey in translating this
questionnaire.
Factor analysis leading up to this ques-

tionnaire yielded three dimensions of
client's expectations towards their future
therapist:
a. problems in feeling accepted
b. readiness for self-disclosure
c. need for care
In the following process of cluster analysis
Höger used these dimensions in order to
identify attachment styles in the therapeu-
tic relationship. He could confirm the three
basic types of attachment as found by
Ainsworth, being able to differentiate
however within the avoidant and ambiva-
lent subgroups according to the degree of
selfdisclosure (Fig. 1).

ASSESSING ATTACHMENT STRATEGIES:

THE “ BIELEFELD QUESTIONNAIRE ON CLIENT´S EXPECTATIONS”

1 STRATEGIES OF ATTACHMENT | 

Z- SCORCES - DISTANCE FROM MEAN

THE BIELEFELD QUESTIONAIRE ON CLIENT´S EXPECTATIONS | 

HÖGER 9́6



1The chapters of  t he original version of  t his art icle deal addit ionally w ith the lif e's history of  a client  named Ann;

a history of  separat ion and at tachment  leading to psychotherapy. This is f ollowed by a report  on the process of

her psychotherapy w ith the author including the special relat ionship that  developed. Due to reasons concerned

w ith the protect ion of  t he client 's privacy I decided not  t o include these chapters. The very personal content  sui-

table for communicat ion to a limited number of  colleagues at  the Copenhagen Conference does not  seem to f it

into the f ramework of  an elect ronic publicat ion. Please contact  me in case of  special interest . PF

ASSESSMENT OF CHANGE1

Data gather in questionnaires before,
during and after therapy indicate a positive
development for Ann. 
Taking a look at the time progressing I
suggest not presenting details of the
results at this point. Instead I would like to
introduce you to some approaches on the
compatibility of client and therapist attach-
ment strategies.
As an example might serve the results of
the Gießen-Test (Beckmann & Richter
1975). describing individual self and ideal
concepts. 
It has been suggested (Butler & Haigh
1954) that for example extensive discre-
pancies between individual concepts of the

self and the contrasting ideal self may
reflect individual incongruence which
motivates clients to seek psychotherapeu-
tic help.
Correspondingly positive therapy outcome
is associated with a significant decrease in
the self - idealself dimension, reducing sig-
nificantly the discrepancy of how " I see
myself"  and " how I want to be"  to a
manageable and healthy tension between
the experience of the self and the aspira-
tions and hopes embedded in a potential
ideal self.
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The following illustrations demonstrate the process of change: 

positive | pliant | over | depressive | retentive | socially |
resonant | controlled | impotent

Fig.2 describes Ann's self/ideal self-percep-
tion gathered at the first testing. Apart
from noting a self concept that can be cha-
racterised as highly depressive and retenti-
ve, a large discrepancy between self and
ideal self can be observed in the these vari-
ables. At the end of therapy (Fig.3) this dis-
crepancy has not only been remarkably
decreased, but marked changes can also
be observed regarding self as well as ideal

self-concepts within the different dimen-
sions (social resonance openness, social
potency). Data from other assessment
instruments which I do not report at this
time yield similar findings and support  the
observation of a positive therapeutic out-
come.
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positive compliant over- depressive retentive socially
resonant controlled impotent
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It  was a quite pragmat ic way in which I approached the quest ion in which way
at tachment  st rategies of  clients might  have inf luence on the outcome of  a
psychotherapy. 
Among other data gathered at  the beginning of  therapy I asked Ann about  her
expectat ions about  me as her future therapist  - using the BFKE. But  I also asked
myself  about  my assumpt ions, " what  would Ann expect  of  me, what  were her
hopes, her fears and her w ishes" .

Fig 4 describes my assumptions  - 
I thought that she might doubt very much
if I would accept her and I estimated that
she was very unwilling to let me see very
much of what occupied her. 
She might concede however her need to
be taken care of, which I had experienced
so well. In short I assumed her attachment
strategy to be of " ambivalent-withdrawn"
type. (in comparison: Fig: strategies of
attachment)

However, when I looked at the results of
her questionnaire ( see Fig. 5) it turned out
at the first glance that I had widely overes-
timated the degree in which her expecta-
tions ranged. I quite correctly judged that
Ann would rather be doubtful of being
accepted and that she would be quite
retentive to open up. But I clearly overesti-
mated the degree to which she would
admit to be in need for care. In all - her
expectations would be classified as an
" avoidant-withdrawn"  strategy.

COMPATIBILITY OF CLIENT AND THERAPIST ATTACHMENT STRATEGIES
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Therapist ś pre-therapy assumptions regarding client ś therapy expectations 
attachment strategy: ambivalent - withdraw | Distance from Mean in s.d. | Z-score
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In view of her early experiences with her
family and other therapists she also hoped
for little in our relationship. She seemed to
protect herself against disappointment by
withdrawing herself in an avoiding attach-
ment strategy.

Now who of you would be sure to give a
answer what kind of therapist-attach-
ment-style would correspond best to
Ann's way of relating to people ? A style
quite similar to hers, or a style completely
different?  Or does she need a therapist
well trained in establishing professional
relationships where the personal attach-
ment strategies of the therapist would not
have any influence on the therapy process
at all?.

I'm sorry, I don't know if I can come up
with an answer but as a CC psychothera-
pist I set out by assuming such as:- if I
don't know much about compatibility of
attachment styles there is at least one
thing I could be sure of. If I would be able

to understand and share her feelings of
not being accepted, of not wanting to dis-
close much of herself, even being in need
of help  - then this would be a precondi-
tion for empathy towards her. Would
empathy towards her attachment strate-
gies imply that we had something in
common or would my being completely
different further this understanding ?

So I tried an experiment  As a means of
finding out more about my own attach-
ment strategies in a situation comparable
to Ann's - I asked myself, about my own
expectation when assuming I would be
starting psychotherapy (see Fig. 6). Under
this assumption I filled out the BFKE and
was quite amazed to discover that my
apparent strategy was in tendency quite
similar with the one I supposed Ann to
have: some doubts of being accepted, a
reluctance to open up - and bit of wanting
to be cared for - in all a typical ambivalent
strategy with tendencies to be quite care-
ful in offering too much of myself.

Therapist ś pre-therapy expectation regarding a potential own therapy 
Attachment strategy | ambivalent - withdrawn | Distance from Mean in s.d. | Z-score   

-3,00

-2,00

-1,00

0,00

1,00

2,00

3,00

Problems in feeling accepted

Readiness for self-disclosure

Need for care

6 | DIMENSIONS OF ATTACHMENT | CASE “ ANN”



page 40

Compared to Ann's own data again it see-
med quite similar. Just with the exception
of my admittance of being  needy - this
would make me ambivalent, and her avoi-
dant.
Could it be that I was able to understand
Ann just because I would tend to have
similar expectations? Could it be that my
own attitude made me especially sensitive
to her secret, unspoken need for care?
A first tentative hypothesis developed.
Similarity of client and therapist attach-
ment styles might be an adequate prere-
quisite for therapeutic empathy. If the the-
rapist is in contact with  feelings of the
client out of his own experience he might
have a special pass of admittance to the
feelings of the client. 
But what about the danger of collusion,
the consequences of the unspoken, secret
accordance of attitudes, emotions and
behavior ? Would identification be respon-
sible for a loss of therapeutic distance hin-
dering me to differentiate between myself
and the client ? 

Again what helps is research on CCP. In
order to come up with some tentative ans-
wers on our questions let me just take you
for a short excursion into CCP.
I suppose you are familiar with the three
classical attitudes of CC psychotherapists
towards their clients: empathy, unconditio-
nal regard and congruence. Additionally it
has been shown that concepts of engage-
ment and social power form part of the
clients' perception. 

Mainly those clients who observe the the-
rapist as being highly congruent and
empathetic profit most from psychothera-
py. Further research (Figge 1994, 1999,
Figge & Schwab 1997) on the develop-
ment of the client-therapist relationship

during the course of therapy indicates that
the clients' experience of congruence of
the therapist (i.e. the perception of his or
her genuineness, honesty and reliability)
may be a precondition on which the offer
of empathy is being accepted and thera-
peutically used by the client.
Congruence is understood as the therapis-
t's process gaining access to his/her own
feelings and being open to the process of
it's adequate symbolisation and integra-
tion - in order to be able to understand the
client empathetically (Biermann-Ratjen et
al. 1995). 
A congruent therapist seems to be valued
by clients as an important other who
understands and accepts the client's expe-
riences from the client's viewpoint but
being aware of their different status in the
relationship. Thus the promise of a con-
gruent CC therapist consists in attempting
to understand  his/her own feelings in the
therapeutic setting in order to be able to
offer unhindered empathy to the client.

The original tentative hypothesis is carried
on - being able to understand the client by
sharing similar attachment strategies
would ask for a congruent therapist in
order to avoid the danger of collusion. A
suitable instrument for the assessment of
therapist attitudes as seen by the client has
been introduced by me at other occasions
(Figge 1994, 1997, 1998). It is the
Questionnaire of Therapeutic Relationship
(see annex 2). 
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Fig 7 illustrates how Ann saw me during
therapy  in relation to the five therapeutic
attitudes named before. Out of experience
with administering the questionnaire it
might be said, that the results reflect high
ratings regarding therapist empathy, enga-
gement, congruence and positive regard.
The findings suggest a congruent and hel-
pful therapeutic relationship, the therapist
not being experienced as the overpowe-
ring other.
Apparently our therapeutic relationship
had developed into a reliable, congruent
and non-threatening coalition, understan-
ding growing out of related attachment
styles.

Ann s̀ perception of therapeutic relationship | Figge 1980 | Answering range: 1 - 7
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Let  me f inish w ith a short  summary of   this f irst  excursion into the connect ion
of  at tachment  theory and therapeut ic relat ionship. There are indicat ions that  a
posit ive therapy outcome is furthered if  the therapist  has access to, has empa-
thy for the at tachment  st rategies of  his client . One way of  understanding a
client  bet ter consists of  sharing not  only feelings and w ishes but  also of  being
in contact  w ith a client 's at tachment  st rategies out  of  own experience.
Consciously taking care that  therapist  at t itudes do not  obst ruct  or distort  the-
rapeut ic empathy. The degree of  congruence might  be an indicator if  the the-
rapist  succeeds in this.

And the out look? - We need to f ind out  if  there is something to this assump -
t ion - taking a closer look on how at tachment  st rategies of  a larger number of
dif f erent  clients and therapists relate to each other and take inf luence on the
therapy outcome. And at  the end we might  gather some more knowledge to
include aspects of  compat ibilit y between at tachment  st rategies of  client  and
therapist  in the process of  indicat ion: which client  w ith what  kind of  diagnosis
will be best  taken care of  in which form of  therapy and which therapist .
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CUORI: 

A PLACE FOR UNIVERSITY STUDENTS TO DISCOVER THEIR ADULTHOOD

Susanna Maione and Alessandra Franceschini |

In Italy the separat ion/ at tachment  phenomenon is more accentuated than in
other European count ries. Young people leave their parent 's home very late,
living, protected in a situat ion where they have no responsibilit y. The assuming
of  an adult  ident it y is therefore postponed, as is also the moment  of  separa-
t ion f rom the family and the autonomy of  the young person. CUORI (University
cent re for counselling and informat ion) a psychological counselling service of
ESU (Organisat ion for the rights of  study) is a neut ral and undif ferent iated
place for college students. CUORI seeks to meet  a student  need to be looked
af ter but  the same t ime his/her need to be autonomous, encouraging his/her
growth and explorat ion of  his/her own resources and self -determinat ion abili-
t ies. In this paper a few cases are presented that  could explain the kind of
counselling that  our cent re of fers to college students. Each case is presented
bearing in mind the aforesaid Italian separat ion/at tachment  phenomenon,
considering also at tachment  in it s cross-cultural meaning.

ABSTRACT
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In Italy there are 13½ million people between 20 and 34 years of  age, repre-
sent ing 23% of  the populat ion. Among this group, 6 million (47% of  the total)
maintain they have no intent ion, at  the moment , of  leaving their families, not
even in the near future. Why should they leave since they have the possibilit y
of  being autonomous even though living w ith their mother and father?
As a mat ter of  fact :

71% of  the total have one room at  their own to welcome f riends or partners;

More than 50% can organise home part ies w ithout  asking mother and father 
for permission; the percentage rises to 90% if  they ask for permission;

40% do not  cont ribute to family expenses in any way, although having a regu-
lar wage; nor do they cont ribute to housework (cleaning, cooking, shopping,
lit t le repairs); if  the mother is a housewife, the youth is then exempted of  any
kind of  housework.

Basically, there are no family conf licts: it  is a peaceful and quiet  living and the
" sit t ing-hen"  parents are very much appreciated by the " chick"  of fspring who
award mum (10/10) and dad (8 1/2 /10) Parents do not  impose any rest rict ion
that  may cause tensions or quarrels: lack of  understanding decreases (and in
some cases even disappears) w ith the growth of  the child (ISTAT, 1998). The
need for autonomy and independence typical of  young people of  this age does
not  seem to be present  for this cohort , even if  75% of  them report  that  they
would be w illing to move, not  only to another cit y, but  also to a foreign coun-
try.
Along w ith the very desire to leave the home, there is an accurate, rat ional est i-
mat ion of  the many, but  not  only discomforts, problems, dif f icult ies, that  young
people would have to face once they leave the family. According to the Italian
youth, the opportunit y to leave the maternal/paternal house may be taken into
considerat ion only if  you have:

A partner to get  married to (less if  we talk about  a mere cohabitat ion);

A regular job;

A wage of  about  two millions lire | parents would prefer it  to be even 
higher;
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The ownership of  a f lat  | or house;

A standard of  living very similar to that  experienced during the lif e in common
with the parents 

A spontaneous quest ion emerges f rom these data, which have already been
analysed by several sociological and anthropological studies (CNR, 1999; COS-
PES, 1999): do young people have a real insecure (or ambivalent ) at tachment ,
or could they simply be only just  a lit t le opportunist , or even astute and well
adapted to the social condit ions of fered by the count ry they live in? Within the
Italian situat ion, in the light  of  at tachment  theory, a number of  issues emerge. 

Bowlby imagines a link between the first
relational experiences of the child with his
caregiver and the psychological structures
that develop throughout the childhood
and into adult life. What develop from the
first interactions between the mother and
the child, the relational styles typical of the
latency age, the adolescent's inner world
and the ability to mediate and to represent
the self and the other, typical of adults.

It is up to the internal working models
(IWM) - memories of inward objectual rela-
tionships, outline processes which imply
both affective and cognitive components,
guides for relational behaviour and screen
(filter) for new experiences- to convey the
attachment patterns to the individual's
subsequent developmental phases.

Several authors (M. Ainsworth et al., 1978;
P.M. Crittenden, 1990) agree that the chil-
d's " secure"  attachment is the behaviour
of closeness to the caregiver at the same
time encouraging and allowing interac-
tions with other alien figures and the
exploration of the external world. Growing
up, the child with a secure attachment
shows coping ability even when he is not in
the presence of the mother or of the care-
giver, thus demonstrating quite a strong
self-confidence and also a good confiden-
ce in the environment (P.M. Crittenden,

1994). The danger fear is well balanced by
the caregiver relationship thus creating a
springboard for curiosity and exploration.
During adolescence, then, the youth pro-
gresses along this developmental line:
what follows is the detachment from the
attachment figures, tolerating longer
separation periods of time, and new
attachments (or re-attachments) take
place: the adolescent frees himself from
the parental links, tolerates the mourning
of the loss, goes on through the transi-
tional phase of attachment to a group of
contemporaries and continues toward the
establishment of an adult relationship with
a partner (J. Holmes, 1994).
An adult, then, is going to develop from a
steady base, able to establish mutually
satisfying close relationships, able to face
and live with change, with a good rate of
self-consciousness and sense of autonomy
(B. Lake, 1985). As many researches show,
(P. Shaver and C. Hazan, 1998), those indi-
viduals that define themselves as secure,
avoider or ambivalent in the couple rela-
tionship, report coincident attachment
patterns recalling the relationship they had
with their parents during their childhood.

The secure attachment generates  " emo-
tionally autonomous"  individuals: able to
experience and to see their own feelings,
able to assemble experiences into a 
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coherent narrative plan, able to face loss
and separation with the appropriate
anger, sadness and reconciliation, with
good social adaptation.
It seems then that Italian late adolescents
and the young adults do not show an
autonomous attitude consistent with the
distinctive features typical of the " securly
attached"  adult referred to by the theory
and subsequent research. Remaining so
tied to the original family, they invest very
little on personal close relationships and
prefer to stay bound to their first attach-
ment figures, thus renouncing the explora-
tion of a new environment and of a diffe-
rent phase of life.

However, is it right to say that young
Italian people remain tied to their parents
and are unable to tackle novelty, owing to
an insecure or disorganised attachment
pattern conveyed by the internal working
models acting as inhibitions to change to
adult development? Can we interpret that
instead as a kind of " opportunism" , in
which the safe family shell allows them to
face life outside - work, study and rela-
tionships - and to go back, in the end, to
their home in which very little is required
and very much is given? Or should we sup-
pose different coexisting causes- psycholo-
gical, social, cultural- to explain the phe-
nomenon of " mummy's boys"  
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An interpretat ion of  the social-cultural Italian phenomenon is possible if  we go
beyond the at tachment  theory model. That  model focuses on the ant inomic
pairs such as dependence vs autonomy, secure vs insecure at tachment , set t ing
aside any value judgement , in order to reach an object ive understanding of  a
psycho-social-anthropological model which seems to be adapt ive in respect  to
the Italian situat ion. Such a situat ion seems to be st ill linked to rural pat riarchal
model not  w ithstanding all the major t ransformat ions that  the Count ry has
undergone. Of fspring are encouraged to stay in the maternal- paternal home,
w ith all t he problems of  cohabitat ion and dependence that  this phenomenon
may cause, but  at  the same t ime they exploit  all the advantages that  come f rom
the economic and social solidarit y among the family members, that  form a sort
of  micro-society.

Such a model has now undergone deep changes. The solidarit y among the
members of  the standard Italian family (made up of  3-4 persons) is no longer
" t ransversal" , not  even economically. Instead it  has a " one way direct ion"  (f rom
parents to children), though st ill keeping essent ially unaltered the old ambiva-
lent  solidarit y/ dependence.
We must  consider that  the State, mainly in the past , didn' t  devote very much to
juvenile and family polit ics, meet ing populat ion's needs, as opposed to what
had happened in other count ries, in Europe and outside of  Europe. In this way
the Italian family had to take charge of  all the def iciencies of  the welfare state,
to make up for inst itut ional shortcoming.

This probably encouraged dist rust  toward the public dimension, and an excess-
sive turn to the private, which of ten turned into overprotect ion of  of fspring,
thus young adults indif ferent  to the w ish of  exploring the ext ra-domest ic world
(a drive always regarded as maturat ive), are w illing to benef it  f rom all the com-
forts and leisure of fered by cohabitat ion w ith her parents.

We need, however, to acknowledge that  the Italian family has taken the cultu -
ral educat ion of  young people upon it self , taken up all the tensions among
generat ions, and has cont ributed to contain isolat ion, which dif ferent iates Italy
f rom perhaps other European Count ries.

THE CULTURAL CONTEXT | FAMILY AND SOCIETY TODAY IN ITALY
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According to Ammaniti, Stern et al. (1992),
each mother-child dyad has a range of rela-
tionships at its disposal, but different types
of relationships predominate in different
cultures, and those are the relational
modalities considered to be the most
appropriate for that specific culture. Each
sample of child-parent interaction has to
be considered within the specific cultural
context.
R. A. Hinde and J. Stevenson-Hinde (1994),
suggest that a distinction be made bet-
ween biological desiderata (the selective
forces that work in our developmental
adaptation environment), cultural deside-
rata (what is suggested by the culture and
by the society values), and personal deside-
rata, represented by mental health, and the
psychological welfare. What is culturally
selected interacts with what is biologically
selected and this interaction contributes to
the individual's adaptation to their environ-
ment during their development. An adapti-
ve criterion is then established out of the
social context in which an individual lives,
and in this way it can encourage the selec-
tion of relationships that are not fully con-
sistent with the phylogenetic and ontoge-
netic adaptive principles.
Examining some interviews, which took
place in our psychological Counselling
Centre with young people attending
University, gave us the opportunity to
explore this topic in some depth and to
draw certain conclusions.

The students attending Venetian
Universities can freely enter our CUORI
service- Centro Universitario di Orien-
tamento e Informazione (Informative and
Orienting University Centre)- where infor-
mation services, guidance, career service
and counselling are contextually present.
They can glance through reviews, consult
the Internet, ask for advice, examine and
find support and help for their way of stu-
dying, their own doubts and all the daily
difficulties they may encounter.

Case A |
Laura (19 years old), came to our Centre to
look for orientation about her University
choice. Her paternal grandmother, very
authoritative, decides everybody else's fate
at home and the girl feels as if she has a
mask: apparently she tries to do what she
is asked to, but deep inside she hides a big
anger. She feels that her parents didn't
protect her from this situation and didn't
understand her. Maybe they were too busy
with each other and at trying to mention
the very fragile family balance. Laura has
both very strong aggressive impulses, even
if inhibited, and a clear senses of guiltiness,
only part of which are expressed with
words and which are mainly acted through
non-verbal ways, eg, low directed glance, a
rigid position on the chair, long silences. 

The opportunity to talk about her negative
emotions in counselling, feeling that they
are accepted and contained, allowed Laura
to look at aggressiveness in a new and diff-
ferent way and to reshuffle the destructive
power she ascribed to at the beginning.
Counselling gave Laura the opportunity to
meditate on how important her desire to
move away/separate from her " prison-
home"  was, and at the same time on how
difficult it was for her to hypothesise auto-
nomous choices since she had so many
doubts. Making the University choice auto-
nomously from her family, became for
Laura. a way to regard herself as a separa-
ted person, able to look after herself and
to assert her own decisions even in front of
other people.

Case B |
Giulia (22 years old) is in third year
Economics and comes to our Centre to
change her University course; she wants to
move to another city. During her second
session of work she says that everybody
else's judgement on this topic always
annoyed her, and that she is conscious of
the fact that what stopped her mostly was
disappointing her mother, who expected a

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL COUNSELLING SERVICE OF CUORI WITHIN

THE TRANSCULTURAL MEANING OF ATTACHMENT THEORY
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lot from her. Giulia understood, talking
together with her mother, that running
away was useless and that a vocational
course held in the city where she lives
would have suited her. Three sessions
were enough to help her to verbalise
thoughts that she already had in mind and
to reassure her about her new choice, less
ambitious than the University degree.

In counselling, the attitude of accepting
the perplexities and difficulties in her stu-
dying emerged for Giulia. " I do not feel
shame any more when I tell my friends
that I still have to pass one exam, the
important thing is that now I have to make
up my mind" , she says during the third
session. It was hard for her to give up the
idea of getting a University degree, but
she tried to find among her past experien-
ces- of studying, of summer working,
hobbies- her own aspiration, her abilities
and her interests, in order to find a new
path to go along.

Case C |
Paolo (25 years old), having graduated in
Economics, ask for a session to help him
deal with his first job. He is thin, his glan-
ce is low and he dresses quite in an old
fashioned way. He is perplexed because his
mother wants him to be a manager, but
he feels he has no talent for this kind of
profession: he admits he is not decided, he
is not " ruthless"  and he is not very brilliant
in conversations. Paolo blames his child-
hood for his attitude, for when he was
between 6 and 15 he actually lived in the
mountains with his very authoritative mot -
her and her partner who ran a hotel.
When he is asked about his early years of
life, Paolo says he spent them alone with
his mother in Milan, and that he cannot
remember anything about those
years…and quickly moves to another sub-
ject.
His fears emerge even when he is in the
company of girls; he is not able to relate to
them, to step forward, he feels blocked,
frozen, so he always stays aside. Nobody
sees him, nobody chooses him, similarly

with his mother, who acknowledges him
only when he does something that she
likes, when he dresses as she wants him to
dress and when he lets her comb his hair.
Paolo wishes to find a person who can
help him in  " waking up" , as had happe-
ned to a friend of his talking with a doctor
he trusted. His uneasiness is strong, but he
is not able to use the space I offer him. As
a matter of fact he phones at the last
minute to cancel the session, he turns up
after a few days coming directly to the
Centre, but he doesn't want to fix a new
appointment. He asks for magical formu-
las to restrain his phobic symptoms, and
he cannot stop for a minute to think about
himself in a global way. He would like
someone to relate to in order to find a litt -
le bit of self-confidence, but it seems that
relating to people is full of anguish and
fear.

Case D |
Elena (19 years old) comes to discuss her
wish to study abroad. She says that she
likes studying, but she also likes doing
many other things: playing volleyball, stu-
dying languages, and, above all, having an
active social life. Her parents would not
like her to move to another town, and she
admits that, after all, even if she has the
will to leave the " nest" , while living at
home she is allowed a good deal of auto-
nomy, while at the same time having
someone to rely on 24 hours a day. She
has a clear and serene glance, she knows
what she has at home and, notwithstan-
ding her curiosity for the world, at the
moment she doesn't want to forgo it.
These are only some examples of young
people attending University who come to
our Centre.
Laura and Paolo, just in few sessions,
expressed their difficulty in managing the
adult situations that life presents to them,
eg., choosing a University course and a
job. There is a strong and hidden request
for support, even if at the same time there
is a great fear to show themselves and to
give a meaning to what emerges.
Laura has ambivalent feelings toward an
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emotionally absent mother, who may have
been depressed, and who never gave her
the opportunity to understand what was
happening at home; double-dealing is also
the link between Paolo and the significant
people in his childhood. 
For these two people we might see how a
precarious attachment, in which nobody
tries to listen to their real needs, may pres-
ent subsequent development and their
ability to face present challenges.
Our work of counselling is based on the
necessity of provoking the birth and the
development, in the student, of a kind of
continuous line, a kind of articulated " nar-
ration" , starting from the very life expe-
rience which appears to be fragmented
and chaotic, in order to give back to the
person the sense of belongings to his own
story. Giving a meaning to the student's
anxieties and emotions, means helping
him to date and clarify his experiences,
leading him to a real insight and, someti-
mes, also to a dynamic change (S.M.G.
Adamo, 1990). Telling ones own story,
gives coherence and cohesion to ones
own past and, in this way, can give expe-
rience change a new meaning, more
genuine and more coherent. 
That is exactly what Giulia did autono-
mously, confronting herself with her mot-
her and with the psychologist; she had the
opportunity to think over her uniqueness
again, over her ties and feelings, even if
painful, reaching to accept a life plan less
pretentious, one that suited her better.
Elena, on the other hand, represents the
mood of many young Italian people, unde-
cided whether to follow their escapist des-
ire or the sense of safety offered by the
family, so clearly felt, and the opportuni-
ties that this particular condition allows
them to catch and to live in a climate of
perpetual reassurance. 

If it is true, then, that young Italian people
suffer from the Peter Pan Syndrome, they
are " mammoni" (bogy-men), childish,
unable and not interested in exploring the
world outside their nest, should we see
this in a negative way, and not make any

effort to understand their prolonged
permanence in the family as a means of
allowing them to adapt themselves in a
better way to the social and cultural situa-
tion of their Country? 

As we can gather from the cases above,
sometimes the mood of the students met
during our counselling betrays a real story
of difficult attachment, but for others we
can say that the family represents a safe
harbour to take shelter and also the start -
ing point for further explorations. Indeed
we have to say that young Italian people
are less exposed (more protected) to
serious forms of uneasiness, such as juve-
nile alcoholism, suicides, serious depress-
sions, or undesired pregnancies, which are
very frequent phenomena in the North of
Europe (Eurostat, 1997).

It is possible to hypothesise, then, two
ways of looking at the same phenomenon:
one that looks at it only in a negative way,
which sees the weakness of young Italian
people who barricade themselves within
the domestic walls; the other that explains
the phenomenon in the opposite way, vie-
wing this kind of behaviour as the best
adaptation to the social condition of the
environment in which they live.



The students that  come to our Cent re represent  the t ypical situat ion described
above; dif f icult ies in f inding their own independence, the doubts about  them -
selves, the domest ic dynamics, the project ions that  parents have w ith their of f -
spring, the condit ion of  safety and warmth that  the nest  t ransmits.

The way in which students faces universit y lif e; autonomous and self -organised
study, distant  relat ionships w ith lecturers, new social relat ionships w ith con-
temporaries, a new environment  to enter; concretely represents what  is going
on inside; confusion and hesitancy toward the future, the desire of  emancipa-
t ion and autonomy, but  also the w ill to remain t ied to the old certaint ies.

The CUORI Cent re, has been set  up as a dif ferent iated place, that  is to say not
just  a psychological service, but  characterised by the presence of  many orien-
t ing act ivit ies, where students could come w ithout  a specif ic quest ion, and
because of  this, is determined to support  and accompany the student  during
this t ransit ional phase. It  is a kind of  bridge between the story of  the past  and
the future plans, between the family house and new life spaces, between the
need for support  and the desire of  independence, between the certaint ies and
moments of  crisis.

Within the counselling set t ing, there is an opportunit y to think about  the way
the student  feels himself  in relat ion to the others and to understand his emo-
t ional experiences. Indeed through the relat ionship w ith the counsellor, the
universit y student  w ill be able to link what  happens w ithin the counselling
room with what  happens outside of  it , he w ill also be able to give a global
meaning at  his own experience and to join together the f ragments of  his per-
sonality (B. Copley, 1990). 
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GROUP-PSYCHOTHERAPY MAKES THE STUDENT A BETTER STUDENT

Prijna F. van Duuren | A.T.M. Boekhorst | P.H.W.M. Deuss |

Group Psychotherapy w ith adolescents can be operat ionalised as a develop-
ment  oriented model of  t reatment . Adolescents who are teased by peers when
they are 13 years old, do not  at tach themselves to the peer group. In the the-
rapy group those teased students get  the opportunit y to at tach to a peer
group, and so develop their social and scholast ic abilit ies. 
The subject  of  the present  research project  is the relat ionship of  a good passa-
ge through the second false of  at tachment , what  means at tachment  to the
peer group, w ith study-at t itude.

Assessment  scales have been used for the group therapy-clients on two dif fe-
rent  moments w ith an interval of  half  a year between them. The follow ing sca-
les have been used: a personalit y inventory (NVM, this is a shortened MMPI), a
Dutch Autonomy scale and two study-behaviour scales.  This paper presents the
init ial f inding and a discussion of  the relat ionship between study-at t itude and
group psychotherapy. 

ABSTRACT
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Sander hesitates to part icipate in the discussion of  his study-group, af ter follo -
w ing group-psychotherapy he starts bringing in his own opinion to the discuss-
sions.
Lisa cannot  bring herself  to study, she feels guilt y about  it , but  during her par-
t icipat ion in the therapy group she discovers that  she has chosen the wrong
course.   

This paper examines the relat ionship between at tachment  to the group, in
group-psychotherapy, and study-sat isfact ion and int rinsic study mot ivat ion.
First  I w ill dwell on the process of  at tachment , specif ically the at tachment  of
the adolescent , concerning the adolescent -peer relat ionship. I w ill use a deve-
lopmental point  of  view and the focus of  the object -relat ion theory  (Mahler,
Blos, Tijhuis, Grunebaum & Solomon), the at tachment  theory  (Bowlby and
Marrone) and my own experiences as a group-psychotherapist . I hope in dis-
cussing this material, it  w ill become clear to you, why we think that  group-
psychotherapy makes the student  a bet ter student .

I w ill start  w ith an overview of  concepts which are relevant  for t he diagnosis of
clients for group-psychotherapy (see Table 1). It  is a developmental scheme,
start ing w ith a phase of  least   developed and ending w ith a phase of  most
developed. Group-psychotherapy is most  suitable for clients in the middle sec-
t ion. Through group-psychotherapy they w ill make the t ransit ion f rom the
middle sect ion to the bot tom sect ion. I like to describe the process of  t ransit ion
and the changes the student  is going through and the inf luences of  these pro-
cesses on his study-behaviour.  

INTRODUCTION
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OBJECTRELATIONS

All sorts of births of the human species
exists, a biological, a psychological, a
social, a cultural, and a spiritual one. Birth
represents the transition from one reality
to another and contains for that reason
always a separation-individuation process.
Here we are concentrating on social birth.
Before social birth there is biological and
psychological birth.

The psychological birth of the human
infant is a slowly unfolding intrapsychic
process. Mahler wrote a lot about this
separation-individuation process. I assume
that you are familiar with Mahler's theory,
so I will start to describe the social birth.
The social birth takes place in the adoles-
cent phase. It is the second separation-
individuation process and the family and
peer-group play the principal part. Tijhuis
wrote about the adolescent: 'His concept
of self and this discovery of the self within
the interactions and relationships in the
affectionate context of the group, supp-
ports the individuation-process and the
development of identity of the adolescent
and helps him make a transition in his
development. 
Grunebaum and Solomon say about this
theme: 'Adolescence self-object relations
occur primarily in the context of the peer
group rather than the familial group. A
crucial developmental task for the child is

that of learning how to manage their peer-
relations. The child's self-esteem mirrors
his relative success or failure in accomplis-
hing this developmental task. Self-esteem
and the quality of peer-relationship are
two sides to the same phenomenon, the
person-in-the-social-world: the dialectic
between the " I"  and the " We."

Parents can only help a child get ready to
join their peers. Parents may provide a
foundation of security that enables the
child to separate and seek out to discover
peer-relationships. It is, however, through
actual interaction and play among equals
(of a positive nature) that the child beco -
mes less afraid of others, can bear to see
them more as they really are, to see him-
self in their reflected appraisals, that he
can take their point of view as well as his
own. And as the child develops a better
sense of self and self-esteem, it affects the
nature and quality of interaction and play
with peers.

Group modality may be the treatment of
choice for those with impaired self-
esteem. The group-process in the therapy
group appeals to the intra-psychic and
interpersonal functioning of adolescents:
the separation-individuation-process can
come to life in the therapy group in the
object relational development of the sec-

Development  in terms of  object -relat ion-theory, 
at tachment -theory and group-behaviour
Object -relat ion-theory 
At tachment -theory 
Group-behaviour in the f irst  three months
No psychological self ; No social I 
Mother not  sensit ive-responsive on baby-and child-level;
Mother not  sensit ive-responsive on adolescent -level.
Does not  comply w ith the group-rules, 
w ithout  feeling guilt y; 
Discusses in a overt , but  non- interact ive way: 
'This group does not  help me' ; Group wants person to leave the group.

TABLE 1
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ond individuation of an adolescent. In the
development of the group process the cri-
tical moments occur in these focal con-
flicts and group themes. Movements from
one group stage to a related one and
developmental transitions are signaled by
a shift in the participation pattern in the
group. These movements are particularly
characteristic of adolescents groups: one
moment the group may be discussing
mature points of view and adult topics,
the next moment the therapist may sudd-
denly be confronted with an acute regress-
sion and a primitive response to a situation
in the here and now which an individual or
group will have to deal with.

These regressive-progressive group pro-
cesses are part of the struggle toward indi-
viduation during adolescence.
The process of separation-individuation in
the peer-group takes the same course as
the process of group development in the

psychotherapy-group. We can distinguish
four phases: 

Involvement Through Universality 
Mastering Disappointment 
Achieving Independence 
Facing Separation (Brabender 1985) 

We will discuss each of these phases to
clarify the process of social birth. 

The major occurrence during this phase is
members attempting to bond with one
another through the establishment of
commonalties in their situations outside of
the group. This attempt to bond through
the discovery of shared experience is in
itself an effort to fulfill the primary deve-
lopmental task of this phase. 

In the peer-group it is the same, where
they wear the same clothes, listen to the
same music, use the same words or terms.
These habits ward off the anxiety of exclu-
sion (expulsion) and fuel expression of the
wish to join the group.

Often this is a difficult period for parents,
because the peer-group culture can differ
a lot from the family culture. The adoles-
cent wants to become a member of the
peer-group, even if it is against the wish
and will of his parents. Through the sub-
cultural difference his perspective chan-
ges, he sees his parents with other eyes.
The adolescent loosens infantile object
ties, when he finds extra-familial love and
hate objects in the peer-group.

INVOLVEMENT THROUGH UNIVERSITIY
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In the therapy-group members are no lon-
ger able to sustain the belief that the
group will gratify their needs, they expe-
rience themselves as being 'all talked out'.
The group-members express negative
affect toward the therapist and the thera-
pist tolerates this expression and stimula-
tes it. The group theme refers to a series of
focal conflicts linked by a similarity in their
disturbing elements. General group the-
mes as focal conflicts can arise such as
those highlighting dependency issues
around the therapist or conflicts between

individuality and self-determination versus
intimate cohesion and group conformity.

In the peer-group the members find out
about the leader and they are going to
dress a little bit different, more in lines
with their own taste. The relationship with
the parents changes gradually, whereby
the students offer less resistance to their
parents.

Once the group-members have ventilated
their negative feelings, the climate in the
group changes. Members make better eye
contact with one another, more frequently
ask questions of one another and express
a greater range of affects towards one
another. Members are able to establish
relationships characterised by reciprocity
and intimacy. In this phase members are
able to accept differences in the group. 

In the peer-group you can also see diffe-
rentiation. Some members become dea-
rest friends and others become less impor-
tant. With their parents they start to relate
on a footing of equality, because they
accept themselves and others. Also in the
cognitive field there are changes. There is
usually some relationship between an indi-
viduals self-evaluation and his actual
achievements. The achievements improve
when the self-evaluation becomes higher.
Work requires also the ability to interact

successfully with ones peers, so in this area
there is also improvement.

Facing Separation

In the therapy-group the task is recogni-
tion of the diverse affects associated with
loss, both the pleasure and the pain of
having the group end. Also in the peer-
group there is separation, for example the
school ends and members of the group are
moving to another city because of another
study, or someone gets a girl- or boy-
friend and wants to spend more time with
her/him. The separation from the peer-
group is often the beginning of becoming
a new individuated adult member of soci-
ety. 

MASTERING DISAPPOINTMENT

ACHIEVING INDEPENDENCE
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At tachment  theory involves: 
a developmental theory | concerned w ith both normal and pathological 
development ; 

a theory of  sensit ive responsiveness as psychic organizer; 

a theory of  internalizat ion and representat ion; and 

a theory of  anxiety. 

I w ill discuss these sub-theories and relate them to object -relat ions. In at tach-
ment  theory there is not  such a clear dif ference between the infant  and ado-
lescence- period, so I w ill describe these periods together.

Bowlby used the concept of 'developmen-
tal pathways' whereby human personality
is conceived of as a structure that develops
unceasingly along one or another of an
array of possible and discrete pathways.
All pathways are thought to start close
together so that, at conception, an indivi-
dual has access to a large range of poten-
tial pathways along any one of which he
might travel. The choice of pathway is
determined by the interaction between
the individual and his environment. The
pathway along which the individual is
going to develop is largely determined by
the way his caregivers treat him, not only
during infancy but throughout his child-
hood and adolescence as well.

In this context, psychopathology is seen
not as the result of fixations or regressions,
but as the result of the individual having
taken a sub-optimal developmental path-
way either right from the start or at some
point in the course of childhood or adoles-
cence (as the consequence of deprivation,
ill-treatment, trauma or loss).

Change towards either a more optimal or
less serviceable pathway is possible at any
point in the course of development (from
infancy to late adolescence). However
change is constrained by prior develop-
ment. 

ATTACHMENT

A DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY



Bowlby saw anxiety as a reaction to thre-
ats of loss and insecurity in attachment
relationships. Psychoanalysis indicates that
often the source of anxiety is not a con-
crete threat to the person's biological sur-
vival but to his/her psychological survival

(to the 'self'). This often occurs when the
subject is implicitly or explicitly led to belie-
ve that he is nothing in the eyes of the sig-
nificant other.
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A THEORY OF SENSITIVE RESPONSIVENESS AS PSYCHIC ORGANIZER

An important notion in attachment theory
is that 'sensitive responsiveness' is a major
psychic organizer. In infancy, the parent's
sensitive responsiveness includes noticing
signals from the baby, interpreting them
accurately, and responding appropriately
and fairly promptly. Later, throughout life,
sensitive responsiveness plays an impor-
tant role in evoking a sense of self-integra-
tion and self-worth as well as in eliciting
loving, co-operative and reciprocal res-
ponses. In childhood and adolescence,
one major characteristic of sensitive res-
ponsiveness is the parent s capacity to see
the child as a separate human being, with

his own needs as separate from those of
others. 

The notion of " sensitive responsiveness"  is
similar to that of " empathy" . However,
the word " empathy"  implies identification
with the other's mental state Sensitive res-
ponsiveness, instead, involves some inter-
nal negotiation between the momentary
state of feeling like the other and the abili-
ty to react as a separate being.

A THEORY OF INTERNATIONALIZATION AND REPRESENTATION

Attachment theory recognizes the fact
that the pattern of parent-child interaction
(which takes place in a social context)
tends to become a property of the child
himself. This representation is defined by
the term " internal working model"  of self
and other. The working models that a child
builds of his main caregivers and their
ways of communicating and behaving
towards him, together with the comple-
mentary model of himself in interaction
with each one of them, are built by the
child during the first few years of his life,
continue to be built during the years of
immaturity and, during this long period,

become firmly established as influential
cognitive structures. Bowlby said that
there is strong evidence that the form
these internal working models take is
based on the child's real-life experience of
day-to-day interactions with his parents.
What the individual represents is basically
a relationship. This representation is not a
simple transposition but a process media-
ted by language and a system of mea-
nings.

A THEORY OF ANXIETY
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When we compare the two theories,
object relations and attachment, we can
identify similarities. Both theories for
example, recognize that the developmen-
tal process will be determined through
interaction during infancy, childhood and
adolescence. Change is possible at any
point in the course of development, so it is
possible to do a developmental task over
again in therapy. According to both theo-
ries it is important for the child to be seen
as a separate human being with his own
needs for the development of self-worth.
The inner structure of a person is formed
on the base of relationships. Relationships
affect also cognitive structures by both
theories.

There are also differences between these
two theories:

First in attachment theory there is nothing
specifically mentioned about the role of
the peer-group in the development of the
adolescent. (Although the relationship
between children's experiences with their
age-mates and social adjustment is
acknowledged.)

Attachment theory does not emphasize
the separation of the adolescent from his
family. In the attachment theory they use
the term sensitive-responsiveness. This
term supposes a changing attitude of the
parent following the development of the

child, so sensitive-responsiveness involves
other behaving of the parent in relation to
a baby or a child or an adolescent.
Sensitive-responsiveness by an adolescent
means to notice and understand: his/her
need for freedom, for exploring sexual
relations, for experimentation with alcohol
and other drugs. And to react and negoti-
ate about these things, and also set limits
to this discovery-behaviour. The term
sounds simple, but operationalising it can
be difficult.

Our group-therapy clients often have
overprotective parents, parents who treat
them as if they were children instead of
adolescents. In table 1 I refer to them as:
" parents sensitive-responsive on baby-and
child-level."

Through the group-therapy the students
become attached to the therapy-group
and this loosens their family-ties. They
start to interact different to their parents,
more according to their own wishes, more
autonomous. In reaction also parents will
change their attitude and become sensiti-
ve-responsive on adolescent-level.     

DISCUSSION



Back to the thesis: Group-psychotherapy makes the student  a bet ter student . A
student  gets the indicat ion group-psychotherapy when he/she has problems in
the social f ield, when he/she has problems in relat ing to other students. These
students have developed a psychological self , but  not  a social I (see table 1). In
group-therapy they pass through the separat ion-individuat ion process I have
described earlier. When they have closed the therapy, they have developed a
social I (see table 1). 

And in the at tachment -theory there is change in sensit ive-responsiveness on
adolescent -level. 
When we look in table 1 to the group-behaviour we see the follow ing dif fe-
rences: the client  now complies w ith the group-rules, and the group lets go of
the person. The person can comply to the group-rules because, when it  suites
him/her not  to come to the group, he/she w ill t alk about  it , rather than act ing
it  out . With a developed self -esteem he/she can discuss things in a open way.
When he/she has self -esteem, he/she can also communicate this decision to
leave the group and lets the others know how he/she feels for certain, and the
other members of  the group w ill understand him/her and let  go the person.     
We see that  the students are more able to choose for themselves. They do not

look through the eyes of  their parents, so they need not  to be a good student
for their parents or a ant i-student  in resistance to their parents. Willing to be
a perfect  student  in the eyes of  the parents results in anxiety and being against
one's parents result s in watching television a lot , or playing computer-games
or other kinds of  t ime-consuming needless things. They study for themselves,
they can follow  the study they want  and somet imes they decide to stop w ith
the study when it  is more suitable, they are more internally mot ivated. 
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Publishers.
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ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND ATTACHMENT

Jean Paul Broonen |

ABSTRACT

Very lit t le informat ion is available about  why, in French-speaking Universit ies
so many students w ithdraw f rom or do not  part icipate in support  sessions
during the academic year. Romainville (1992) and Broonen (1998) proposed
hypotheses to explain why some or most  of  the students do not  part icipate in
helping sessions: self -reliance inside an individualist ic society, inst rumental at t i-
tude root ing in secondary school, self -handicapping, procrast inat ion, external
locus of  cont rol, etc. The present  study aims at  exploring the relat ionships bet -
ween collect ive self -esteem and, f irst ly, part icipat ing in help sessions af ter fai-
ling in examinat ions, and secondly, achievement  in the next  set  of  examina-
t ions by undergraduate students.  Data presented here pertain to the measure
of  students'  collect ive self -esteem as applied to the academic inst itut ion and
include comparison on that  const ruct  between students who part icipate in
help sessions and students who do not . 
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In the literature, theoret ical models have been proposed to explain college stu-
dent  retent ion (e.g. Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Tinto (1993) explains the pro-
cess by which students voluntarily choose to w ithdraw f rom an inst it ut ion refe-
ring to personal at t ributes (e.g. skills and abilit ies or prior schooling), educa-
t ional goals, and commitment  to inst itut ion before ent ry. Commitment  to
remain or to leave an inst itut ion of  higher educat ion is supposed to be crit ically
determined by integrat ion into the academic and social communit ies of  these
inst itut ions. Students well integrated into these communit ies are predicted to
be more likely to remain; students'  educat ional goals and commitment  to the
inst itut ion are further st rengthened by posit ive integrat ion. Students who are
less integrated are expected to experience decreased commitment  to the inst i-
tut ion and to educat ional goals.  

IDENTIFICATION

As far as the measurement of constructs
like commitment and related concepts  is
concerned Zea et al. (1997) measured
identification with the university with an
adaptation of the Luhtanen and Crocker's
(1992) Collective Self-Esteem Scale.
Luhtanen & Crocker (1992) note that coll-
lective identity is in American terminology
similar to Tajfel and Turner's social identity
in European social psychology, in reference
to the part of the self-concept that is
based on membership in social groups or
categories. Collective identity points out
those aspects of the self-concept that link
to for example feelings of belonging in
one's community. Social identity theory
(e.g. Tajfel and Turner, 1986) denotes the
evaluative nature of the personal and the
social aspects of identity. Apart from a
positive personal identity, people also try
to maintain or enhance a positive collecti-

ve identity. If an individual's social groups
are valued and compared favourably with
relevant comparison groups, individual's
collective identity is positive. Luhtanen &
Crocker (1992) remind us that other social
psychological theories of self-esteem have
emphasised the more individualistic, or
personal, aspects of the self-concept (e.g.
Taylor & Brown, 1988). Also, the individu-
alistic character of the measurement of
self-esteem is clear: " A common characte-
ristic of the existing self-esteem measures
is that they are individualistic, in that they
focus on individuals'  self-evaluations
based on their personal attributes, whet -
her in relation to private or interpersonal
domains. As such, these measures assess
the level or positivity of individuals' perso-
nal identity (and/or … social self-esteem)
and fail to consider the positivity of their
collective identity as conceptualised in

INTRODUCTION
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social identity theory"  (p. 303). As a con-
sequence Luhtanen & Crocker (1992) con-
structed a scale (16 items) to assess indivi-
dual differences in collective, rather than
personal, self-esteem. This scale consists
of four subscales, each assessing a possi-
ble aspect of collective self-esteem: (a)
Membership self-esteem refers to items
involving individuals' judgements of " how
good or worthy they are as members of
their social groups"  (p. 304), (e.g. " I feel I
don't have much to offer to the social
groups I belong to" ). " The other three
types of items are more directly relevant to
social identity theory, which considers
both self- and perceived other-evaluation
of one's social groups to contribute to the
positivity of one's collective identity, given
that the social groups have some emotio -
nal significance to the individual" (Ibid.).
Thus (b) private collective self-esteem
items assess " one's personal judgements
of how good one's social groups are"
(Ibid.), (e.g. " I often regret that I belong to
some of the social groups I do" ), (c) public
collective self-esteem items assess " one's
judgements of how other people evaluate
one's social groups"   (Ibid.), (e.g. " Overall,
my social groups are considered good by
others" ); and (d) identity items assess " the
importance of one's social group mem-
berships to one's self-concept"  (Ibid.),
(e.g. " Overall, my group memberships
have very little to do with how I feel about
myself" ).Actually Luhtanen and Crocker's
(1992) measure was originally developed
to capture positive identification with
ascribed groups (e.g. racial, ethnic, or gen-
der). Zea et al. (1997) note that the con-
cept, however, can be applied to acquired
groups and organisations, such as univer-
sities. They adapted Luhtanen and
Crocker's (1992) original scale to refer to
their university community. In the present
study (in French) Zea's et al. adapted ver-
sion1 is reworded into two scales to refer
firstly to the University of Liège and to the
Department of Psychology. Thus, 32 items
2 x 16 7-point Lickert-type scale: 1, stron-

gly disagree, - 7, strongly agree were
reworded and administered as a measure
of social integration and identification
with the University of Liège (ULg) and with
the Psychology Department (PD) to 111
first year students in psychology. Two sub-
groups were included in the sample. The
first group was composed of 100 first and
second years students who failed in exa-
minations on June and were involved in
support sessions during July and August to
prepare September examinations. The sec-
ond group was composed of 11 students
who failed in examinations on June and
were not involved in support sessions on
July and August. 

The first problem to solve was validation of
the psychometric structure of the new ver-
sions. As far as the comparison between
the first and the second group of students
is concerned, an adapted statistical proce-
dure was used for practical reasons. Also,
because many students of the second
group did not send back the questionnai-
re, data of only 11 students of this group
were recorded.

1 I thank M. C. Zea and the co-authors for sending me their scale.



2 | SCORES ANALYSIS OF THE TWO SCALES
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1 | FACTORIAL ANALYSIS

Following Luhtanen et al. (1992) who pro-
posed a four-factor model, I examined the
factor structure of the two adapted scales
using confirmatory factor analyses
(Maximum likelihood method of estima-
tion, Bentler, 1989. Several models were
tested for each of the two scales: (a) a
one-factor model;(b) a four-factor model
where the factors are uncorrelated;(c) a

four-factor model where the factors are
correlated;(d) a five-factor model where
some factors are correlated.
The (d) model proved to be the best fitting
to the data for the two scales, the mem-
bership subscale being split into two new
subscales I named active membership and
passive membership. 

Scores analysis of the two scales.
The total mean scores are not very high:
4.02 for the ULg and 4.39 for the PD (p <
0.000) seem to indicate a quasi-neutral
collective self-esteem (CSE).  However, the
PD CES is significantly higher.  This result
was not unexpected: the specific
Department (Psychology) is supposed to
be more strongly connected to the stu-
dents' intellectual interests and professio-
nal and/or life values than the institution in
general. Attachment to the Psychology
Department is more central than attach-
ment to the institution. 
The analyses of the subscales are more
informative.

Passive membership is a rather important
part of the CSE (ULg: 4.51; PD: 4.71,
ns).Even students having failed in the exa-
minations on July feel they are worthy as
members of their University and their
Department.

Active membership is low (ULg: 3.01; PD:
3.18, ns).This observation was expected:
opportunities for first or second year stu-
dents of actively participat ing in the Uni-
versity and Department life are rather scar-
ce.

Private CSE is above the neutral point, pri-
vate PD CSE being higher than private ULg
CSE is (5.49 vs. 5.13; p = 0.002): students
feel good about these two entities. 

Public ULg CSE is above the middle of the
scale and higher than PD CSE (ULg: 5.48;
PD: 3.79, p < 0.000): students believe that
their university has a good reputation, but
not their PD (as compared to other depart -
ments).

PD Identity is slightly above the middle of
the scale (4.33), but ULg identity slightly
below (3.48) (p < 0.000). Their University
is not important for the students' self-con-
cept, but their PD is considered as slightly
part of their self-concept. These data are
unsettling: failing in examinations on June
may affect the part of the self-image
which was invested in the psychological
sciences; alternatively withdrawing this
specific investment from the self-concept
could be a way of escaping from the nar-
cissistic stroke associated with the failure.
Further investigation is requested to test 
these hypotheses.

RESULTS



1 l
The CSE concept  derived f rom the social ident it y theory was applied to a spe-
cif ic universit y (Universit y of  Liège) and a part icular department  (Psychology)
and was proved to provide a way to analyse the at tachment  in an academic
context .

2 l
Universit y CSE and Department  CSE are dist inct  psychological const ructs.

3 l
Scores corresponding to the mult iple facets of  CSE are more informat ive than
overall scales mean scores.

The highest  scores (above the middle of  the scale) concern the private CSE 
(ULg and PD) and the passive membership (ULg and PD).  

The lowest  scores concern the act ive membership (ULg and PD).  

ome dif ferences appeared between ULg and PD in ident it y and public 
subscales.   

4 l
The Psychology Department  CSE overall score for students part icipat ing in the
help sessions is higher than the students'  who did not . No such dif ference
occurred in the ULg CSE overall scores. 

5 l
Even among students who failed at  the examinat ions, some aspects of  the
Universit y and Psychology Department  CSE are posit ive.
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3 | DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE TWO GROUPS

HELP VS. NON-HELP SESSIONS STUDENTS

Students who were involved in support
sessions provide a Psychology Department
CSE overall score higher than students
who did not attend (4.45 vs. 3.86; p <
0.05). 

This result may reflect  a more intensive
motivation to make an effort in order to
succeed among students with a positive
PD CSE.  

CONCLUSION



6 l
No dif ference by sex in the two CSE scales was observed. 
Looking forward, new f indings are hypothesised to occur by correlat ing the
CSE scores w ith the examinat ions results.  Also other results might  be expected
f rom linking the CSE const ruct  w ith other const ructs such as mot ivat ion, inten-
t ion to succeed, study methods etc. 
Of  course increasing the sample size of  the second group would be necessary
to put  to the test  the st rength of  the observed dif ferences between students
who use to seek help inside the inst itut ion and student  who think of  themsel-
ves in a self -reliance way.
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STUDENT STRESS IN THE CONTEXT OF ATTACHMENT AND SEPARATION

Declan Aherne |

An explorat ion of  the development  of  the dependence-independence polarit y
of  both male and female students. 
Kegan (1982) and others have described the development  of  both dependence
and independence in the young adult . Gill igan (1982) highlighted dif f erences
in this aspect  of  development  between males and females. Aherne (1997) sugg-
gested that  student  st ress for many students may involve st ruggle w ith this
aspect  of  their development  e.g. male students many have more dif f icult y than
females in forming relat ionships, whilst  females may st ruggle more w ith sepa-
rat ion issues. Aherne (1997) has proposed a prof ile of  st ressed students con-
gruent  w ith this aspect  of  development  and st ress. The aim of  the current
paper is to explore this mat ter in greater detail amongst  students at tending for
counseling. 
Individual case studies w ill be used regarding the nature of  the students deve-
lopment  of  independence. Included in the study w ill be an assessment  of  the
therapeut ic process in resolving any polarit y issues. 

ABSTRACT
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INTRODUCTION

In the present  paper, I begin by clarif ying the posit ion of  at tachment  and sepa-
rat ion in relat ion to development . I t hen proceed to examine the concept  of
st ress w ithin this developmental f ramework. Finally, by focusing on gender
dif ferences in development  I establish how such dif ferences might  impact  on
student  st ress in part icular. In my conclusions I out line some possible implica-
t ions for intervent ions.

SEPARATION, ATTACHMENT AND THE DEVELOPING SELF

Kegan (1982) in " The Evolving Self"  sugg-
gests that rather than understanding
issues of differentiation and integration or
separation and attachment ( I will use
these terms interchangeably in this paper,
alongside such terms as belongingness
and autonomy in order to develop my
argument, while accepting that these
terms are not always synonymous) in the
context of infancy, the phenomena of
infancy are better understood in the con-
text of the psychological meaning of evo-
lution, a lifelong activity of differentiation
and integrating, what is taken as self and
what is taken as other. Central to this
developmental theory is an understanding
of motion as the prior context of persona-
lity, the motion of evolution, with evolu-
tion as a meaning constitutive activity.
Evolutionary activity involves the very crea-
ting of the object (a process of differentia-
tion) as well as our relating to it (a process
of integration). Early infancy therefore is
not, in its most fundamental respect quali-
tatively different from other moment in
the lifespan. What is taken as fundamen-
tal is the activity of 'meaning constitutive

evolution'. Growth is a process of emer-
gence from embeddedness (an evolutiona-
ry transformation) where for example
what was me becomes not me. Life then is
a succession of 'holding environments'
(Winnicott), a history of embeddedness.
There are the psychosocial environments
which hold us (with which we are fused or
attached) and which let go of us (from
which we differentiate or separate).

The development of the self can be under-
stood in the context of these polarities of
relationship and independence. Numerous
theorists have agreed that the developing
self can experience its existence in two
such forms: as (a) being a member of a
group, being in relationship and connec-
tion with others and (b) the progressive
development of individuality in terms of
clarity, achievement and authenticity
(Rowe, 1987; Kegan, 1982). The threat of
self-annihilation (Rowe, 1987), resulting in
the experience of stress, can then be due
to the fear of either (a) " complete isola-
tion, being kept totally, utterly and forever
alone, thus withering, fading away,



disappearing into nothingness"  or (b) " as
losing control of yourself and your life and
falling apart, falling into chaos, fragmen-
ting, crumbling to dust"  (see Rowe, 1976).
Rowe, influenced by the writings of Carl
Jung (1971) on psychological types,
argues that people have a preference for
either inclusion or independence. Kegan
(1982), on the other hand, views develop-
ment not as an 'either/or' predicament but
as revolving around these two fundamen-
tal 'yearnings', what Bakan (1966) refers
to as 'the duality of experience'. The self
seeks to integrate the need to be included,

INCORPORATING THE SELF WITHIN A DEVELOPMENT MODEL OF STRESS

The developmental model of stress
(Aherne, 1998) explains stress within the
context of the development of the self.
The self is what we refer to when we wish
to single out one person from the rest. The
basis on which one is singled out can be
many and varied. The self can be conside-
red as 'that zone of mediation where mea-
ning is made' (Kegan, 1982),. This defini-
tion fits comfortably within the self-ade-
quacy model of student stress (Aherne,
1998) incorporating, as it does, the impor-
tance of appraisal (i.e. the process that
imbues a situation with meaning, see
Lazarus, 1976) as part of person-environ-
ment interaction.Psychodynamic and trait-
based definitions of stress have been
replaced with interaction-based definitions
(Endler and Edwards, 1987). Interaction
models of stress, however, fail to recogni-
ze that the self can be defined in interac-
tional terms. Developments within the
interactionist tradition, such as that of
Lazarus (1976), suggest a model of stress
requiring a central position for the self. Yet
models of stress, including the appraisal
model of Lazarus, do not contain any spe-
cific reference to the self. Instead, these
models include factors, such as personali-
ty, as one of a range of personal variables
that interact with environmental variables,

resulting in stress. Aherne's (1998) model
of stress treats the person and environ-
ment as inseparable i.e. it is not possible to
consider the person without considering
the environment with which that person is
in contact. Simplistic notions of, for exam-
ple, the student and the campus environ-
ment as two separate variables in an inter-
action model of student stress, do not
adequately capture the nature of interac-
tionism. In the history of interactionism,
going back to the formulations of Lewin's
(1951) field theory and Murray's (1938)
need-press theory, we find the basis for an
understanding of interactionism which
views the person and environment as a
whole which is greater than the sum of its
parts. The formulation of clear person-
environment contact allows persons to
meet their needs in the environment (Korb
et al., 1989). This process of need satisfac-
tion is what Perls considers to be the driv-
ing force of growth or development. The
self is the organism's system of contacts
with the environment integrating all levels
of the organism's needs.  The internal
developmental process, with particular
reference to the development of autono-
my and inclusions, lies at the heart of an
interactionist approach to student stress.
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through intimacy and relationship (Kegan,
1982). The autonomy/relatedness dualism
remains a central problem for contempo-
rary developmental theorists (Hoffman,
1992). The present paper highlights the
importance of these polarities (i.e. separa-
tion and attachment / independence and
inclusion) in the development and related
stresses of young adults.
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GENDER DIFFERENCES AND STUDENT STRESS

Many of the major development theories,
including those of Erikson (1950), 1968)
and Chickering (1969), were developed
from in-depth interviews with 18 to 24
year old middle class white American male
students. The theories of Erikson and
Chickering, therefore, have not adequate-
ly described the development of women
(Greeley and Tinsley, 1988; Stonewater,
1987; Straub, 1987; Straub and Rogers,
1986; Rossi, 1980). The vectors of develo-
ping autonomy and freeing interpersonal
relationship have been of particular inter-
est to researchers investigating sex diffe-
rences. In a further study by Greeley and
Tinsley (1988) it was found that women
scored higher than men on the mature
interpersonal relationships task. Obviously
this discrepancy has raised important
questions about the content and process
of women's development in comparison
to mens. 

A study by Taub and McEwan (1991) supp-
ports previous findings which indicated a
delay in the development of autonomy for
women, with a hugh increase in autono-
my scores for final year female students.
Gilligan (1982) supports this view, accor-
ding to which women's development is
more concerned with connections and
relationships than with issues of autonomy
as indicated by Chickering. Gilligan (1982)
suggested that because women develop in
the context of relationships - whereas men
develop in the context of separation - they
will develop intimacy prior to or at the
same time as autonomy. According to
Gilligan, separateness occurs at a later
stage in women's lives.

Taub and McEwen (1991) found that
women develop more gradually in the area
of interpersonal relationships than in auto-
nomy. Female development of intimacy
occurs throughout the four years of colle-
ge and not just the final two years.
Chickering (1969) had suggested that
autonomy developed in the first two years,
and intimate relationships in the later
years. This proposition now needs to be

reviewed for women. A broader definition
of autonomy may be needed, according
Taub and McEwen (1991), and may inclu-
de tasks normally associated with the
development of interpersonal relations-
hips. Chickering and Reisser (1993), in
their revision of Chickerings (1969) origi-
nal vectors have taken these views
somewhat into account. For instance the
fifth vector, 'freeing interpersonal rela-
tionships' , was renamed 'developing
mature interpersonal relationships' and
was moved to an earlier point in the
sequence, prior to 'establishing identity'.
This change was in order to give recogni-
tion to the importance of students' expe-
riences with relationships for the forma-
tion of their core sense of self. Likewise
the vector 'developing autonomy' was
renamed 'moving through autonomy
toward interdependence'.

Kegan (1982) maintains that men have
more difficulty moving from autonomy
and women have more difficulty moving
from inclusion i.e. there is an intrinsic bias
in men toward separation and in women
toward inclusion and attachment.
Regardless of gender, however, Kegan
maintains that human beings need to find
the balance between too much depend-
ence and too much independence.
According to Kegan (1982) development
for both sexes is a spiraling process bet -
ween the poles of attachment or inclusion
and separation. In " The Evolving Self" ,
Kegan proposes a dynamic between:

The yearning to be included, to be a part
of, close to, joined with, to be held,
admitted, accompanied and the yearning
to be independent or autonomous, to
experience ones distinctness, the self-cho-
seness of one's direction, one's individual
integrity.

According to Josselson (1987) these para-
doxical needs for self-assertion and union,
with their accompanying dangers of isola-
tion and annihilation are a set pattern
which continue throughout human deve-
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lopment and are not gender specific.
Maslow's (1954) hierarchy of needs also
recognises both the need for belonging
and the need for competence as necessa-
ry for growth to occur.

In the context of student stress, the key
issue here is whether or not a particular
developmental pattern is healthier for eit -
her gender e.g. would men be better off,
health wise, to be less focused on the
development of autonomy, since autono-
my may lead to a neglect of emotional and
interpersonal needs. Holmbeck and
Wandrie (1993) an Kenny and Rice (1995),
for example, suggest that complete dis-
connection is maladaptive for men whilst
excessive levels of connection is maladap-
tive for women. The research has not
established whether students in general
have more difficulties regarding connec-
tion or separation. The relationship bet -
ween health and the development of
connection and separation has, also, not
been researched adequately.

Studies of eating disorders amongst colle-
ge women by SteinarAdare (1989) and
Wurman (1989) are specific examples of
the limited research that provides some
insight into attachment/separation difficul-
ties for women. The developmental risk
for women (i.e. what is at stake), given
greater orientation to the perception of
others in their identity development, is
said to be 'an underdeveloped inner voice
or core self'. Psychodymanic conflicts aris-
ing from 'an over identification' with
approval from others are said to be exa-
cerbated in the contemporary cultural con-
text which increasingly values individual
initiatives, control and autonomy for
women (Hoffman, 1992). For women,
socialization experiences are cultural
expectations are said to be conflict, parti-
cularly where early family relations jeop-
ardized the development of an individua-
ted self with which to negotiate the new
expectations for female adulthood. For
Stenier Adare (1989) and Wurman (1989),
the contemporary prevalence of bulimia
among young women is attributable to
this cultural double bind. The bulimia is
considered to represent a dramatic effort

to present the new public persona of a
self-made, in control, needing nobody,
autonomy which masks an absence of self.
There is an inability to define an identity
without the approval of an external
audience. For some women, the resolution
of the autonomy-relatedness dichotomy is
a drastic splitting of public
And private selves conforming on the sur-
face to cultural ideals but privately battling
selves experienced as both needy and
greedy. Self destructive eating patterns
became the battle ground for this conflict
between externally imposed standards of
achievement and beauty and internally felt
needs for care and connectedness. This
theoretical understanding of bulimia con-
curs with Aherne's (1998) model of stu-
dent stress. It focuses on the needs of the
developing self, with particular reference
to the autonomy-inclusion dichotomy.

Results from a previous study
(Aherne,1998) identify the stresses for
both male and female students in develo -
ping independence from home, so as to
function as autonomous adults.
Developing competence and achieving
success is a means by which some stu-
dents can establish their autonomy and
independence. Stress for these students
also occurs where they do not experience
intimacy in their lives due to their lack of
self-confidence in forming close relations-
hips. In this sample the male students, in
particular, encounter difficulties in meeting
their needs for intimacy, while both male
and female students struggle with their
need for achievement/competence. These
results indicate that student stress is often
due to a difficulty with, or neglect of, the
need for intimacy and inclusion. Some stu-
dents compensate for this neglect by over-
identifying with academic achievement.
Male students, in particular struggle with
wanting to be intimate but lack the
necessary social skills and self-confidence
to do so. Feeling of social acceptance and
belonging are lacking for many of the
sample of male students. There is a diffi-
culty for these men in fitting-in with
others. The problem of fitting-in may be
influenced by external factors such as the
expectations of others but is ultimately
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due to a lack of a personal sense of self-
adequacy. What is significant about these
men is that they do not conform to the
stereotypical male image of acquiring a
social identity through separateness and
achievement (Kegan, 1982). Based on
these results, some men encounter great
difficulty in acquiring a sense of belonging
and inclusion, confirming Gilligan's (1982)
theory that the development of inclusion
come more naturally for women than for
men. This difficulty becomes particularly
stressful for males who, at a certain point
in their development, may show a prefe-
rence for belonging over separateness. A
male perspective highlights the fact that
men need to belong as well as to be sepa-
rate, but in a male dominated society, this
can prove considerably difficult.

Put simply, the development of separation
may be different for men and women
(Stonewater, 1987; Straub, 1987). It is not
clear whether these differences have any
implications for the health or stress of
both sexes. Homlbeck and Wandrei (1993)
have suggested that men and women may
value different levels of independence and
connectedness, but maladjustment will
result when optimal levels of either cha-
racteristic are surpassed.

Gender differences in the development of
autonomy and intimacy present a number
of issues for student stress. First, differen-
ces between male and female needs may
be a source of conflict and strain in rela-
tionships and may lead to misunderstan-
dings between the sexes. Second, gender-
based behaviors prove stressful where they
become stereotyped i.e. where certain
behaviors are expected of males and fema-
les which are contrary to their individual
needs.

Differences in stress for males and females
have in the main been neglected by rese-
archers. I have not located any studies in
the literature which have looked specifi-
cally at gender differences and stress. By
incorporating a developmental aspect to
our understanding of stress, gender diffe-
rences in the experience of stress can be
examined.
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COMMENT

We live in a male dominated culture where individualism t riumphs over collec-
t ivism Many of  our psychological problems can be understood in a cultural con-
text  whereby men and women dif fer in the way by which they t ry to resolve
this cultural imbalance for themselves.  In a mans world there has been a mis-
guided not ion that  dif ferent iat ion leads to growth and integrat ion leads to
dependency. This is a prejudiced view. The most  fundamental thing we do is
make sense, w ith the Self  is the zone of  meaning making. The act ivit y of  mea-
ning has as much to do w ith mans dif f icult y acknowledging his need for close-
ness and inclusion or a woman's acknowledging her need for dist inctness and
personal power.

It  is through gender that  we come unavoidably face to face w ith our dual,
polar, opposite nature. Male and female dif fer at  a most  fundamental level.
Therapeut ic st rategies need to ref lect  an understanding of  this dif ferent iat ion.
The implicat ions are signif icant  in terms of  the therapeut ic dyad and gender of
therapist  and client . Gender related issues are in evidence throughout  psycho-
therapy. For example, it  has been my experience that  women avail of  therapy
more than men, that  students prefer to see a female therapist  rather than a
male therapist  if  of fered the choice, that  clients w ill have dif ferent  percept ions
of  what  a male or female therapist  might  be like and that  the abilit y of  the the-
rapist  to provide a facilit at ive environment  to a client  of  the same sex is quali-
tat ively dif ferent  than for that  of  the opposite sex.

A model of  therapy needs to recognize the signif icance of  the core polarit ies
of  separat ion and at tachment  and also provides a means whereby the process
of  separat ing and at tachment  can be examined. Yontef  (1993) describes Gestalt
therapy as based wholly on dialogic existent ialism i.e. the I-thou contact  / w ith-
drawal process. Contact ing is the whole process of  acknowledging self  and
other by moving toward connect ing / merging and also toward separat ion /
w ithdrawal. Contact  is the basic process of  relat ionship. The person exists in an
individual environment  f ield and the f ield is dif ferent iated by boundaries,
which in fact  are processes. A boundary is a process of  separat ing and connec-
t ing. Healthy awareness includes the separat ing and connect ing funct ion of
the boundary process operat ing between self  (the whole person) and the envi-
ronment . Insistence on separat ion can be an avoidance of  healthy conf luence
(at tachment ), while insistence on no personal boundary can be an avoidance
of  healthy w ithdraw (separat ion).
Therapeut ic work in dealing w ith at tachment  and separat ion issues aims at
providing a safe environment  w ithin which the students could ident if y w ith
their at tachments as well as risking let t ing go and examining the consequen-
ces. This does not  mean that  there is a clear-cut  dist inct ion between male and
female st ress pat terns but  it  does suggest  that  therapeut ic st rategies are likely
to have a dif ferent  emphases based on gender. The gender of  the therapist  is
a further factor worth taking into account  in this t ype of  work.
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APPENDIX

PATTERN: SOCIAL INADEQUACY

There are a number of students in the
present sample who feel that they do not
fit in with their peers.  These students very
much want to belong and to be close to
others.  Academic success is not their prio-
rity.  Typically, these students have poor
social skills and report feeling isolated.
Self-adequacy is sought through belon-
ging, fitting in and being accepted by
others.  In each of these cases, identity
issues are centred on the student's need
for intimacy rather than on the need to
achieve academic success.

The socially inadequate students differ
from 'the academic over-identifiers', in
that they talk about their loneliness and
isolation whereas the first group talk more
about their fear of academic failure.  Both
groups, however, lack self-confidence,
have poor social skills and lack strong posi-
tive relationships with their parents. 
All six of the students representing this
pattern are male (note: two-thirds of the
sample were male), while five of them
have been in counselling.  Fitting in, appe-
ars to be particularly stressful for the male
students.  This stress may be due to a dif f-
ficulty for men in acknowledging their
need for connection and relationships.
Women are considered to develop more
naturally in terms of connectedness
(Gilligan, 1982).
Examples: 
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1st Yr. | Male | Engineering Student (client)
This student seems unable to accept himself and seems deeply afraid of being 'different'
and unacceptable to others because he perceives himself as lazy and fat.
A most noticeable pattern is evident in this student's experiences.  The stress, as he expe-
riences it, is between some ideal/expectation he has of how he should be and how he sees
himself.  He appears not to know how to handle this discrepancy, even though he is aware
of how unrealistic the idea is.  This student feels very inadequate and he has not develo-
ped a positive identity. 

EXAMPLES

STUDENT NO.2

4th Yr. | Male | Business Student (non-client)
A common theme throughout this student's transcript is that of not fitting in. Related to
his not fitting in is his concern over his small stature. He seems to have created an isolation
for himself to cope with his feelings of inadequacy. This student lacks self-confidence and
social skills and he tends to work instead of mixing with others. He also struggles with his
sense of duty at home and yet wants to be independent. (Cont'd)
This student presents with a strong sense of inadequacy, particularly with regard to his
social life. His self-adequacy seems to be very much linked to the need for approval and
acceptance by others. 

STUDENT NO.5

3rd Yr. | Male | Engineering Student (client)
This student has an ongoing issue with not being good enough and feeling left out of
things and not fitting in either in his family, socially or academically. His insecurity seems
centred on his social life. He compares himself a lot with others and feels he doesn't match
up.  
This case is a good example of how stress interacts across different experiences. Self-
acceptance is lacking, as is the feeling of acceptance by others both at home and socially.
He has not invested a lot of energy in academic achievement however, although he does
use study as an escape. This student describes how his lack of self-confidence originated
for him in his family. In his relationship with his parents, and with his father in particular,
he felt unloved.

STUDENT NO.8



STUDENT NO.17

1st Yr. | Male | Engineering Student (client)
This student presents as quite an anxious young man who has been attending for coun-
selling throughout the year. This student is very much affected by his poor relationship with
his father.  Because of this, home has not provided the secure base from which he can
move confidently into adult life, in particular with regard to developing intimate relations.
He has low self-esteem which influences his social life, dating women in particular. The
stress for him would seem to be that his dad is not the way he would like him to be.
Furthermore, he would like to have a girlfriend.
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4th Yr. | Male | Engineering Student (client)
This student is afraid to express any emotions. He lacks confidence and self-esteem and
considers himself inferior to others. His lack of self-confidence is reflected mainly in social
situations. Establishing social relationships is more important for this student than achieving
academically. In his life, he does not appear to have developed any close/healthy attach -
ments.  His family and parents in particular have not provided the foundation he would
need to feel confident and accepting of himself. As a result this student does not feel OK
about who he is. 

STUDENT NO.9

3rd Yr. | Male | Engineering Student (client)
This student is struggling with trying to gain independence from home without upsetting
his parents. He has been identified solely with his academic success in the past and as a
result has not felt valued by others for just being himself. He lacks confidence socially and
does not mix well with others. His main concern is that of forming relationships and fitting
in with others.
He also feels a mixture of a lack of motivation - he is disillusioned with a purely academic
identity - and fear of failure - since academic success is the only thing for which he has gai-
ned recognition in the past. 

STUDENT NO.15
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THE TRANSITION INTO HIGHER EDUCATION

DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUES ENCOUNTERED BY STUDENTS

Ann Conlon |

ABSTRACT

This paper addresses the concept  of  t ransit ion w ithin the context  of  the stu-
dents'  st ruggle to grow and develop - academically, emot ionally and socially.

As normal developmental processes, including separat ion and individuat ion
are inevitably going to overlap w ith being a student , the academic and social
commitments which are essent ial to universit y lif e force the student  into facing
those developmental issues which w ill cause dif f icult y if  t he individual is not
ready to tackle them, or if  they have become stuck at  some point .

A number of  clinical vignet tes are presented to illust rate the problems and
symptoms which may arise if  the t ransit ion into universit y react ivates unresol-
ved conf licts of  the past . This w ill inevitably entail examining the qualit y of  the
students'  at tachment  to their f amily of  origin, and of  how they were helped or
not  w ithin their family to cope w ith earlier t ransit ional phases in childhood
and adolescence.
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In this paper my interest  is in looking at  the concept  of  t ransit ion w ithin the
context  of  the students'  st ruggle to grow and develop - academically, emot io -
nally, and socially. 

As normal developmental processes, including separat ion and individuat ion
are inevitably going to overlap w ith being a student , the academic and social
commitments which are essent ial to universit y lif e force the student  into facing
those developmental issues which w ill cause dif f icult y if  t he individual is not
ready to tackle them, or if  they have become stuck at  some point .  

By present ing a couple of  clinical vignet tes, I hope to illust rate the problems
and symptoms that  may arise if  the t ransit ion into universit y react ivates con-
f licts of  the past . This w ill inevitably entail examining the qualit y of  the stu-
dent 's at tachment  to their f amily of  origin and of  how they were helped, or
not , w ithin their family, to cope w ith earlier t ransit ional phases in childhood
and adolescence. 

INTRODUCTION

STUDENTS

The majority of students are late adoles-
cents, generally aged between 18 - 22/23,
(as an increasing number now take a year
out between leaving school and going on
to higher education). There is also a gro-
wing number of students in higher educa-
tion classified as " mature"  who can be
anything from 21 upwards, to whom
returning to education - that is, going
back into a dependent relationship, to that
of being a student, may result in all kinds
of unconscious feelings and difficulties
coming to the surface perhaps for the first
time. Whatever their age or circumstances,
returning to education for any student will
entail redefining themselves, their values,
their goals, their attitudes, and having to

face neglected or denied aspects of them-
selves. 
Most students cope with the transition
that has to be made, and with the normal
developmental issues of late adolescence,
but a significant number do not, and in
our counselling service at King's College
London, we are seeing an increasing num-
ber who present with severe emotional
disturbance. 

Adolescence is, as we know, a transition
state. It fits between childhood and adul-
thood, and is neither one thing nor the
other.  It is a time filled with uncertainty
and contradiction.  
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The term transition may be conceptualised
as a boundary zone between two life sta-
ges. According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, it is " a passage from one state
or action or subject or set of circumstan-
ces: the period during which one style is
developing into another" .

Both adolescence and transition are very
confusing times for the individual. There is
no centre ground, and there is a continu-
ous sense of movement and change. At
best, it is a time of growing curiosity and
fascination with the world, both within
and without. Young people think a lot
about themselves, their bodies, their
friendships and families, and about their
achievements and failures. All of it is new,
intense, strange, and for some it is overw-
helming. 

The crises of late adolescence, as Freud
originally suggested, usually arise because
of the failure to achieve the earlier deve-
lopmental tasks, especially the failure to
resolve the effects of childhood neuroses
and other developmental disturbances
which have damaged the ego, or have
hampered the development of object rela-
tionships. This is the time when the effects
of deprivation, loss, separation, deficien-
cies, the difficulties of mothering, and
attachment, which resulted in the deve-
lopmental disturbances of infancy and
early childhood become operative again,
and can be clearly seen in the difficulties
exhibited by the students I am going to
talk about. This is the reason for the many
typical physical complaints and somatic
conditions of adolescence, which are epi-
tomised by eating disorders, sleeping diffi-
culties, and bodily preoccupations.  

Levinson (1977) described such a period as
both " an ending and a beginning, a
departure and arrival, a death and a
rebirth, a meeting of past and future" . In
a sense, it is a bridge linking the old and
the new. The transition into higher educa-
tion falls within the larger context of what
Levinson calls " the early adult transition"

which he feels extends roughly from ages
17 - 22.  

According to Levinson, the two major
tasks of early adult transition are to termi-
nate childhood, and to begin early adul-
thood. Both these tasks involve the pro -
cess of separation from the family of ori-
gin, loss of the old familiar environment,
and test the relationship to early parental
attachment figures. Just as the growing
child has to learn that the primary figure to
whom she/he is most attached must also
be shared with mother or father, and other
siblings, which forms the basis of the
Oedipal constellation and makes separa-
tion and loss an inherent part of the
attachment dynamic, so according to
Bowlby, the capacity to separate from
attachment figure(s) and to form new
attachments represents the developmental
challenge of adolescence and young adul-
thood. Transition therefore encompasses
both the termination of the departing era
and the initiation of the new era of deve-
lopment.  

If it is accepted that there is an excitement
and a hope inherent in growing up, then
the young person in higher education may
approach their new situation with the
hope that it may offer him/her a benign
environment, in which they can enhance
or become themselves. Educational institu-
tions, more so than other institutions, with
their structured models of progression, in
the case of universities from first to second
to final year, offer a particularly ready
object for the attachment of these feelings
and expectations. This has been succinctly
described by Christopher Bollas (1987) The
Shadow of the Unknown Object:
Psychoanalysis of the un thought known).
He describes how we search unconscious-
ly in each new situation throughout our
lives for what he calls " a transformational
object - a person or a setting which will
recreate the very early experience of the
original object - the mother, who before
she was felt to be a separate person, was
experienced as a process of transforma-
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tion, with a capacity to metamorphose the
self" .  
The university or college, therefore, offers
the student a setting for the accomplish-
ment of late adolescent psychological
tasks. These include: - 
1 |
The establishment of a firm sense of per-
sonal and sexual identity. 
2 |
The attainment of separation and inde-
pendence from parents, and the establish-
ment of a new mutually respectful rela-
tionship with them.  
3 |
The capacity to apply one's learning and
talents to work or study.  
4 |
The ability to establish ongoing friendships
with other adults. 
5 |
The ability to engage in a loving relations-
hip with another person. 
6 |
The capacity to achieve a mutually satisfy-
ing sexual relationship with another per-
son. 
7 |
The development of a personal moral
value system. 
8 |
The capacity to take responsibility for
others, and to contribute to the social sen-
vironment. 

Naturally, success in achieving all these
developmental tasks does not happen all
at once, and if an individual fails in one of
them, it may imply difficulties with anot -
her. Sometimes, one or other of these
goals is not attained, yet the individual
copes quite well. At other times, where
success is limited, personality defects may
become evident and give rise to symp-
toms. For example, if the young person
fears growing up, being sexually potent,
leaving his/her parents, then he/she may
self destructurally sabotage one or more of
those areas of his or her life which lead to
independence. He or she may neglect their
appearance, attack their body suicidally, or

by anorexia, or by the abuse of drugs: they
may neglect their work, avoid contact with
peers, or deny sexual interest in either sex. 
The university also has requirements to
make of the student: being part of an
institution, fulfilling course work require-
ments, taking examinations, and finally
leaving. The overlap and interaction of
these psychological tasks and the role
demanded of the student are potentially
very creative. Success and creative study,
however, depend on the student's capaci-
ty to commit him/herself to the work, to
be comfortable with his/her aggressive,
competitive, possessive and sexual urges,
and to have achieved a workable balance
between dependent receptivity and auto-
nomous mastery in the face of new and
complex knowledge. Very few students
arrive at university with this degree of
maturity. For a number of students, there-
fore, rather than learning being a develop-
mental activity, it becomes an arena of
conflicting demands, because intellectual
achievement and emotional maturation
are thought to be incompatible goals.
When the emotional and intellectual for-
ces become too separate, too fused, or
too imbalanced, then the student comes
unstuck.  

This is hardly surprising, when we consider
that to enter an alien environment, to be
just one of the crowd, would threaten
even the most secure of us. For most
young people entering university, there is
an abrupt change from a tightly structured
school curriculum to one where they are
responsible for structuring their own hours
of study. From having been a biggish fish
is a small, known pond, to becoming a
very small fish in a fairly large pond; from
having been thought of as a teenager, the
young person is now assumed to be sudd-
denly adult: having had a family to fall
back on, he/she is suddenly left without
adults caring about his/her safety. Similarly,
the values and behaviour of other students
may appear very strange: teaching
methods and subjects are very new; some
may have idealised the course before they
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arrived, coming with wildly unrealistic
expectations, and then being disappoin-
ted, which may resonate with earlier dep-
rivations and conflicts. Many students feel
ashamed to admit any concern about
whether they are able to cope, and look
around for someone else to blame: a rott -
ten course, boring lecturers, lousy tea-
ching. Some may be ashamed about fee-
ling inadequate, or appearing vulnerable,
fearing that it will be held against them
(this is particularly an issue in more expli-
citly vocational courses such as medicine).
Some admit to homesickness, feeling that
nothing will be the same again. 

Thus the young person going to university
is undergoing very major life changes,
from adolescence to young adulthood,
from being a teenager within a family to
being very much left to his/her own devi-
ces. This loss of an external structure
inevitably places a severe test on the stabi-
lity of his/her internal structure. Even for
the most secure and most mature
amongst the student body, the change
and the losses involved may be painful and
difficult, while for others it may be too
much. As we know, the way an individual
is able to cope with change later on in life
has been shown to depend on the help
he/she has been given with transitions in
infancy and early childhood. Under such
circumstances, the anxiety which accom-
panies change and the strain of staying
with the psychic pain of loss, of having to
find oneself as an individual, within a new
setting while yet retaining the capacity to
be open to new experiences and knowled-
ge may be too great for some. Students
may break down, drop out, or be easily
tempted into the various sensuous escape
routes, such as drowning their sorrows in
drink, drugging themselves into oblivion,
or plunging into a hectic social life to make
up for, or side-step the sheer terror of fai-
ling the course, academic competition or
authority figures. Others may give up their
attempt to master social and sexual fears
by over diligent studying, complaining that
they have too much work to do to join in
the social life of the college. 

As academic work, including course work

and examinations is their major activity,
this is the arena where most students will
work out their developmental conflicts. It
is not always a helpful arena however, in
that it is relatively inflexible, and not a
place where institutional or personal trans-
ferences are easily understood or tolera-
ted. This has become increasingly so in
more recent years, as anxiety about basic
survival and the anger and depression
about deprivation of resources have re-
emphasised the need for productive 
students. On the one hand, therefore, it
can be seen that the inevitable interaction
between psychological and academic tasks
will press the individual student into
making necessary developmental advan-
ces, by having to confront unresolved
emotional problems, which may result in
their seeking help from the Counselling
Service. Being a student in this sense, is
thus an expression of a healthy part of the
personality and may help in overcoming
normal and neurotic obstacles to achieving
the individuals' true potential. For others,
being a student is part of a pathological
structure - an expression of someone else-
's wishes, part of a false self system, a
defensive solution to a personal problem.
It may be therefore critical for the indivi-
dual's long-term development to under-
stand whether being a student is healthy
or pathological, whether the student
should struggle with, or relinquish the
role, or take time out.  
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Michael, aged 24, came to see me
towards the end of his first term because
his relationship with his girlfriend had bro-
ken down, and he found himself unable to
work. It was his first serious sexual rela-
tionship and its ending brought to the fore
longstanding feelings of depression and
hopelessness, which he said he had been
feeling since the age of 15 or 16. 

Michael was slim, of medium height and
build, with short hair and a boyish face -
which carried an embarrassed, self-depre-
cating smile most of the time. He told me
that he wasn't sure why he had come to
this particular college - he had already held
two civil service jobs, and had spent a year
at another university, where he had
embarked on a degree course in politics.
His choice of subject - law - was, he told
me, pragmatic - it might enable him to get
a reasonable job, but he also wondered if
he should have gone elsewhere, to study
Sociology. He said he didn't want to join
the conventional rat race, and he despised
materialism. His ambivalence was to be a
constant theme throughout the therapy. 

In talking about his background, it transpi-
red that Michael came from an economi-
cally very deprived rural part of the British
Isles, and a very working class family,
which had been equally emotionally depri-
ving. His father was an alcoholic who ten-
ded to be silent and uncommunicative,
except when he and his mother rowed,
which was often. He sporadically worked
in the shop which he and Michael's mot-
her jointly rented, but which his mother
mostly ran. Michael described her as the
mainstay of the family, who worked very
hard but talked all the time - leaving, I sus-
pected, little room for him. She had left his
father on a number of occasions but she
always returned after a few days. He had
one sister, aged 21, who had left school at
16 and who worked as a secretary. He said
he had a good relationship with her - she
is closer to father than he is, and shouts at
him more. 

Michael described his relationship with his
parents like that of a referee - often having
to intervene in their verbal, although not
physical rows, sometimes in the middle of
the night. His father, he said, behaved
himself more when he was around. 

I asked him how he felt about his parents
and the situation at home. He said his rela-
tionship with his mother was good - she
rang him regularly, and was always con-
cerned about whether he had clean clo-
thes, he reported with a sardonic smile. 
He described his relationship with his fat -
her as " functional"  and said his father did-
n't talk to anyone. He said he pitied him,
because he'd mucked up his life. On one
occasion when he was 11, he recalled
knowing he had more sense when he was
4 years old than his father had. There were
times when he thought it would be better
if his father had died. Although he had
encouraged his mother to leave, he was
now resigned to the fact that she probably
wouldn't. He was, I felt, just as angry with
her for being the martyr, as he was with
his father. 

By the end of our initial interview, I felt the
rather self-deprecating, contemptuous
way in which Michael spoke about him-
self, his life, his relationship with his
parents and his background was concea-
ling a huge amount of long standing
anger and vulnerability which had their
roots in early childhood. The inappropriate
way in which he smiled and laughed when
talking about very painful memories indi-
cated his difficulty and fear of falling
apart, and of taking himself seriously. 

I was concerned about Michael's level of
depression, and the fact that he was clear-
ly very lost and confused about himself,
about what he was doing and why. I felt
he needed a period of time in which to try
and understand what had happened in his
relationship with his girlfriend which clear-
ly resonated with a much earlier emotional
abandonment, and which seemed to have
academically paralysed him. He agreed to
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see me once weekly for psychotherapy.
Gradually, the enormity of the level of
emotional deprivation of his childhood
became apparent. In one session, he told
me how struck he had been by overhea-
ring a friend's telephone conversation
with his mother, when he told her the rea-
son he probably hadn't looked too well
when she last saw him was because he'd
drunk too much the night before. Michael
couldn't imagine telling his mother any-
thing so personal about himself, or, I sugg-
gested, so anxiety provoking. He had
always felt it was his duty to look after her
because of how his father was. In return,
his mother had always put his father first,
and, in his opinion, didn't make enough
demands on him. As a result, he and his
sister were often left to fend for themsel-
ves. He has vivid memories of eating bowls
of Cornflakes sitting in front of the televi-
sion, with neither parent checking whet -
her they had had a proper meal or not.

His way of defending himself as a child
against the hurt of being totally ignored by
his father, and by being intermittently
taken notice of by his mother, was to
retreat, often into books. He found it diff -
ficult to make friends, wasn't any good at
sport, so rather than playing football with
the other lads in the village, spent a great
deal of time in the library, where he told
me very poignantly, he often tried to find
a book which his father would like - but he
never succeeded. A sad statement I later
came to realise about the mutually thwar-
ted attempts at communication between
himself and his father. He recalled one
Christmas when his father, drunk as usual,
came into his bedroom and tried to make
conversation with him, but in response, all
Michael felt was acute embarrassment and
pity for him. He blamed himself, as the
small child omnipotently does, for not
being loved by his father. 

Although he talked a great deal about not
wanting to end up like his father, whom
he felt had never taken responsibility for
his life or his family, at an unconscious

level, he had clearly identified with him.
Like his father, he was both work shy and
generally impotent. Initially it was dis-
guised as cynicism. He was denigrating,
both about himself and the college.
Despite achieving a 2.1 (a high degree
classification) in what is termed the mid
sessional exams in January, he wondered
whether it was a good 2.1, and felt he
probably wasn't good enough to be
anywhere else. Even with a degree, he did -
n't think he'd be up to much - so why
bother to work? 

What began to emerge, however, was
how much his inability to work, to even
attend lectures, and his fear of being
potent, were tied up with his unresolved
Oedipal fears. This was vividly illustrated
by a dream in which he had been driving
around his country of origin in a van,
which he parked at home. His father had
burned it, but he didn't protest directly to
his father. His associations to the dream
were that his father was envious of him,
which is why he burned the car - a symbol
of his freedom. He then went on to
acknowledge how afraid he is to succeed,
to be different to his father, because of the
hostility it might incur. It was safer, he felt,
to stay as he is - to change was too dan-
gerous. I agreed with his interpretation
and suggested, too, that driving around
his mother country showed perhaps how
he wanted to explore things with his mot -
her. From the way in which he described
the family dynamics, it appeared that his
choice had always been either to stand up
and do battle with his father, or be more
accepted by mother in a way father was-
n't, that is, by being a good little boy. 
Essentially, he was terrified of allowing
himself to be the kind of man his father
wasn't - to be different from him, power-
ful and assertive, a man who might have
excited mother. Contrary to her
victim/martyr-like image, he experienced
mother as being very powerful. She kept
everything together, so, rather than con-
fronting her, he had chosen to support her,
and try and please her. Despite the gene-
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ral chaos in which he lived, he once said
he always went regularly to the laundrett -
te as his mother constantly, anxiously
enquired as to whether he had enough
clean clothes. He also recalled a special
treat - being allowed to stay up with her
and watch television if his father was out. 

It therefore was not surprising to find that
in his relationship with his girlfriend, his
unconscious identification with his
anxious, narcissistic, passively / aggressive
mother was acted out. His girlfriend, like
his mother, was dominant and authoritati-
ve, and tended to tell him what to do. He
felt she was more interested in having sex
than in the emotional side of their rela-
tionship. Because of his background,
where people tended to marry young, the
first person they slept with, he felt
somewhat committed to her. It was also a
reflection of how he had internalised his
mother's moral values. She had told his
sister that if she allowed her boyfriend to
sleep with her, he would take her virginity
and go. 

In his inability to stand up effectively to his
girlfriend, Michael was, by a process of
objective identification, getting her to
attack him. In my counter-transference, I
experienced the same feelings. His fear of
dependence on me, his ambivalence
about being helped, and fear of commit -
ment, began to be apparent in relation to
the transference. During the second term
he began to arrive late, and talk about not
coming to sessions, with a view to going
to see someone privately, as he had begun
to talk about leaving college. He had alre-
ady stopped working, and had stopped
coming into college altogether, except to
see me. Like his drunken father, he avoi-
ded feelings by staying in bed all day.
Unfortunately, no one in the Law Faculty
seemed to notice. His male tutor was eld-
erly and ill, and Michael felt, didn't even
know who he was, let alone ask about his
work - just like his father. He experienced
the college as, in his words, " an imperso-
nal institution, in which there is no-one

who cares about me, no tutor who
demands to know where my essay is."  He
experienced the Law faculty and college
just like his family, as chaotic, impersonal,
uncaring, and felt alienated from his most -
ly younger fellow students, as he had done
from his schoolmates. 

When Michael finally made up his mind to
leave, and do another degree in Sociology
at another London University College, he
expressed his fury that his mother's reac-
tion had been one of indifference, and
said, " I would have to commit a crime to
get them to take any notice" . 

Although he had come to recognise that
he had identified with his work-shy, gene-
rally impotent father, whom he was
unconsciously terrified of becoming like,
he had, nevertheless, as a child, survived
by identifying with the aggressor. As his
real fear was of being different from his
father, it was safer, therefore, and made
him feel more powerful, to castrate colle-
ge, and, in the transference, me, as colle-
ge had initially, like his parents, failed to
set boundaries, and make demands of
him. Coming from a dysfunctional family,
in coming to college, Michael had uncons-
ciously needed, and hoped to find, Bollas'
" transformation object"  - parental substi-
tutes, ie, authority figures within the insti-
tution to whom he would be important,
who would have expectations of him, and
who would set the caring, concerned
boundaries which were missing in his own
background. Instead, he was ignored by
the Law Faculty as he had been by his
parents. In the transference, he had angri-
ly projected his hopes and potential into
me, by, for example, getting me to make
suggestions about him seeing the senior
tutor, so avoiding the risk of disappoint -
ment by doing nothing himself. By deci-
ding yet again to change course, he was
identifying with his passively angry mot -
her, who had oscillated between leaving
and returning home, but who had never
been able to confront her own unsatisfac-
tory situation directly.  
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Thus in the transference to the institution
and to me, Michael had re-experienced,
and re-enacted, his earlier unsatisfactory,
deprived and uncared for experiences of
attachment to his mother. Both his ego
and capacity to develop good object rela-
tions had consequently been so badly
damaged that it was very difficult for
Michael to make his way back from the
regression of early childhood. Michael's
difficulties in allowing me to mother him
safely in the transference were in part due
to his having passively given in to his
anxiety - so he felt helpless to control the
failed individual he felt he had become,
and was thus unable to protect himself
from his own self-hatred. Although it had
initially been a sense of relief to be taken
seriously by me, Michael's difficulties of
taking himself seriously meant he didn't
ever quite believe me, and so uncons-
ciously he became increasingly anxious
about having given in passively to his
depression. Hence by rejecting my offer of
ongoing help and by moving on to study
yet another course elsewhere, he found a
temporary way of restoring the feeling of
being in control, and so felt less helpless. 

Similarly his unresolved Oedipal difficulties
resulted in his spurning the possibility of a
relationship with a giving, loving girlfriend,
and caused him to stay with the one who
was so reminiscent of his mother.  

Michael therefore in Erikson's terms, had
very little sense of himself. Thus he expe-
rienced " identity diffusion" , was not able
to find a niche in life, and felt very aliena-
ted from everything and everyone around
him. As a result, according to Winnicott's
concept of the false self, he felt extremely
depressed, nothing seemed worthwhile,
and his examination success was meanin-
gless to him. Instead of facing his hope-
lessness, however, Michael tried to avoid
it, and thereby understanding himself, by
yet again changing course, as he had swit -
ched from his useless father to his useless
mother.  
Although she was a student in the same

faculty, Claire came from a very different
background, and indeed a different coun-
try. 
Claire referred herself to the counselling
service during the first term of the first
year. Her presenting problem was that she
could not decide whether to change from
Law to Modern Languages. She had attai-
ned four very good " A"  levels, although
she felt inadequate because two were at
grade B, and not all four at grade A. She
was one of four to have won a scholarship
from her country of origin to come to coll-
lege. What soon emerged, however, was
the dilemma the two subjects represented,
in her very impoverished internal world. 

When I suggested during the initial inter-
view that it seemed as though she was not
enjoying Law, her surprised response was
that she had never thought about enjoy-
ing things before, and asked, " should you
enjoy your course?"  Her way of phrasing
the question was typical of how she conti-
nued to ask me to tell her what to do, how
she constantly checked with me what she
should be thinking and feeling. She could
not relate to my use of the word 'feelings',
and once asked me to give her a list of fee-
lings to find out whether she had ever
experienced any. 
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Claire came from a very middle class,
strictly religious Roman Catholic family in
the Caribbean. She was very attractive loo-
king, petite with dark wavy hair, and loo-
ked younger than her 19 years. She was
the second child of four, her elder sister of
21 was in her final year, also studying Law;
she had a sister 16 months younger than
herself, and a brother of 13, whom she
described as " mother's favourite" . Her fat -
her was the principal of a high school, and
her mother a teacher. Neither parent made
a distinction between home and work.
Both had always brought work home and
never seemed to ease up and enjoy them-
selves. Education was the only thing that
ever seemed to matter. Claire's sense of
her own identity and self worth was inex-
tricably bound up with how good and
successful academically she felt she had to
be. She did nothing but work, and felt
desperately guilty if she ever took an hour
off to watch television. As a result, she had
shut down her social and sexual fears by
over diligent studying, and complained
that she had too much work to do to join
in the social life at college. She could never
act spontaneously, and was constantly tor-
turously monitoring and analysing why she
might want to do things. Her parents did-
n't show affection to one another, and it
transpired that four or five years earlier,
her mother had told her that her father
had been having an affair for several years,
which her mother had endured for the
sake of the children. Claire said she was
not close to either parent. Part of her had
identified with her mother, however, who
was always working and never went out. 

Before coming to see me at the outset of
her university course, Claire said she had
been feeling very mixed up for two or
three years. She said she was no good at
socialising, and didn't know what she
really liked. There had never been any
mutual exploration in the family, and there
was no one to whom she could talk to
about her feelings. Whenever she had
tried to speak to either parent, they always
told her what to do. This was to become a

significant feature of the transference,
which I had to be careful to resist, as she
repeatedly asked for my advice - including
constantly asking whether she should
come to her next session, always anxious-
ly checking out whether I wanted to see
her again, and when she arrived, wanting
me to tell her what she should talk about.  

Claire was not surprisingly very ambivalent
about receiving my help. She was afraid to
think for herself because it risked her
mother's, and in the transference, my
disapproval. She had never had a boy-
friend - going out and socialising was tho-
roughly disapproved of, especially by her
mother, whose expectation was that she
should always be studying. Since even
playing as a child had come to be expe-
rienced as an anathema, Claire had grown
up out of touch with her sexual feelings.
Indeed, to have any strong feelings was
experienced as too dangerous and too
painful. It was safer to have, as she had, a
five year plan, and to live in the future, so
that she wouldn't have to think and feel
about herself, she could remain in control,
endeavouring to believe in the absolute
certainty of things around her, and not risk
the unknown outcome of trying to chan-
ge. On one occasion, Claire summarised
the enormity of her emotional deprivation
by saying " I've never been allowed to live
- that's what the whole thing's about" .
Indeed the prospect of enjoying herself
was so overwhelming that in one session
she talked about feeling like killing herself.
The anger aroused in her as a result of dis-
covering a prospective boyfriend's interest
in her, was in part resonating with anger
that no-one close to her had ever shown
any real interest in her. There didn't appe-
ar to be any good objects in her early life.
But there was also a fear that the interest
wouldn't last. She had formed an attach-
ment to a boy when she was 13, but had
stopped seeing him when a year later she
had discovered his interest in another girl. 

Her dilemma about the potential boy-
friend highlighted the enormity of her



page 102

ambivalence about feeling freer, and allo-
wing herself to have what she wanted.
Gradually it became apparent that study-
ing law represented being emotionally
imprisoned. Indeed during one session
when I suggested to her that her struggle
with law felt like a prison sentence, she
replied that it was exactly what it had felt
like when she had filled in the forms at
registration. To feel freer, to think and act
for herself, was to risk her mother's
disapproval - hence it was safer to stay in
prison, emotionally. 

Gradually as she began to internalise my
care and concern for her, Claire felt more
able to test out my tolerance and under-
standing of her anger by occasionally miss-
sing sessions and arriving late. She began
unconsciously to get in touch with her
anger at her parents and began to rebel by
missing tutorials, not handing in her work
on time, and at one point was in danger of
failing her summer exams, so endangering
her scholarship status. Her unconscious
early adolescent acting out was accompa-
nied by somatic symptoms, based on the
enormity of her underlying anxiety and
depression. She saw the college GP on a
number of occasions, complaining of
pains in her stomach, back, arms and
head, and was clearly disappointed when
no physical cause for her pains could be
found. Had a physical cause been found, it
would have given her a legitimate excuse
not to continue with law. 
It took a long time for Claire to be in touch
with her depressed and angry feelings. My
counter transference feelings of overwhel-
ming sadness and helplessness balanced
by feelings of enormous irritation and
exasperation with her, helped me stay in
touch with how unloved she felt, and how
little she had ever experienced ever being
cared for. 

At one point in the therapy, her displaced
angry and depressed feelings threatened
to overwhelm her completely, when she
began to have psychotic-like experiences
over a period of months. During a couple

of sessions, she thought she saw a face at
the window, and then began to complain
of a 'thing' on her left shoulder, which she
said she had been aware of every day for
the last six years, and which was evil and
scary. She was worried in case I would be
angry, because she hadn't been able to
talk about it before, but now it felt more
solid. Although Claire was resistant to
understanding what was happening, and
wanted it magically to go away, I came to
understand that it represented an externa-
lisation of her internal persecutory fear of
her devilish anger, which she was terrified
of getting in touch with. She recalled that
as a small child, the expression of any
angry or strong feelings was considered
bad, even evil. As an early adolescent, if
she ever argued with her mother about
being allowed to go out with friends, for
example, mother wouldn't speak to her
for three days. 

Although Claire didn't manage to break
away from studying law, and despite
seriously neglecting her work at times, she
managed to obtain a very respectable
degree. Her dilemma, which she was still
deliberating when she left college, was
could she allow herself not to return to the
Caribbean, but to spend time in Europe or
South America, where she could use the
languages she was still interested in, and
which of course represented vitality, explo -
ration, excitement, enjoyment - all the fee-
lings which she had initially felt were too
dangerous to experience, but which in her
therapy with me she had allowed herself
to begin to explore. 

Claire was clearly a very needy young
woman, who came from a very emotio -
nally deprived, restricting and repressed
background, where the boundaries were
rigid rather than safe, and which had
resulted in her overdeveloped superego.
As a result, she denied herself enjoyment
of any kind, and justified her existence by
how hard she could work. Not surprisingly,
she had shut down emotionally, socially,
and sexually, and had not effectively nego-
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tiated early adolescent developmental
hurdles. In coming to college, the loss of
her rigid external family structure placed
sever strain on what turned out to be a
very fragile, internal structure. Thus she
was unable to participate in the social life
of the college - to have a boyfriend and
experience her first sexual relationship.
She didn't even feel free to choose a sub-
ject to study, and to choose a future career
that interested her. The realistic prospect
of having a boyfriend clearly touched on
her unresolved Oedipal fantasies, of being
disapproved of, and possibly abandoned,
by mother, especially as she had always
been ignored by father. In her internal
world, therefore, she was defenceless
against her overpowering and critical mot-
her. Hence it was safer to retreat into not
knowing what she felt about her boy-
friend, and what she wanted to do. 

Her very marked schizoid features, which
didn't even allow her to know what fee-
lings were, were typical of the child who
withdraws from the trauma of not feeling
intimately loved. Claire's mother was typi-
cal of the kind of mother who, according
to Fairbairn, " is especially prone to provo-
ke such a regression…who fails to convin-
ce her child by spontaneous and genuine
expressions of affection that she herself
loved him/her as a person."  So for Claire it
was dangerous to love or feel in need of
love, lest it should destroy. As Claire's
younger sister had been born just 16
months after her, unlike her siblings who
had been born several years apart, there
had been very little time especially for her.
Hence her constant checking that I, unlike
mother, would want to see her and have
time for her. Similarly, early emotional dep-
rivation contributed to her incessant wor-
king. It was not only a way of avoiding
feelings but a means of filling up the emp-
tiness inside her. In the same way, after a
few months in therapy, she began to
spend a lot of money on clothes and
jewellery - often items that she didn't
need, as compensation for the love and
affection she had never received.  



In the two cases I have presented, although their backgrounds and present ing
problems were very dif ferent , both students shared a number of  developmen-
tal dif f icult ies: - they had part icular dif f icult ies w ith the parent  of  the same sex,
they had unresolved feelings of  debilitat ing depression and anger, they expe-
rienced dif f icult ies w ith academic work, they had mothers whom they expe-
rienced as very powerful, and fathers who were emot ionally weak, and came
f rom families where there was an absence of  safe boundaries. But  in part icular
they had unresolved Oedipal complexes. This in turn af fected their sexual rela-
t ionships and their potency generally, causing dif f icult y w ith their academic
work and highlight ing their fears about  fully taking responsibilit y for themsel-
ves and their future careers. The lack of  posit ive parental bonding resulted in
their not  being able to healthily separate f rom their early at tachment  f igures.
They were also lacking, in Erikson's terms, a stable ego ident it y - a coherent
sense of  themselves, which gradually develops f rom early childhood, so that
the adolescents who have sat isfactorily negot iated this stage have an inner
conf idence about  who they are, and where they are going - something which
these two students markedly lacked. Thus the dual task of  t ransit ion, both into
early adulthood and into higher educat ion could not  be ef fect ively completed.  

Footnote
It  is interest ing to note the signif icance that  studying law had for each student .
Whilst  for Claire it  represented the internal prison that  she had such dif f icult y
breaking out  of , for M ichael it  equaled securit y - keeping his chaot ic inner
world in order.
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CONCLUSION
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SEPARATION AND ATTACHMENT AND THE BASIC ABILITY OF

DIFFERENTIATION & SUMMARISING IN ACADEMIC WORK

Ernst Frank |

The present  paper examines writ ing dif f icult ies in the context  of  a disturbed in
ego development . On the path f rom symbiosis to individuat ion (M. Mahler),
ego develops through separat ion and at tachment . For instance an extensive
piece of  writ ten work requires the common abilit y to dif ferent iate & summari-
ze - on the one hand is the analyzing, making something precise, moving up
closer to get  to the details - and on the other hand at  a distance is f inding the
essent ial and the main statement , making a well-formed and integrated com-
plete st ructure. 

This is a basic academic abilit y, which has to been seen in context  to the deve-
lopment  of  a well-formed and dif ferent iated ego/ident it y and the crucial task
of  separat ion and of  establishing independence. An abilit y, in cont rast  to a say-
ing. To see the wood - because of  the t rees.

ABSTRACT





page 109

The concern and anxiety of  mothers for their children and their let t ing them
go has dif ferent  intensit ies in dif ferent  cultures. The observat ion of  mothers of
10 European count ries concerning the separat ion and at tachment  behaviour
and the educat ion for autonomy of  their (even grownup)  children (possible
students) generated the follow ing ranking list : 
(where qualit y of  points indicates level of  concern on a scale of  0-100 points)

Italian | 76 
Spanish | 70
Aust rian | 62
French | 59
English | 56
German | 56
Dutch | 55
Swiss | 50
Danish | 49
Swedish | 40

The Italian " mamma"  in community w ith other southern European mothers is
therefore the most  concerned mother. At  the other end of  the ranking list  the
Swedish and northern European mother is clearly for independence and auto-
nomy in the educat ion of  their children 
(study of  the Inst itute of  Social Market ing in Rome, reported in the newspaper 
La Repubblica, 23.8.1999).

And now to my observat ions of  separat ion and at tachment  in context  to stu-
dents in academic work.

INTRODUCTION



THE PROCESSING OF INFORMATION GETS MORE AND MORE DIFFICULT
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Our social, political and economic life is
becoming more and more difficult. These
structures and dynamics get partialized
into smaller and smaller details and diffe-
rences. On one hand globalisation repre-
sents the tendency for wholistic networ-
king, on the other hand nationalizing
shows the craving for limited smaller units.
Thus for many people the relationship-net -
work becomes more incalculable and less
transparent, so that for example politicians
or prophets with oversimplified ideologies
are welcomed by overstretched people.

We are calling our time " the age of infor-
mation" . Within the next 10 years the
same amount of knowledge was produced
and registered as within the 2500 years
before. And within the next 5 years we will
again have doubled this amount of new
knowledge. Every 4 years for example the
knowledge in the medical field is doubled.
On the other hand the half-life of actual
knowledge decreases rapidly. The enor-
mous amount of more and more differen-
tiated information could bring us more
knowledge. But often enough the aim is
of being informed instead of being able to
understand. Written material loses its
place over to pictures.

WATZLAWICK says about communication
and information that there are two diffe-
rent languages- one is objective, defining,
cerebral, logical, analytical. The other is
the language of images, metaphors, sym-
bols, pars pro toto. This means that on one
hand the way of building logical step by
step - might cause us not to see the wood
from the trees. And on the other hand a
global-holistic understanding of total units
- which does not see the trees because of
the wood. WATZLAWICK even states that
it needs a genius to integrate these two
antagonistic views.

Scientists flood themselves with scientific
papers. But it becomes more and more
impossible to view this enormous amount
of data as a whole. There is too much
information and too little real knowledge.

Facing the overwhelming data the pre-
vious attempts to get a macro and micro
order-system start to fail. This over infor-
mation - obtained through the revolution
of the information-technology - produces
stress and reduces more and more the
capacity of understanding and the capaci-
ty of memory. The ability to call upon sto-
red memory suffers, the ability to analyse
and synthesize becomes paralysed. And all
these finally can end in confusion, aggress-
sion, resignation, exhaustion or depress-
sion. Desperately and (subconsciously) lon-
gingly a theory is searched for which can
integrate the information into a meaning-
ful whole. This is true for every science and
of course for every area of life.

Therefore:
The overwhelming amount of mass infor-
mation, a society and ways of living which
are more and more differentiated, the
task, to process all this, to integrate it into
the inner world and then to be able to
transform it again to the outside world is
increasingly experienced as too much.

Unity in diversity: differentiation & summ-
marizing in the context of separation and
attachment

So we are looking for the ability to filter
out what is essential and important to us.
That is the situation prospective students
are in, in deciding what to study. In order
to do so they have to know what they
want. They need to know themselves and
to have self-confidence. They must decide
themselves what is important and what is
unimportant. 

Here we see what is basic for the deciding
person: being informed as much as possi-
ble and being in touch with what is perso -
nally important he/she has to get to the
inner knowing what is worth diving more
into this or that.

Nowhere else in academic work is the
need for structure more evident than in
writing an extensive paper such as a thesis,
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or presentations in seminars. 

How do we get this basic ability - the abili-
ty to structure, that means to analyse and
also to summarize the enormous amount
of possible information? 
On the one hand - how do we learn to
analyse, to differentiate, to separate, to
put something into portions, to discrimi-
nate, to split up, to select, to make some-
thing more precise, to get into details and
to deepen, to gather and look for infor-
mation like pieces of a puzzle?

And - on the other hand - how do we
learn to summarize, to build a synthesis, to
find the red thread, to find a survey, to
know what's what, to compress, to find
the essential and the focus, to make a
clear statement, to emphasize, not to
oversimplify, to get a clear figure in con-
trast to the background or however else
you could call these equal important abili-
ties (in writing a scientific work)? 
I want to call this interdependent, recipro-
cal, related and very complex process " dif -
ferentiation & summarizing" . I mean it is
both, a cognitive and an emotional pro-
cess.

We learn to read, to write and to calcula-
te, but the ability of orientation seems to
incorporate such a complex and central
process that obviously it cannot be learned
as an isolated skill. 

Some people have no difficulties with
details, but it is impossible for them to get
a general view. They specialize, but lose
the overall view. Others just stay on the
surface, looking at the world as if they
stand on top of a church tower, unable to
dive from that distance into real life. That
can lead to serious restrictions. It is often
due to fear. A fear which most likely stems
from previous experiences in one's life
history with contact to and engagement
with the social environment which was felt
dangerous.

I want to make clear that differentiation &

summarizing is connected to separation
and attachment and that it is a very essen-
tial and primary step towards the ability to
good relationships to oneself and to
others, a premises to manage the tasks of
a student.

The development from child to adult can
mostly be characterized as a process of
differentiation. The permanent balance
change from the bigger picture to diffe-
rentiation is at the same time a change
from coming close and stepping back. Like
a painter, who gets close to his picture to
paint a bit and than steps back to see the
whole picture.

Students come to the Psychological
Counselling Service and tell about conti-
nuous difficulties in accomplishing exten-
ded written papers. And as we know, they
are in an isolated and lonely situation
during writing and it is hard for them to
come. They tell about their problem as if it
were a relationship problem with a difficult
partner. These writing difficulties seem at
first easy to be solved through technical
advices about writing, but in deeper con-
versation they turn out to be a disturbed
process of ego-development, ego-achieve-
ment and social maturity. 
In this context and following my intention
I want to say, that students should not be
helped superficially only to function, they
should be helped in a deeper way to deve-
lop their personalities. For me it is not a
question of perfectionism, it is a question
of the differentiated, dialectic and com-
plex reality. Too quickly and undifferentia-
ted psychological training-work without
knowing the inner background can later
on cause inexplicable symptoms, which
then become more difficult to handle. 

What is the connection between writing
difficulties of scientific papers and perso-
nality development?  How far are writing
difficulties a symptom of a weak ego
cause?
It is my experience that the same skills are
required to develop one's personality as to
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THE DEVELOPMENT FROM SEPARATION AND ATTACHMENT

do a piece of written work from the first
thought to a mature well-structured
whole. In talking to the students I often
see the connection between their general
life strategies and the strategies they use
to approach their preparation for an exam
or their written diploma. In simple words:
lack of ego structure leads to a lack of
structure in scientific work. (Of course we
must not forget that differences in ability
have to be taken into account.)

ideas seems to be the time before they fall
asleep). A more or less complex and speci-
fic communication within the inner world
and at the same time in relationship to the
outer world is needed. This communica-
tion is important for success.

On the way from symbiosis to individua-
tion the ego is formed through separation
and attachment. At the same time the
development from symbiosis to individua-
tion is a path of increasing differentiated
awareness as well as summarizing under-
standing and self-congruence. The separa-
tion of the physical bodies becomes a
model and condition for togetherness and
the perception of each other. Closeness
and distance, mutually depending upon
each other in a relationship play a consti-
tutional role, so that well functioning,
intact and respected personal boundaries
can develop. Thus self-esteem can be built
up and the ability to cope for instance with
the openness and limitations of the world,
the freedom and dependency and also
power and helplessness. Separation is only
possible through the relationship between
mother and child, and only relationship
enables separation. Together with the fact
of being separated from others the child
knows, that - although there is conformity
and understanding - much has to be sha-
red if the child wants to be understood.
The wish to communicate and the interest

Our feeling of identity and ego are conn-
nected with our maturity and develop-
mental processes, where the opposing
tendencies of decentralisation of the sub-
ject on one hand and the striving of the
psyche for integration on the other hand
have to find their place. To change oneself
also means to create an individual out of
all transformations who is more or less a
connected/coherent totality. We feel our
identity through experiences in crises
where we are forced to reassure ourselves.
Identity-work for the ego means creating a
balance between outer expectations, role-
conformity and an inner reality, identifica-
tions and descendants of subconscious
fantasies and desires. Just as adolescents
have to gain their meaning of life and their
identity through an immense abundance
of compatible or incompatible possibilities
the writer of a thesis have to choose also
from an immense abundance of formation
possibilities in order to create a consistent,
coherent, integrated and understandable
work. At the same time they are supposed
to prove that they are capable of working
autonomously and to show what is expec-
ted from scientific texts: structure and cla-
rity. In this process it is the ability of self-
reflection that plays the central role as psy-
chic organisational principle. To write a
thesis is similar to a lonesome inner dialo-
gue and monologue (many students
report, that the best time to have the best
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of the social environment is the motivation
for sharing thoughts and feelings.

There can be damage in this process if for
example parents feel threatened through
the separation of their children or - alter-
natively - cannot stand closeness. If, at the
same time the separation between inner
world and outside reality does not succeed
the non-achievable outside, reality is often
replaced through a fantasized inner world.
Or if the outer world is too dominant the
psychic inner world cannot be developed
and will be covered and suffocated. As a
consequence reality and fantasy might

become confused, as well as image and
fact, plan (thinking) and realization (wri-
ting). The consequence is the difficulty to
bring thoughts from the inner world on to
paper in the outer world. The person does
not dare to follow his/her path, he/she
stands still, walks in circles, detours to the
right or left, patters on the same spot.
That is how students describe their avoi-
ding behaviour during writing.

The students with considerable writing
problems often use the subjunctive (" I
would" ) or the dualism " either - or" , " all
or nothing" . They are not capable to dif f-
ferentiate to make the essential opening
step from the dyad to the triad, which ori-
ginally means the step from mother-child-
symbiosis to mother-father-child-relations-
hip. It shows especially in psychotherapies
with students with working disturbances
that they have a more or less weakened,
poorly separated achievement-ego with
narcistic problems. Also it showed in the
psychanalytic-therapeutic relationship that
their dilemma between separation and
attachment was transferenced, that they
behaved at the same time clinging as well
as repelling. They got stuck like in a no
man's land between two nations. And at
the same time they were unable to get
some order into their ruptured feelings.

The clearer (a) the relationship is in regard
to separation and attachment in the I -
Thou, the clearer (b) the differentiation
between personal inner and outer world is
achieved and can be brought to dialogue,
and (c) the clearer the differentiation bet-
ween past, present and future as develop-
mental time can be made, the earlier it will

be that the thoughts which are first runn-
ning wild can find their way into a flow of
comprehensive, sorted, understandable
information. The single differentiated
parts should lead to a whole, where the
result should be more than the sum of the
parts. Since the process of writing is slo-
wer than the process of thinking and since
science is the slowest method to come up
with knowledge it is additionally harder for
impatient students to oscillate between
the parts and the whole.

In talking to students they come up with
either difficulties starting a theme, follo-
wing it through and /or finishing it.
For example finishing a chapter of a thesis
seems to be a goodbye and letting go of a
person and demands the difficult task to
limit a theme and let go of the still open
questions and thoughts. It takes the willin-
gness to be content with what you have
done even if it is not perfect and what you
had intended. And also it needs the ability
to direct your attention to the next aim. 

Scientific writing is part of an extremely
complex relationship to the world, which
consists at the same time of motivational,
intellectual, social and technical condi-



COSEQUENCES AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THERAPY

From what  I have said so far it  seems to be clear that  psychological counselling
or therapy for students w ith heavy writ ing inhibit ions need to emphasize on
the level of  the ego-maturit y of  the students and their relat ionship-st ructures,
w ith at tent ion to separat ion and at tachment . 

The chosen method of  psychotherapy should allow to work through past  rela-
t ionships and their inf luence on the developing ego-st ructure, but  also to supp-
port  f inding a clear therapy-focus which includes the conf lict  dynamics as well
as the solut ion to it . 

At  the end I would like to quote Hermann HESSE. He describes in one of  his
publicat ions how his writ ing works: while searching for one single word, choos-
ing out  of  three opt ions, at  the same t ime t rying to keep in mind and hold the
whole sentence which is just  under const ruct ion, and while you are f inally
fabricat ing the sentence, follow ing through the chosen const ruct ion and t igh-
tening the screws of  the f rame you t ry somehow miraculously st ill t o have the
sound and the proport ions of  the whole chapter, even the whole book in your
consciousness - this is an excit ing task which is amazingly dif f icult  and only
occasionally successful
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tions. And also logical, semantic, gramma-
tical, motorical and communicational skill-
ls have to come together in order to find
the flow of writing, which is aimed to pro-
duce a coherent meaning, without the
support of the sound of the voice, the
gestures and facial expressions. 

This complexity is the reason why students
easily feel overstressed. Many students do
not have any problems in the first part of
their studies, they are hard-working, obe-
dient and successful in learning, but the
problems start when they begin with their
thesis. They have more tasks to accomplish
at a time than they are capable to do. They
can therefore become long-term-students
or may never finish their study. Fears of
writing something wrong or silly and thus
to become the centre of attention or fears
of not being able to express themselves
clearly or being judged negatively through

others or even to prove their inability to
study at all can finally build up to a paraly-
zing panic. All these social fears lead to a
negative discrimination from others. 

Written scientific texts are the result of
many work-intensive procedures with
several phases of corrections and rewri-
tings as well as phases of criticism. And
depending on how criticism, mistakes and
corrections from the social environment
were experienced in previous life history -
whether it was more negative or positive -
the writer might react with fearful with-
drawal or welcome it. While writing an
extensive paper the writer needs a cohe-
rent ego with intact boundaries and intact
feeling of self-esteem in order to be sure
he stays the same even if there is criticism
and alteration.
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ATTACHMENT AND SEPARATION

IN INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP PSYCHOTHERAPY

Stig Poulsen |

This paper examines the issue of  separat ion and at tachment  in both individual
and group psychtherapy.  The paper begins by discussing object  relat ions the-
ory and at tachment  theory in part icluar. The therapeut ic alliance and the natu-
re of  the clients experience in psychotherapy are discussed in some detail in
order to demonst rate the signif icance of  at tachment  processes.
The author then goes on to address group psychotherapy. He out lines the
various models of  group development  and notes the fact  t hat  changes occur in
the importance of  dif ferent  therapeut ic factors in the course of  the groups
lifespan. Finally, the results are presented of  interviews carried out  w ith indivi-
dual members of  two groups, for students w ith procrast inat ion problems and
thesis anxiety. These results conf irm the original hypothesis of  the importance
of  separat ion and at tachment  issues for students working in groups but  add
some further complexit y to the issue which the author at tempts to resolve.

ABSTRACT





page 119

In this paper my aim is to discuss the process of  psychotherapy in general and
of  group psychotherapy in part icular, t rying to show how the themes of  at tach-
ment  and separat ion are cent ral to the psychotherapeut ic process. This is a
relat ively st raight forward task as long as you keep to theory, since there seems
to be a general theoret ical consensus around these issues. I w ill, however, af ter
a presentat ion of  theoret ical viewpoints, t ry to spoil the peace by int roducing
data f rom an interview study w ith group therapy clients which I have recent ly
conducted. It  is not  that  the clients point  of  view is incompat ible w ith the the-
oret ical understandings. However, the clients statements do add a certain com-
plexit y to the issues which I w ill t ry to resolve through the last  part  of  my pres-
entat ion.

INTRODUCTION

INDIVIDUAL THERAPY

Even though the title of my paper
is," Attachment and separation in group
psychotherapy" , the paper devotes a sig-
nificant segment to elaborating on how
these phenomena can be traced in the
therapeutic process of individual psycho-
therapy. A common theme in the psycho-
analytic conceptualization of therapeutic
process is that development within
psychotherapy reflects childhood develop-
ment. In a relatively broad sense this
means that behavior and transference
phenomena assumed to be characteristic
for specific developmental phases, for
instance oedipal rivalry or oral greed, will
be reactivated in therapy. Accordingly, a
central aim in psychoanalytic therapy is to
try to work through these phase-specific
conflicts and ultimately to dissolve the
clients fixations to certain stages of deve-
lopment.
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THE BRITISH OBJEKT RELATIONS THEORISTS

A more specific understanding of the
connections between therapeutic and
infantile development can be found in the
works of object relations theorists like
Winnicott and Balint. These analysts intro-
duced an understanding of the way in
which the psychoanalytic - and psychothe-
rapeutic - setting resemble the early rela-
tionship between the mother/caretaker
and the infant. As we know, they worked
with clients whose problems rather than
relating to instinctual conflicts revolved
around a feeling of need, a lack, which by
Balint (1968) has been termed the basic
fault. In Winnicotts opinion such a basic
fault will typically lead to the development
of what he called a false self (1965).
Balints and Winnicotts basic technical pos-
tulate was, that through a good enough
adaptation to the client, he or she would
eventually regress to a state of mind
resembling that of the infants in relation to
its mother. To Winnicott the caretakers
central task is to present the world to the
infant as if it were the infants own crea-
tion, that is in a way which allows the
infant to keep up the illusion of omnipo-
tent control. To Winnicott (1971), it is
more than anything else aggression that
ensures that the infant realizes that there
is a world beyond the subjective realm.
This is so, because the child is eventually
forced to realize that its aggressive attak-
ks on the object (mother, breast) do not
actually destroy the object.
In the psychotherapeutic situation, Balint
and Winnicott felt that the therapists abili-
ty to hold the client like a good enough
mother could eventually make it possible
for the client to embark on what Balint ter-
med a new beginning where the client
could deal more flexibly with closeness as
well as separateness in relation to other
persons.
The reason why I have dwelt some on

Balints and Winnicotts ideas is of course
that the themes of attachment and sepa-
ration are central to these, albeit in
somewhat different terms. Psychothera-
peutic development is understood as a
process where the clients attachment to

the therapist and to the facilitating envi-
ronment enables the client to relive former
traumatic experiences. During this process
the client separates herself by criticizing
and attacking the therapist for her inevita-
ble failures. However, the experience that
the therapist do not retaliate or withdraw
makes it possible for the client to ultima-
tely accept that attachment to and trust in
the object can exist side by side with the
impulse to distance oneself from the
object and to explore the world on ones
own.
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In the literature on the therapeutic pro-
cess one encounters several attempts to
express viewpoints that are rather similar
to this basic understanding, but in a termi-
nology based on theoretical approaches in
which the concepts of attachment and
separation are elevated to a central status.
One might in this connection mention the
interesting work of Sidney Blatt and
Rebecca Behrends (1987) who try to apply
Margaret Mahlers understanding of the
separation-individuation process to the
therapeutic relationship. I find these ideas
relevant, even though I recognize that
Mahlers concept of a primary symbiotic
developmental phase has been strongly
criticised. However, my aim is not to dis-
cuss the specifics of childhood develop-
ment, but rather to reflect on the dyna-
mics of attachment and separation pro-
cesses. And to my mind Mahlers theory is
basically a theory of the interplay between
attachment and separation.

Blatt and Behrends stress the importance
of internalization. They see internalization
as the central mechanism by which the
child consolidates the ability to be separa-
te from the mother. Blatt and Behrends
understand - much in line with Winnicott -
a good-enough mother-child relationship
to be the essential foundation for child-
hood development. At the same time they
stress that given this good enough rela-
tionship, the mothers failures to gratify the
child serve as a stimulation for develop-
ment. This is because the child, when
faced with what Blatt and Behrends call
experienced incompatibilities in relation to
the caretakers, will try to preserve the gra-
tifying experience by internalization. More
specifically this means that the child will
seek support from internal images of for-
mer gratifying relations with the caretaker,
using this support to tolerate frustrations
and separateness in the actual encounter.

To Blatt and Behrends this description af
childhood development is easily transferr-
red to the relationship between the client
and the therapist. As in childhood deve-

lopment the therapeutic relation must be
based on the clients experience of the rela-
tionship as being basically gratifying,
reminiscent of the mothers holding of the
child. If this experience of the therapeutic
relationship as gratifying is consolidated in
the client the inevitable frustrations inhe-
rent in the therapeutic relationship may
lead to internalization of the therapist and
her functions. This enables the client to
endure these frustrations and to explore
the inner world as well as the therapeutic
relationship. Of course such a consolida-
tion will not take place in an instant.
Rather it must be understood as a process,
the course of which will to a large degree
depend on the quality of the clients inter-
nal objects derived from earlier relations-
hips

SEPARATION - INDIVIDUATION
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ATTACHMENT THEORY

If we move on to the group of clinicians
who explicitly base their ideas on Bowlbys
attachment theory, one might draw atten-
tion to Jeremy Holmes work on the clinical
implications of attachment theory. Holmes
points out, that attachment theory is of
central relevance to the understanding of
psychotherapy. His basic line of thought
has been summarized by himself in the
following statement which is basically a
quote, although expanded a bit by me in
order to make it more intelligible. Holmes
says (1997, p. 240):

Attachment theory is based around the
poles of attachment and separation. The
goals of psychotherapy can be summari-
zed as those of intimacy and autonomy.
Secure attachment [in psychotherapy as
well as in childhood development] provi-
des a foundation for both intimacy and
autonomy (...) [The therapists] Acceptance
of separation or protest enables the inevi-
table separations and losses inherent in
development [and in psychotherapy] to be
negotiated.
As well as being inspired by Bowlby, these
views are obviously similar to Winnicotts
understanding of the therapeutic process,
an inspiration which is also acknowledged
by Holmes. One of the interesting aspects
of Holmes work is the way he describes
different paths of the therapeutic process
depending on the clients attachment sty-
les. He thus emphasizes that while clients
with clinging, ambivalent attachment patt -
terns need to be enabled to distance
themselves from the therapist, for clients
with avoidant attachment styles the chall-
lenge is to dare to be dependent on and
intimate with the therapist.
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THE THERAPEUTIC ALLIANCE

I will now continue by saying something
about the therapeutic alliance. This is
because, that even though the views I
have mentioned so far all derive from a
more clinical point of view, results from
psychotherapy research also point in the
same directions. It is well known that one
of the more robust findings from the
empirical investigations of psychotherapy
is, that a strong therapeutic alliance seem
to be of central importance to a good the-
rapeutic outcome. The therapeutic alliance
may be a somewhat fuzzy concept cove-
ring a broad variety of relational pheno-
mena. However, some conceptual order
has been established by Edward Bordins
suggestion (1979) that the alliance com-
prises of three dimensions, namely the
development of bonds, assignment of
tasks, and agreement on therapeutic
goals. Since it is obvious that the bonding
aspect of the alliance is very similar to the
the attachment concept, alliance research
also seem to lend empirical credibility to
the claim that the emotional bond bet -
ween therapist and client is of basic impor-
tance to the therapeutic process.
Furthermore alliance research seemingly
support the assumption that the building
of attachment is the central task in the
early phases of therapy. It has actually
been shown that in high-outcome thera-
pies the ratings of the alliance often peak
early in therapy declining somewhat her-
eafter. This finding suggest that a strong
early bond between client and therapist
may serve as a therapeutic lifeline, which
may allow the client to distance himself
from the therapist with the more or less
unconscious knowledge that the therapist
will be ultimately reliable and sympathetic
to him.

Lester Luborsky on the basis of these rese-
arch findings speak of two types of allian-
ce in individual psychotherapy. In the
beginning of therapy, the alliance will typi-
cally be what Luborsky calls a type 1-alli-
ance (OH) which is: based on the patients
experiencing the therapist as supportive
and helpful with himself as a recipient

(1976, p. 94). In other words the early alli-
ance is characterized by a somewhat
dependent relation from the client to the
therapist. However, in later phases of the-
rapy a type 2-alliance will develop. This is
defined as a sense of working together in
a joint struggle (...) [and] of shared res-
ponsibility for working out treatment goals
(ibid.).

A recent line in alliance research is research
in ruptures in the alliance (eg. Safran &
Muran, 1996). Admittedly, this research is
not very well developed and the results
must be said to be preliminary. However,
these preliminary findings seemingly supp-
port the assumption, that problems in the
relation between therapist and client (for
instance misunderstandings, frame work
errors etc.) may ultimately be of positive
importance to the client, provided that the
therapist is able to acknowledge actual
mistakes on her part, to facilitate the
clients expression of his dissatisfaction
with the therapist, and to react to such cri-
ticism in a non-retaliatory way. Thus it is
not only the importance of attachment
but also the importance of separation that
seem to receive empirical support. It must
be noted that the idea of alliance ruptures
as potential growth experiences is very
similar to both Winnnicotts and Blatt &
Behrends ideas about the importance of
the therapists failures and of the inevitable
frustrations inherent in the psychothera-
peutic relationship.
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CLIENT EXPERIENCE

Leaving the litterature on the alliance, I will
now direct your attention to yet another
area of research casting light on the the-
mes of attachment and separation in the
psychotherapeutic process. I am thinking
of the studies on clients experience of
psychotherapy. A general finding in these
studies is, that in the early stages of thera-
py the relationship to the therapist in itself
seem to be of the utmost importance.
John McLeod (1990) in his review of inter-
view studies with psychotherapy clients in
individual therapy emphasizes, that when
asked about their experiences of the first
sessions, clients typically talk about their
feelings about the therapist and their reac-
tions to her, rather than about what the
actual content of the sessions were. Not
surprisingly many therapists will tend to
focus on the problems presented by the
client rather than the relationship. What
seems to be of  importance to the client is
to feel valued and understood by the the-
rapist, to get the impression that the the-
rapist knows what she is doing, and to get
an understanding of the formal arrange-
ments of the therapy as well a feeling of
how the therapy will actually be conduct -
ed.

In a similar vein, Howe (1993) in his book
on clients experience of psychotherapy
claims that the basic wish from the client
at the onset of therapy is to be accepted
by the therapist. Howe does explicitly
make the connection between the empiri-
cal studies of client experience and
Bowlbys concept of the secure base from
which the child can explore the world. He
emphasizes that clients often tell about
incidents from the initial therapeutic
hours, where they have shamefully dis-
closed secrets about them selves or have
shown strong emotions, often being in
tears. To the clients it is vital that the the-
rapist is able to react to these emotional
outbursts in a way, which show that the
therapist is not overwhelmed by the clients
and do not shrink away from them but is
able to be compassionate and understan-
ding. Furthermore Howe stresses that

clients generally find it important - at least
in the beginning of the therapy - that the
therapist seems warm and emotionally
accessible and also that the therapists offi-
ce is a nice place to be.
These findings seem to fit well with the

assumption that the establishment of an
emotional bond between client and thera-
pist is of central importance in the initial
phases of therapy. There is not, however,
the same amount of evidence that the
clients feel that episodes or periods of
non-attachment or separation are of posi-
tive importance. Actually, this is hardly sur-
prising since the immediate experience of
frustration in therapy will be one of irrita-
tion, of not feeling understood etc.
However, the aforementioned investiga-
tions of alliance ruptures indicate that
incompatibilities between client and thera-
pist may contribute positively to the thera-
peutic process, given that these failures of
adaptation occur within a context of
attachment and that the therapist is able
to deal satisfactorily with the clients reac-
tions to the alliance rupture. The research
of David Rennie (1990) points in the same
direction. Rennie emphasizes that clients
often point to the therapists interpreta-
tions as interruptions of the clients track of
thoughts, and as such as potential sources
of irritation and frustration. However, to
Rennie these interruptions are unavoidable
and necessary even though they may be
frustrating to the client. It is however
essential that the clients experience the
therapeutic relationship as basically satis-
factory and that the therapist is ready to
metacommunicate about the status of the
therapeutic relationship and about the
impacts of her interventions.
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SUMMARY, INDIVIDUAL PSYCHOTHERAPY

MODELS OF GROUP DEVELOPMENT

Let me pause here to summarize what I
have said about individual psychotherapy.
There seem to be a widespread agreement
about the central importance of the estab-
lishment of an emotional bond between
the client and the therapist. Such a bond,
which may be seen as a central element of
the therapeutic alliance, is probably a pre-
condition for the clients ability to tolerate
separation, both the kind of separation
which may be understood as the clients

exploration of the therapeutic space in the
presence of the therapist and the separa-
tions cased by imcompatibility and / or
conflict between the client and the thera-
pist. Given the establishment of such a
secure base, failures in the therapists
adaptation to the clients needs may actu-
ally facilitate development and the inter-
nalization of the therapist as a good
object.

If we turn now to the therapeutic process
in group psychotherapy we can find here a
good deal of the same characteristics
found in theories about development in
individual therapy. Some psychoanalyticall-
ly inspired group therapists like for instan-
ce Stephen Saravay (1978) have even tried
to draw a parallel between group develop-
ment and individual development, clai-
ming that development in groups passes
through stages closely mirroring Freuds
and Abrahams stages of psychosexual
development. Even though such models
may actually have some relevance they
seem rather speculative to me and are not
of direct relevance to the theme of this
conference.

More interesting in this context are the
models that postulate that the members
of a beginning therapy group will initially
go through a phase of dependency and /
or attachment where acceptance and gui-
dance from the leader or the other group
members is of vital importance.

In the model of group development sugg-
gested by MacKenzie (1997), he claims
that the clients emphasis in the initial
phase of therapy will be on the affectiona-
te bond between group members.
MacKenzie see the central task of the
beginning group as the development of
engagement and of a seminal group cohe-

sion most often based on an exhilerating
feeling that the other group members
have had experiences and problems similar
to ones own. Given that the group succes-
fully passes through this initial phase of
engagement, MacKenzies model predict
that a phase of differentiation will ensue.
In this stage the members will tend to
manifest their individuality in a way which
may mean distancing oneself from other
members and / or from the group leader. If
this phase is succesfully worked through
the members will end up being more tole-
rant of the differences in the group and
have a feeling that the group is capable of
tolerating and solving conflicts. This phase
is followed by a phase characterized by
interactional work where the members
explore the interpersonal relations within
the group thereby working on their own
interpersonal problems.

It is evident, that the themes of attach-
ment and separation are prominent in this
model of group development, which is
basically representative for many other
conceptualizations of group process.
According to the model group develop-
ment presupposes attachment to the
group leader and to the other group mem-
bers (what might be termed group cohe-
sion) as well as separation, that is a tole-
rance for conflict and for expressions of
individuality.



What I would like to do now is to discuss
these assumptions about group develop-
ment in the light of an interview study I
have conducted with the members of two
groups for students with procrastination
problems and thesis anxiety. The group
format was described by Trine Fredtoft and
Mette Bauer in the workshop wednesday,
so I will limit my description of the group
format somewhat. Basically, what is
important to say is that the groups ran
over 15 sessions and that the therapy was
conducted according to group-analytic
principles, meaning that the therapists
were relatively passive, allowing the group
process to unfold with a minimum of
directions to the group members, but still
focusing the group process by directing

their interventions to the common focus
of the group. The group members were all
women aged between 22 and 32 years of
age. None of them suffered from any
serious psychopathology although several
had symptoms typical of depressive and
anxiety disorders.I interviewed the 11
clients who remained in the groups using
a semi-structured  interview strategy. The
aim of the interviews were to enable the
clients to speak about their experience in
therapy as freely as possible while at the
same time eventually getting answers to
more specific questions. These questions
concerned for instance their feelings
about benefits from the therapy, impor-
tant episodes during the course of therapy,
their experience of the therapists and
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THERAPEUTIC FACTORS THROUGH THE GROUP THERAPEUTIC PROCESS

THE INTERVIEW STUDY

Another strategy for conceptualizing the
therapeutic process in groups is to look at
the way the relative importance of diffe-
rent therapeutic factors change in the
course of the groups process (see eg.
Crouch et al., 1994). There seem to a rat -
her broad agreement of the typical deve-
lopment in time-limited therapy groups.
Apparently clients in the initial stages of
therapy will stress the importance of
socalled supportive factors. These are for
instance universality, that is the relief in
finding that other people have problems
similar to ones own, and the instillation of
hope. As the group process develops
socalled work factors like interpersonal
learning and achievement of insight will
be seen as more important while the afo-
rementioned supportive factors will
decrease in importance. However, other
supportive factors, first and foremost
group cohesion (or the feeling of toge-
therness and team spirit in the group) and
acceptance from other group members,
are rated as equally important throughout
the course of therapy.

On the basis of these findings it seems rea-
sonable to conclude that most group
members in the early stages of the group
seem to be most concerned with the qua-
lity of the emotional climate of the group,
favoring the experience of acceptance
from the other members and the cohesive
atmosphere over more conflictual and
confronting interchanges. This is in accor-
dance with MacKenzies model of group
development and also in accordance with
the general assumption that interpersonal
attachment is a prerequisite for the ability
to tolerate separation.

In the later stages of the groups life group
cohesion will probably change in charac-
ter. Early group cohesion tend to have a
somewhat dependent, regressive flavor,
often based on the assumption that all
group members are very similar and agree
on all relevant issues. Later on the attach -
ment between group members may deve-
lop into a feeling of belonging to the
group while at the same time acknowled-
ging the individual differences between
group members.
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other group members etc. The interviews
were transcribed and analyzed in accor-
dance with the strategy for qualitative
analysis called Grounded Theory (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). I
will not go into a more detailed descrip-
tion of proceedings of the qualitative ana-
lysis. Instead I will go on to present the
results of this analysis in the form of a
model of the process (fig. 1) of the groups,
which is intended to mirror the clients
experience of this process.

I will restrict myself to giving a somewhat
limited explanation of the model, focusing
on the aspects most relevant to this pres-
entation. The basic category of the model
is a phenomenenon I have called de-pri-
vatization, a term which has a somewhat
homemade flavour in Danish as well as in
English, but which I nonetheless feel cap-
tures the essence of the clients stories rat -
her well. The term is intended to cover a
process whereby the client becomes pro-
gressibly more able to acknowledge that
what she has hitherto considered private
and have tried to hide from others, can
actually be shared with other people
without fatal consequenses.

According to the model the de-privatiza-
tion process will be grounded on the expe-
rience of recognition in relation to the
other members and the stories they have
to tell. Thus it is a phenomenon very much
similar to the therapeutic factor called uni-
versality. If the client recognizes feelings,
thoughts or problems in the stories told by
the other members, she will acknowledge
that her personal problems, which she has
experienced as unique and embarrasing,
correspond to similar problems in other
persons. This sets the de-privatization pro-
cess in motion, eventually making it easier
for client to open up in the group, that is
to share previously hidden aspects of her-
self with the group.

On the other hand, if the client does not
recognize her own emotions in the other
clients the de-privatization process is hin-

dered. However, one of the interesting fin-
dings from the interviews with the clients
were that many clients have made a strong
decision to open up in the group, no matt -
ter what. That is that their pre-formed atti-
tude towards the group helps them to put
the de-privatization process back on track.
Thus even clients who feel somewhat
alone in the group may plunge into the
group process more or less driven by their
will alone.

The importance of recognition is modified
by the experience of the emotional pre-
sence in the group. As can be seen, this
concept can be divided into three dimen-
sions, namely group climate, the therapists
presence, and active presence from other
group members. In the first group sessions
the most important aspect will be the
experience of the therapists presence, first
of all the feeling that the therapists are
responsible and emotionally accessible. If
the client feels that the quality of the the-
rapists emotional presence is adequate,
and there is a sufficient amount of recog-
nition the de-privatization process will be
on its way. However, if the therapists emo-
tional presence is evaluated negatively, the
de-privatization process may be stuck.
What seems to happen in this case is that
the clients will repeatedly challenge the
therapists, testing their stability, warmth
and competance in the more or less
unconscious hope that it will eventually be
safe to open up in the group.

This status may however be overcome, if
the client experiences active presence from
other group members (or maybe just one
other group member). Such an experience
may to a certain degreee compensate for
the dissatisfaction with the therapists. This
does not mean that the dissatisfaction
disappears, but it becomes less important
to the clients, enabling them to open up.
At the same time the active presence from
other group members is of central impor-
tance after a client has opened up and dis-
closed private material. If these disclosures
are met with attention and respect it will
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be easier for the client to open up in the
future. If, however, the disclosure is met
with silence, indifference, or lack of under-
standing the client will of course feel more
reluctant about opening up in the future.

A third important category is interpersonal
learning. This category includes the achie-
vement of new experiences with and
understandings of the dynamics of inter-
personal relationships, and of ones own
role in these. The interplay between inter-
personal learning and the two other main
categories, de-privatization and emotional
presence is complex. Obviously, many
clients will experience the other group
members as more open and at the same
time more emotionally present, than per-
haps any other persons they have encoun-

tered in their lifetime. Such a social expe-
rience may be very helpful, since it may
help the client to change her preconcep-
tions about how other people experience
the world and relate to one another. At
the same time, as the group process
unfolds many clients will begin to experi-
ment with new ways of relating. This may
to a large degree be seen as a result of the
de-privatization process by which the
client come to acknowledge that a much
wider degree of behaviours will be met
with recognition by others. Furthermore
the quality of the emotional presence in
the group influences the process of inter-
personal learning, since a basic attitude of
acceptance and interest will typically be a
prerequisite for the client to experiment
with new patterns of relating.
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CHALLENGES TO THE DIFFERENT PROCESS MODELS

This basic model is based on the clients
own statements about their experiences in
the groups. Following the grounded theo-
ry method, is has been attempted to deve-
lop the nucleus of the model without
using theoretical presuppositions, thus
attempting to let the model mirror the
clients own view of the therapy process.
However, while the phenomena contained
in the main categories of de-privatization
and emotional presence can be found eve-
rywhere in the clients statements, the pro-
cess of interpersonal learning although
acknowledged by several of the clients
seemed to play a less central role to most.
This is of special interest in the context of
this presentation since it seems safe to say
that the categories of de-privatization and
emotional presence pertain to attachment
experiences, to feelings around the expe-
riences of safety in the presence of others
and the deepening of contact with these.
On the other hand, while the category of
interpersonal learning definitely contains
relationship experiences, these experien-
ces have a more mature flavour so to
speak. They seem to belong to an inter-
personal realm, where separateness and
interpersonal differences are not experien-
ced as threatening.

The fact that at least one of these groups
were decidedly successful, receiving praise
from the clients in the interviews as well as
producing marked change on the quanti-
tative outcome measures may thus seem
as a theoretical challenge. It is evident that
it does not fit in very well with MacKenzies
model of group development, which in-
sists that a differentiation phase, charact -
erized by a certain amount of conflict, is a
precondition for real therapeutic change.
It is hard to find evidence of such a phase
in the most succesful of the two groups.
Thus, while confirming the general picture
outlined throughout this presentation,
that attachment seem to be of vital impor-
tance to therapeutic progress, this inter-
view study might raise doubts about the
importance of separation and individua-
tion phenomena in group therapy.

However, when one looks closer at the
interviews one discovers that separation
apparently does play a significant role in
the relations between therapists and the
group members, although in markedly
different ways in the two groups. One of
the characteristics of the group analytic
approach is that the therapists give a mini-
mum of guidance to the clients as to how
to use the group and behave in the sess-
sions. Typically the therapists will be silent
for long periods, leaving it to the group
members to find ways of dealing with the
group. In both groups the clients state that
they felt that this behavior from the thera-
pists was very surprising and - at least initi-
ally - somewhat annoying. However, in
one of the groups the clients after termi-
nation of therapy uniformly give a positive
evaluation of this approach. Several of
them describe how it felt good to gradu-
ally feel that they themselves took respon-
sibility for the therapy. Like one of the
clients said:
" In the beginning, it made you irritated,
the way they didnt say anything. But I
actually think they did the right thing,
because if they'd sat there and given us all
the answers, well then we'd never have
thought about anything."

Apparently the members of this group
feel, that the therapists have delegated
responsibility onto the clients. On the
other hand the clients in the other group
seem to think that their therapists avoided
responsibility. Like one of the clients stated
about the therapists:

And their presence seemed to be so ambi-
valent, because they were there, but at the
same time they refused to take any kind of
responsibility, because it was our responsi-
bility. And I felt that this was a total misun-
derstanding. I mean, of course we had to
take responsibility ourselves, but that didnt
mean, that they didn't have a responsibili-
ty as well. So I think that because the
messages  they gave were so obscure, one
finds it enormously difficult to feel confi-
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dence in them. There were several pro-
blems in relation to therapists in this
group, problems which did not occur in
relation to the therapists in the other
group. First of all a couple of clients had
never talked to the therapists themselves
before the first group session, being
assessed by other employees at the stu-
dent counseling centre. During therapy
the therapists were experienced by the
clients as rather formal and stiff, maintai-
ning the therapeutic frame in a somewhat
obsessive way, avoiding small talk with the
clients in the minutes before the group
started and always ending the group
exactly at the sound of the bells from the
town hall clock.

The clients in the dissatisfied group
emphasize that the actual therapeutic
work done by the therapists were impecc-
cable, and most of them actually felt they
had received some help from the thera-
pists. Still, they seem to feel that this expe-
rience is somewhat devalued by the irrita-
tion they felt with the therapists.

It seems resonable to conclude that the
main difference between the two groups
lie in the quality of the emotional bond
between the therapists and the individual
clients. In one of the groups the clients
apparently felt that the therapists could be
trusted, perhaps because they had actuall-
ly been through an elaborate assessment
procedure, all of them having met with the
two therapists in the group at least once.
This feeling of trust in the therapists made
it possible for them to tolerate the actual
anxiety provoking separation from the
silent therapists in the first sessions, kno-
wing that the therapists ultimately took
responsibility and were ready to intervene
if things went astray. Gradually the sepa-
ration from the therapists forced the
group members into a process that might
resemble the internalization of the thera-
peutic function that Blatt & Behrends talk
about. At any rate they themselves created
and conducted their own therapy with the
therapists in a more unobtrusive role. Thus

a most important separation process actu-
ally did occur in this group, albeit in the
relation to the therapists rather than in the
relationships between group members.

In the other group the members did not
feel certain that the therapists could be
trusted - in fact they didnt experience the
therapists as very caring at all. This seem to
be the basic problem - not the therapists
passive attitude in itself. This is stated most
succintly by one of the clients from this
group who say:

" I think that what is important is that you
can feel a little human care and a little
ordinary courtesy (...). If we had trusted
them more, it might be that we wouldnt
have paid so much attention to the fact
that they didn't participate so actively."

What eventually happened in this group
was that the group members seemed to
make attachments with the other group
members trying get some of the emotional
closeness they felt lacking in the relations-
hip to the therapists. Some of the group
members seemed to feel highly ambivalent
about the therapists, at the same time
using the insights the therapists could pro -
vide while dismissing them because of
their lack of emotional availability. 
In an analogy which may perhaps be
pushing the situation a bit to extremes one
could be reminded of Harlows famous
baby monkeys growing up with a milk-
giving wire a mother and a terry cloth
amother. Just like the baby monkeys that
only used the wire mothers for feeding,
the rest of the time clinging to the terry
cloth mother, the clients of this group
apparently tried to use the therapists for
interpretation and other interventions
while the rest of the time trying to get
their emotional nourishment from the
other group members.
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With this last  remark I hope to have made a full circle back to the start ing
point , that  is the importance of  at tachment  and separat ion in the psychothe-
rapeut ic process. I have t ried to show how the processes of  at tachment  and
separat ion are cent ral to the psychotherapeut ic process in individual as well as
group psychotherapy and how the building of  an emot ional bond w ithin the
therapy seems to be a prerequisite to therapeut ic change. Giving examples
f rom my study of  clients experience of  group psychotherapy, I have t ried to
demonst rate how the separat ion processes in quest ion may be conceived not
only in the form of  manifest  conf lict  w ithin the group, but  also as the clients
tacit  elaborat ion of  the fact  that  the therapists are relat ively passive, delega-
t ing responsibilit y for the therapy to the clients. Finally I have pointed to the
fact  that  the interplay between at tachment  and separat ion in groups becomes
very complex due to the simple fact  that  there are more people in the room.
Thus the clients may at  dif ferent  t imes at tach themselves to the therapist , to
the group as a whole or to individual group members, at  the same t ime dis-
tancing themselves f rom other constellat ions of  part icipants. The understan-
ding of  this interplay thus becomes a cent ral task for the group therapist .

CONCLUSION
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IN ORDER TO COMPLETE YOU HAVE TO SEPARATE

Mette Bauer and Trine Fredtoft | 

Students w ith thesis and essay anxiety of ten fear separat ion f rom parents and
f rom universit y, which makes it  dif f icult  for them to at tach themselves to a
world outside the family and inst itut ional boundaries. Helping them take the
step to complete their thesis w ill enable them to a more grown up ident it y.
Part icipat ing in a short  term psychodynamic group may facilit ate this process. 

In this paper the authors set  out  their experiences w ith short  term psychody-
namic groups for university students w ith procrast inat ion and thesis anxiety,
including the group-members evaluat ion of  the previous two groups. 

ABSTRACT
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In this paper the authors describe psycho -dynamic short - term group therapy
with students who are in dif f icult y w ith their writ ing and studying. First ly the
group members and their dilemmas are described.  Next  some of  the principles
in the therapeut ic process and are out lined and, f inally the results are descri-
bed. 

INTRODUCTION

THE GROUP-MEMBERS

At our student counselling centre, we
often see students with procrastination
and essay anxiety.  We have found that for
some of the students these symptoms rep-
resent a specific psycho- dynamic problem.
The problems are especially present when
they are going to write their final essay:
their thesis.  Their huge expectations com-
bined with the anxiety of producing and
the anxiety of separating from university
may produce a significant mental block.

The profile of this kind of client consists of:
fear of separation
perfectionism
fear of responsibility.
hatred towards the object

These students tend to fear separation
from their family and university.  They
seem to feel trapped in the expectations
and delegations from their family without
been aware of it.  They are often perfec-
tionists and feel they have to do every-
thing perfect in order to be loved and in
order to love themselves.  Because of their
expectations they withdraw from being
responsible for something that they consi-
der not good enough.  At the unconscious
level they usually hate the object upon
whom they feel so dependant.
It is our experience, that they often are the
eldest children in their family of origin and
that most of them are women.
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TWO TYPICAL GROUP-MEMBERS

Lilly is 30 years old.  She is married to a
man, who has finished his studies and has
a job.  Lilly has been working on her thesis
for 4 years.  She has attended different
courses for students with essay-anxiety.
She has been in individual therapy, but she
has not moved towards a productive and
creative way of writing.  For Lilly, writing is
a hard, heavy, slow and very painful exer-
cise.  She easily regresses to depressive
moods.

She is the only child of her parents.  Her
father is a retiring type of person and her
mother an over-concerned nurse.  She has
often been told by her parents to see the
positive aspects of life and be more active.
The more they try to push her the more
she sinks into passivity and sadness.
Behind the sadness is an unconscious
anger especially towards her mother.  It
appears that the mother has envied Lilly.

Sara is 25 years old.  She is also married.
She has been studying different degree
courses but leaves them when she beco-
mes blocked at her exams or in a writing
process.  When she enters our therapy
group she has for some years been study-
ing communication in a new more pro-
gressive university, where the students
work together in groups.  But that has not
prevented Sara from getting stuck in the
writing process and becoming very pan-
icked.
Sara is the eldest daughter of two tea-
chers. Her father is a very ambitious per-
son, who has high hopes for Sara.  Every
time Sara is going to write an essay, she
returns to her father and he will help her
and conduct her through the writing pro-
cess.  She constantly needs his acceptance
to be able to trust her own performance.
At the same time her father tells Sara how
to plan her career; he sees as a researcher
at the university.  Sara describes her rela-
tions with her parents as good and caring
when she enters the group.

For both Lilly and Sara, performing aca-
demic work is always a heavy burden.

They imagine that they have to present
something totally perfect in order to be
accepted.  But these perfectionist projec-
tions make them feel very inferior and
unqualified and that leads to depressive
moods and passivity.  They say they want
to finish their studies, but they fear sepa-
ration from the university and they will
tend to project their perfectionist expecta-
tions to the adult life outside university
and this may be an excuse to continue to
stay stuck.

Nick Barwick(1995) has analysed essay
anxiety.  He sees, as we do, essay anxiety
as a defence against fear of loss.  They fear
to loose the object upon whom they feel
so dependant.  At the same time they
secretly hate the object because of this
dependency.

Barwick distinguish between three forms
of essay anxiety:

The non - starter is not able to start at all.
He is totally blocked.  He will say: My brain
cannot form a simple sentence.  I feel I do
not know anything at all.  He is only capa-
ble of starting if he has a constant external
pressure on him.
The non- completer has ideas, feels moti-
vated, but is not able to complete.  The
feeling of incompetence is followed by
depression. Behind lies the fantasy: " to
complete is to lose."

The non- exhibitor has no difficulty in
taking in.  She takes in everything and
replicates everything that the teacher has
said.  She needs an external sanction of
everything she produces in order to feel it
is all right, i.e,  an externalised superego.

Lilly is a typical non - completer.  Sara has
a bit more of the non -exhibitioner in her.
But both of them fear the loss of the
object.

The dependency on the object is reprodu-
ced in the relation to the text.  They are
bound to the mother-text and fear separa-
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tion from it because it requires independ-
ence and courage.  In that way to write an
essay is to enter into the process of indivi-
duation( Barwick,1995). But this individua-
tion process requires recognition of the
anger towards the object.  Winnicott says:

If, in the fantasy of early growth, there is
contained death, then at adolescence
there is contained murder .... In the
unconscious fantasy growing up is inher-
ently an aggressive act.

SOME TECHNICAL ASPECTS OF OUR TIME LIMITED GROUP WORK

The group consists of six to eight clients
and meets for 15 sessions, one hour and a
half once each week. The group is facilita-
ted by two therapists, if possible of oppo-
site gender.  We do a follow up individual
interview four months after the group has
ended.

It is important to the whole setting that
the clients share common traits on several
parameters as group homogeneity is the
key. In our groups the members are about
the same age and therefore facing the
transitional difficulties typical of young
adulthood.  They are about 26-28 years
old, they are all students and they are all
stuck in their final thesis.

The members of the group must be able to
identify themselves and their complaints
with a focal theme, initially formulated by
the therapists.  The specific wording of this
theme has to cover central dimensions of
the student's problems.  We are dealing in
the group with for example: procrastina-
tion, fear of graduating, extreme involve-
ment in the needs and demands of the
family instead of involvement in their own
grown -up life, tendencies to switch bet-
ween depressive and omnipotent fantasies
about study performing, difficulties with
dependence, and search for autonomy
and extreme perfectionist inner demands

that totally paralyse the student.

If we look at the group setting, then, tho-
rough assessment is very important to
avoid high attrition rates.  Otherwise the
result will be particular to dropping out.
We assess if the clients have the necessary
ego-strength to tolerate the anxiety that
will arise during the therapeutic process.
We are concerned about the ability to
engage and disengage in interpersonal
relations without collapsing.  The ability
for self-reflection and to form relations to
others are equally important.  This means
that we exclude clients with severe perso-
nality disorders, and clients with any kind
of psychotic breakdown as well as clients
suffering from severe depression, because
they will not be able to establish relations
within a short-term frame.  Severely nar-
cissistic clients are equally excluded, due to
their difficulties in sharing the therapists
and accepting the time limit.  Also, clients
with various kinds of addictions and seve-
re character-pathology are excluded.

In our experience, the homogeneity of the
client group combined with the time limits
and the sharing of a focal theme contribu-
tes to rapid development of group
coherency and group identity formation
(cf. Goldberg et al. 1983).
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The inclusion criteria, the common focus,
and the time limit allow for what we call a
modified group analytical approach.
Working within a modified group analytic
framework means that we have to have
realistic goals when selecting the focal
theme.  Grand ambitions of curing and
working through all-important themes
with the clients must of course be given
up.  Paradoxically, this might contribute a
feeling of hope and relief to the therapists,
as well as to the clients.  We have to
accept that we do not offer any cure or
comprehensive solution.  What we do
offer is a safe room for broadened under-
standing and exploration of the conflicts
connecting the inner world of the clients
with their outside world.

The focus and the time limit make it
necessary for the therapists to be more
active and less regressively provoking than
usual when conducting a traditional analy-
tic group approach.  The group sets off
knowing that within four months the
group will end.  This allows for speeding
up the process of revealing therapeutic
material and at the same time delivers
some kind of security, as the group mem-
bers do not need to fear becoming swall-
lowed up by the therapists or the group,
knowing all along, that the group will
eventually end.  This is especially impor-
tant when the material concerns separa-
tion, individuation, and dependency,
because these themes will provoke anxie-
ties.  At the same time, it is important that
the clients have the necessary time to get
in contact with feelings of dependency.
This is made possible by the fact that the
clients share vital personality traits and
behavioural patterns, with regard to the
reactions towards attachment and separa-
tion.

In a way you could say that the therapeu-
tic technique exploits the fact that the
clients being young adults, are in a state of
rebellion with time limits.  The setting of
well-defined time limits will provoke them
and enable them to confront their uncons-

cious and infantile notion of time as end-
less, combined with fantasies of omnipo-
tence and unlimited gratification.  It is our
experience that especially students with
problems of dependency and procrastina-
tion tend to be trapped in their notion of
time.

Let us go back to the setting: While we
listen with an evenly hovering, but selecti-
ve attention, a lot of the focusing work is
done by the group itself.  When trusting
the group and allowing freedom of
speech, we usually find, that whatever
seemingly peripheral material comes up, it
will consciously or unconsciously be conn-
nected to or referring to the main focus.
This means that we encourage a free floa-
ting discussion, giving space to pauses and
listening to what happens in the group.  In
this respect we work in accordance with
the principles of group-analytic therapy
developed by S.H. Foulkes (1964).

The focus is kept within the framework of
here and now.  This does not mean that
the clients are only allowed to talk about
here and now events or problems.  On the
contrary, we experience a diverse flow of
information and perspectives, often rela-
ted to experiences from the past or from
the client's relationships outside the
group.  However, the therapists see it as
their task to link the material related to
matters from the past or the world outside
to themes and emotions that are present -
ly active in the group.  When this relation
is established, the therapists try to direct
the client's attention to the connections
between what is happening in the here-
and-now of the group and the client's
ways of relating in the external world - and
to the connections with significant aspects
of the client's life history, that have been
told during the group sessions.  In this way
we can underline how certain emotional
responses in the group may correspond to
other responses and ways of reacting in
their lives outside the group and in their
way of studying.
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An example:
In a group Louise was talking about her
isolation, and how she felt she had only
her mother to turn to - no other friends.
The mother was a lonely widow and was
extremely idealised by her daughter.  To
the group the mother seemed incredibly
demanding and interfering with her
daughters studying in any thinkable way.

The group asked Louise why she thought
she could not make other social contacts,
a question that astonished her a lot.  Then
some of the group-members began to tell
Louise, that they saw her as a very sociable
person.  Even before they had finished tal-
king, she interrupted them.  This happe-
ned several times, and the therapists poin-
ted out this situation, asking what was
happening.  Louise did not have any idea
that she was interrupting and denied it at
first.  Nevertheless the group insisted that
they had all experienced this and what
more was, that she was interrupting a
positive feedback even before hearing it.
Then she said: Now I know, I am always
too scared that the estimations or reac-
tions on me will be negative or unbeara-
ble, so I always try to stop or control them
in time.  This was linked to her academic
performances and uncreative way of stu-
dying, as well as to her interpersonal rela-
tions outside the group and her feelings of
isolation.  When the therapists asked her:
Who is deserting who or who is sacking
who?  Louise answered quickly: The guys
are sacking me, and I am sacking the rest.
She now began to see her isolation, her
dependence on her mother, and her habits
of studying in a new way as a result of her
perpetual efforts to control or avoid expec-
ted negative criticism.  The notion: " Who
is sacking who?"  stayed as a metaphor in
the group and was humorously offered to
other members in similar situations.

Following S.H. Foulkes (1964) we under-
stand group therapy as therapy of the
group, in the group, and by the group,
where therapy by the group means the
group member's active confrontation,

commenting and even peer interpretations
of the material in the group.

An example:
The group was talking about feelings of
loneliness and unbearable helplessness
while trying to study and write.  Then the
group began to express anger and frustra-
tion towards the time-limit and towards
the un-nurturing therapists: We haven't
got much time, why don't we get some
proper advice about what to do and where
to begin?  We thought you were the
experts, why do you hold it all back?

This was succeeded by quite a long pause
released by Anna talking eagerly about the
delicate knitting work of a group membe-
r's sweater.  The rest of the group silently
followed this, until the therapists confron-
ted the group with the pause and the shift
of attention and encouraged the group to
examine what was happening.  In doing
so, Anna interrupted the group again.  The
therapists now suggested that the group
examine whether they might have uncons-
ciously chosen this special member to
release tension, since it was a role she
often took or played in the group.  Anna
actually seemed to be eating up as much
group time as she could, thereby interfe-
ring with moments filled with unpleasant
feelings, but also disturbing moments in
the group, where other members were
working intensively with serious feelings.
This group consisted of very anti-aggressi-
ve women, who - partly in denial of sibling
rivalry - did not comment on Anna's interr-
ruptions at all.  They seemed to prefer to
have a naughty member, onto whom they
could project unwanted naughty feelings.

From this point on, we have different
options regarding the focus of our atten-
tion.  We could choose to concentrate on
Anna and her fear of not being heard, the-
reby doing therapy in the group, with one
member in the foreground and the group
as background.  Alternatively, we could go
on working on the unconscious mecha-
nisms of the group as a whole, trying to
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show how the group chooses one mem-
ber to release tensions, a member who
acts as a container of all the abandoned
feelings of the other group members.  This
is what Foulkes would call therapy of the
group, seeing the group as figure and the
individual members as background, as a
whole.

In the beginning of group therapy, the
interpretations to the group-as-a-whole
often are met with astonishment, curiosity,
and sometimes denial.  Later on the group
gets familiar with these interpretations
and meets them with relief that is follo-
wed by spontaneous exploration by the
group.

An example:
One member of the group was talking
about very critical teachers, another about
people, who just could not be honest, a
third about an ever gossiping girlfriend
and so on. The therapists asked whether
the group in fact might be talking about
the group itself, and how much criticism it
could contain.  This remark made it possi-
ble to express openly the latent fantasies
active in the group: How much of my vul-
nerability and imperfection can be
expressed, without the threat of going to
pieces, to feel destroyed and not being
able to rejoin the parts before the group is
ending.
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If  you want  to evaluate the outcome of  a therapy and you think in terms of
result s - you may be focused on something quant if iable, something you can
def ine very sharply, for instance complet ing a thesis, get t ing rid of  depressive
moods etc.  But  in this way you only see a few  aspects of  t he outcome and your
evaluat ion becomes an either-or.  Some of  our group members do not  comple-
te their thesis while in the group- but  they may have init iated the process.  It
is bet ter to consider, what  is learned in the group.  To our experience what  is
usually learned in the groups are the follow ing:

another relat ion to shame and guilt
an ident if icat ion of  the feeling of  anger towards the object  on whom they feel
dependent
an alliance w ith the adult  parts of  the student  is promoted
a modif icat ion of  the relat ion to success
bet ter self -management
that  the therapists can cope w ith the group ending is not  perfect  and
that  this is good enough.

We believe, that  separat ion f rom real or imagined parents is a key to their
independence towards writ ing.  They have to separate f rom their mother or
father as well as f rom the mother-text  to be creat ive and independent .

Somet imes separat ion f rom mother ant icipates separat ion f rom the text  and
f rom universit y and somet ime the opposite w ill happen: they start  to write and
this makes them feel so independent  that  they are able to separate f rom the
childish mother-child relat ion.

Lilly was so passive, yet  so angry w ith any kind of  request  f rom persons around
her, that  we imagined that  she would resist  complet ing her thesis because she
did not  want  to give us that  gif t .  But  at  the last  session she declared: I have
made a deadline and told the universit y that  I w ill deliver the thesis in a month.

Seeing her 5 months later we saw a self  - reliant  slim young woman (she had
some excess weight  during the therapy) She had got  a very good grade for the
thesis and had a job.

During therapy she ident if ied her anger towards her mother.  She realised that
her passive resistance was a way of  telling her parents that  she did not  want  to
fulf ill their expectat ions.

Sara found out  that  her father was not  God, but  an ordinary clever person,
who might  be mistaken or old fashioned in his understanding of  communica-
t ion.  She fulf il led (as a student -job) a small study for a f irm while in the group.
And she managed to tell t he employers that  their expectat ions were unrealis-
t ic and fulf illed the invest igat ion on a realist ic, not  too ambit ious level and was
sat isf ied w ith herself  nevertheless.

We conduct  an interview w ith each of  the group members four months af ter
the terminat ion of  the group.  Coming to the interview they bring along their
answers to an evaluat ion quest ionnaire.  From these two sorts of  evaluat ions
(f rom the last  two groups) we conclude:

THE OUTCOME OF THE THERAPY
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Most  students say that  the group has been helpful - more on a general perso-
nal level than specif ically concerning their study-problems.  
That  they considered the therapists too passive at  the beginning.  But  gradu-
ally they accepted this and many found out  that  in this way they were forced
to f ind out  the things themselves.

At  the beginning they of ten feel that  they do not  get  enough at tent ion f rom
the therapists and that  it  feels very of fending to have to share the at tent ion
with the other group-members - of ten experienced as their siblings.  But
during the therapy they learn to share w ith the others and accept  help f rom
them.  One puts it  l ike this:

I learned to be in a group, that  there was room for me.  They understood what  

I said and listened.  They kept  their seat .  And I learned to ask for help.

Most  students would recommend a f riend w ith similar problems to part icipate
in such a group.

Some - especially those whose problems went  in the direct ion of  a narcissist ic
personalit y disorder- did not  prof it  f rom the group. One of  these said:

I did not  prof it  f rom the group.  I could not  separate myself  f rom the others.  I
would not  recommend such a group for a f riend.  I did not  have a sense of
community w ith the others.

It  seems that  although we had a focus on procrast inat ion and essay anxiety
their outcome was felt  to be more on a general than on a specif ic level.  Maybe
the focus of  the group helped them to be mot ivated to enter the group and
was a more acceptable way for them to ident if y their problems.  Many of  them
did complete their thesis while in the group or short ly af terwards, but  they felt
the personal changes to be a more valuable result .

Flegenheimer (1989) and Mackenzie (1996) conclude that  at tending a short -
t ime therapy group may conf ront  you w ith very important  and existent ial
challenges:

the recognit ion that  you are not  immortal and omnipotent
the w ish of  int imacy and closeness
the art  to support  loss and separat ion w ithout  loosing to much self -esteem 
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UNIVERSITY LIFE AND THE DELAY OF ADULTHOOD

Ann Clara |

The present  paper discusses Universit y life in the context  of  it  being a morato-
rium on development , facilit at ing the delay of  development  into adulthood.
For many students, their regist rat ion at  the universit y marks the beginning of
their f irst  prolonged separat ion f rom home. Learning to be alone, to turn this
condit ion to prof itable use and to enjoy it , is of  major importance for students
in order to be able to funct ion autonomously as regards their studies.

Obviously this is a very demanding task: homesickness, loneliness, depressive
moods and lack of  self  conf idence are f requent  complaints among f reshers,
consult ing in the Universit y Mental Health Cent re of  the Vrije Universiteit
Brussel.

At  the other end, those who f inish their studies have to t ry and f ind a place in
the professional world and in society in general. Some tend to postpone this
last  step, for example by engaging in post -graduate studies or becoming mem-
bers of  the academic staf f . An academic career may be an elegant  solut ion of
those who do not  want  to grow up completely and w ish to stay in the protec-
t ive environment  of  the universit y. 

ABSTRACT
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The Universit y Mental Health Cent re of  the VUB (UDGGZ-VUB) is one of  the 7
Flemish mental health cent res in Brussels, acknowledged and f inanced by the
Minist ry of  the Flemish Community.

It  is a small cent re w ith a staf f  consist ing of  two psychologists, a psychiat rist , a
social worker and a secretary. The cent re of fers counselling, psychotherapeut ic
and psychiat ric t reatment  and mental health prevent ion act ivit ies. It  is situated
near the campus of  the VUB or Free Universit y of  Brussels, a Dutch speaking
universit y w ith some 8.000 students. Due to it s posit ion near the universit y,
which acts as it s organising inst itut ion, the cent re is at tended by universit y and
other students. Almost  two- thirds of  the total pat ient  populat ion in the
UDGGZ is made up of  students and secondary school pupils. Nearly all pat ients
under 25 are students or pupils.

The main age category of  the pat ient  populat ion of  the Universit y Mental
Health Cent re is that  of  older adolescents and young adult s between the ages
of  18 and 25.

The student  populat ion at tending for counselling forms a rather homogeneous
group, as regards age and init ial complaints.  When working w ith studying
adolescents, one is of ten conf ronted w ith part icular situat ions, such as the pro-
blems concerning study orientat ion or study methods or test  anxiety at  exami-
nat ions.  Anxiety is the single most  f requent  complaint  for which our mental
health cent re is at tended by students.  Many problems experienced by students
have to do w ith their part icular social status and the st ress connected w ith the
delayed t ransit ion f rom adolescence into adulthood.  It  is important  to take the
specif icit y of  this populat ion into account  during therapeut ic intervent ion.
Looking back on my experience of  13 years as a psychiat rist  and psychothera-
pist  for students, 1 consider the follow ing subgroups of  students to be part i-
cularly vulnerable to the st ress, connected w ith issues of  separat ion and at tach-
ment

INTRODUCTION
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1 |
First  year students (f reshers) are over-represented in our pat ient  populat ion,
compared to the student  populat ion as a whole.The sudden t ransit ion f rom
secondary school to universit y, f rom home to a hall of  residence on campus,
f rom a somet imes very protect ive environment  to a new one heightens the
psychological vulnerabilit y in f reshers. The result  is of ten that  latent  problems
become manifest  or new problems arise. Loneliness, depressive moods, lack of
self conf idence in general and test  anxiety more specif ically, are f requent  com-
plaints among f reshers (1).Test  anxiety is not  a groundless fear, as only about
half  the f irst  year students at  Belgian universit ies go up to the second year.

2 |
Last  year postgraduate students are also well represented in our pat ient  popu-
lat ion.  For most  Belgian students, universit y life ends af ter 4 (most  graduate
studies), 5 (clinical psychology, dent ist ry, law, engineering) or 7 years (medi-
cine), somet imes w ith voluntary or involuntary prolongat ions.Those who have
f inished their studies have to take leave of  a familiar environment  and to t ry
and f ind a place in the professional world and in society in general. Some stu-
dents do not  manage to take this last  step to adulthood or tend to postpone it
as long as possible, for example by engaging in postgraduate studies. They
can' t  get  enough of  universit y lif e.In my view the same rule applies to some
members of  the academic staf f  : an academic career is an elegant  solut ion for
those who do not  want  to group completely.  These eternal adolescents and
eternal students feel, at  home in the protect ive environment  of  the universit y.

3 |
The number of  foreign students in the pat ient  populat ion of  the UDGGZ has
risen during the last  few years and their percentage is slight ly higher than the
proport ion of  foreign students at  our universit y, especially for Psychiat ric con-
sultat ions. Foreign students are a very heterogeneous group, as regards their
cultural, their religious and ethnic background, language and academic know-
ledge, age, f inancial, familial and administ rat ive status.  In general, they run a
higher risk of  developing mental health problems than Belgian students. One
of  the risk factors most  foreign students have in common is that  they are sepa-
rated f rom family and f riends and of ten live in rather isolated condit ions.
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THE STUDENT AS AN ADOLESCENT

From a sociological point of view adoles-
cence is the time of transition from a
dependent position within the family
toward a more autonomous position in
society.
The end of adolescence is usually marked
by the fact that the young person starts
working and living with a partner.
Sigmund Freud considered " Love and
work"  to be typical for adults and gene-
rally this still applies today.

In the contemporary western world, ado-
lescence goes on ever longer by an exten-
sion in both directions: it begins earlier
and ends later.  From a historical point of
view there is a tendency for the physical
changes related to puberty to start at a
younger age, so that physical and sexual
maturity are attained earlier.  On the other
hand, from a sociological point of view,
one reaches an independent position
much later, mainly due to longer compul-
sory school attendance and longer school-
ing. Students in higher education are in a
position of delayed transition into adul-
thood, more so than their working peers.
Students are, among other things,
dependent on their parents financially.
Thus they can still be considered to be
adolescents.

The role expectation of students includes
that they should function autonomously
as regards the organisation of their daily
life and studies, that they should engage
into age-adequate friendships and sexual
relationships and that they should take
socio-political stands, but they are usually
not expected to be completely independ-
ent on a financial level (3). Nevertheless,
the registration at the university marks an
important transition in a student's life.
Their stay at the university is for many stu-
dents the first prolonged separation from
home; by leaving their parental home and
adapting to the demands of academic life,
students are faced with a drastic reshuffle
of their daily routine and object relations-
hips.

Loneliness is an inevitable part of this
separation from parents and family.
Adolescent loneliness is rarely simply due
to lack of opportunity for company: halls
of residence can be lonely places for a
young person still emotionally tied to the
family. The capacity to tolerate loneliness
leads on to the ability to form close rela-
tionships on the one hand, and to expe-
rience and make use of solitude on the
other.  Especially for students, learning to
be alone is of major importance in order to
be able to function properly as regards
their studies.  Obviously this is a very
demanding task for many of them; home-
sickness and feelings of loneliness are fre-
quent complaints among freshers.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL COMPLAINTS AND SYMPTOMS AMONG STUDENTS

Students' psychological problems often
have to do with complications of the pro-
cess of leaving home. Leaving home can
be seen as a major family event in which
both parents and adolescents " lose"  one
another (4).  A family crisis may brew up
just as the young person is leaving: one
parent may for example fall, ill or threaten
separation. Unfortunately, it is seldom
possible to engage the student's family in
the treatment. This is partly due to the reti-
cence of the student - as part of his deve-
lopmental stage - who might consider
family therapy as a prohibition on separa-
tion from his parents. 18 to 20 year olds
like to believe in the myth of the individu-
al as a unit functioning autonomously.
There is probably no other period in life, in
which it is so difficult to acknowledge the
ties with and the influence of the family of
origin, as precisely at the transition of ado-
lescence into adulthood, eg,

Case 1 |
A 21 year old female student who lived
with her parents, answered my question
about the situation at home as follows: " I
am not often at home; in fact, I usually
stay in my room."  
On the other hand there is also a simpler
explanation for the fact that we usually
work with individuals rather than families:
it is that students sometimes study and live
far from home. All the same, as a system-
oriented therapist, I do take the family
context into account and work with " here
and now"  as well as with " over there,"
with a systemic approach in individual the-
rapy.

Adolescent difficulties or even breakdown
can often be seen in terms of defence
against loneliness. This can happen
through denial: loneliness is avoided by
denial of feelings. Here the young person
appears independent, she does not feel
the need for others and leads an appa-
rently normal but in fact isolated life (5).

Another way to avoid the pain of separa-
tion is by clinging to family and/or peers in

such a way that separation and the feeling
of loneliness are never really experienced.
Here the young person continues to beha-
ve as though she were still in the early
phases of adolescence. Within the family
they are happy and bright, but they' beco -
me anxious when issues of separation
arise, for example when involved in peer
activities, especially with the opposite sex.
This is not an uncommon pattern in anore-
xia nervosa, where the battle for inde-
pendence is fought out over food.
A similar pattern is to be found in the
young person who clings compulsively to
peers and is terrified of solitude. Parents
may be shunned as the young person
becomes dependent on a peer-group or
partner. 
When these defences against loneliness
break down, the student may experience
feelings of anxiety and depression and
seek psychotherapeutic help.

Case 2 |
Dirk, a very bright 19 year old male scien-
ce student, has skipped a year in second-
ary school and studies without any diffi-
culties, but has no friends. He never felt
the need for a social life, until he sudden-
ly fell in love for the first time. He became
very anxious at the idea of being depend-
ent on someone and of thinking of her all
the time. This was his motive to come for
a consultation.

Case 3 |
Ellen, a 22 years old female student in art
history, suffers from bulimia and drinks
excessively, but has always been a rather
good student. Now in her final year, she
seems unable to finish her thesis. She is
afraid to tell this to her parents, because
she thinks, they see her as " the perfect
daughter,"  unable to make a mistake. She
clings to her boyfriend, panicking whene-
ver he leaves the house. When the rela-
tionship finally broke up, she came to see
us. However, as soon as she had a new
boyfriend, with whom she had an equally
symbiotic relationship, she stopped atten-
ding the mental health centre.
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THE ROLE OF THE THERAPIST

Winnicott describes the ability to be alone
as one of the most important signs of
maturity in emotional development (6).
His central insight is that the childhood ori-
gins of this capacity are based on a para-
dox - a child learns to enjoy solitude
through the experience of " being alone in
the presence of the mother."   Small chil-
dren normally have periods in which they
play quietly, absorbed in their own world
of fantasy.  This, according to Winnicott,
can only happen when the mother is able
to adopt a particular role, watchful but
non-intrusive, rather like a guardian angel.
Winnicott sees the mother as " lending"
her " ego functions"  to the child, thus
acting as a temporary " auxiliary ego" .
When things go well the child internalises
this process and will be able to enjoy and
make use of solitude in adult life (5).

Jeremy Holmes emphasizes that as an ana-
lyst, Winnicott's main interest was in the
relevance of these ideas to therapy.  He
saw a similar need for non-intrusive hol-
ding by therapists. The task of the thera-
pist is then to provide a setting in which
loneliness can be experienced and not
avoided; to hold the patient (metaphori-
cally) in such a way that he can be alone-
in-the-presence-of -another.  If this process
goes well, the patient will gradually begin
to use the therapy as a setting for self-
exploration or " play"  in which the thera-
pist is a non-intrusive collaborator (5).

When comparing the consulting behaviour
of the student patient group with that of
the non-students, it strikes me that stu-
dents are much more casual about kee-
ping their appointments.  Sometimes
without notice they do not show up, stay
away for some time and then suddenly
emerge again, expecting you to be ready
to receive them.  They continue the pro-
cess where they stopped it as if there had
been no interruption. When students do
not keep their appointments, they often
have beautiful excuses afterwards, as for
example:

Case 4 |
John (23): 
" I overslept."  
(appointment at 3 PM)

Case 5 |
Hilde (18): 
" I was in the pub chatting with a friend
and I completely forgot our appointment,
but if you have time to see me now, that
would suit me."

This attitude probably has to do with the
fact that students are less subjected to the
many routines and duties, that are typical
for the life of a working adult, but it is also
linked with their separation-individuation
process. I frequently have the feeling that I
am used as a transitional object, which can
be discarded and temporarily forgotten
and then picked up again. Students on the
verge of terminating their separation-indi-
viduation process have many points in
common with toddlers, making their first
steps in this process and experimenting
with being alone in the presence of mot-
her.
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Students can st ill be considered to be adolescents in the leaving home phase.
Loneliness is an inevitable consequence of  the process of  separat ion f rom the
family.
The capacity to be alone is not  only an important  sign of  maturity in emot io -
nal development , but  is essent ial for students in order to funct ion autono-
mously as regards their studies.
Student  breakdown of ten is associated w ith a failure to separate f rom the
parents, i.e, an avoidance of  loneliness; or w ith a failure to move on f rom lone-
liness and form new int imate at tachments. In both cases there is incapacit y to
be alone.
Students at  the point  of  ending their separat ion-individuat ion process can in
some ways be compared to toddlers, when making use of  the therapist  as a
t ransit ional object .
Part  of  the therapist 's role is to provide a set t ing in which the young person can
be held and so experience loneliness, rather than avoid it .
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DEVELOPMENTAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN STUDENTS SEEKING AND NOT

SEEKING PSYCHOLOGICAL COUNSELLING*

Graça Figueiredo Dias |

The psychological separat ion f rom parents, the development  of  the capacity
for love interact ion and self -esteem consolidat ion are some of  the develop-
mental tasks of  young people. This study examines the dif ferences shown in
the capacit y to resolve these developmental tasks between students seeking
and not  seeking psychological counselling. Two scales evaluat ing important
dimensions of  autonomy const ruct ion and of  capacit y to establish love rela-
t ionships, const ructed by the author, together w ith the Rosenberg (1965) self -
esteem scale, and a parental separat ion inventory (PSI; Hof fman, 1984), were
applied to a sample of  315 universit y students not  having sought  counselling,
and to a sample of  40 students having sought  counselling. The results show the
existence of  signif icant  dif ferences in all those variables. The implicat ions for
counselling w ith universit y students are discussed.

ABSTRACT

*  This paper examines more thoroughly some of the ideas exposed in my communication " Assessment and treatment of

university students with separation/attachment difficulties" , made to the FEDORA Conference 1999.
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The t ransit ion between adolescence and adulthood requires that  young peo-
ple progressively separate f rom their family of  origin and establish the necess-
sary condit ions for the const ruct ion of  their own family. The capacity to deve-
lop int imate relat ionships outside their present  family is one of  these condi-
t ions. From the psychological point  of  view, the development  of  autonomy and
the set t ing up of  loving relat ionships are the two most  signif icant  challenges
young people face at  the end of  their adolescence.

INTRODUCTION

IMPORTANCE OF DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The issues related to this life phase have
been conceptualized in several psychody-
namic theories. For example, according to
Blos (1979), adolescence corresponds to a
second separation-individuation process.
A first separation process occurs in child-
hood (Mahler, Pine & Bergman, 1980),
which goes from a symbiotic relationship
stage between the infant and his/her mot-
her, until a stage in which the child acqui-
res independence relative to the mother's
physical presence, because he/she has
now internalized her. A separation process
also occurs, corresponding to a de--ideali-
zation of the infantile image of his/her
parents, to a greater independence and
self-
-differentiation from the actual parents,
and to a relinquishing of infantile fantasies
and expectations about oneself. An indivi-
duation process also occurs because, con-
currently with separation, a process of
assertion occurs of who the newly separa-
ted person is. The quest for individuality,
which translates into character formation
at the end of adolescence, implies the
development of autonomy, without which

it is impossible for the adolescent to rede-
fine himself/herself, and comprises the
acquisition of a personal values system
and the prospecting of a personal future.
According to Blos, sexual identity consoli-
dation, and the capacity to establish love
relationships not restricted to duplicating
or substituting for the parental relations-
hip, depend on the quality of resolution of
the separation-individuation process.

These developmental processes
are also implicit in the approach of Erikson.
For Erikson, identity consolidation and inti-
macy construction are the two great chall-
lenges at the end of adolescence and
beginning of adulthood (Erikson, 1959,
1972). In addition, according to Erikson,
psychosocial identity consolidation is
essential for intimacy construction, and
thus for establishing satisfactory love rela-
tionships. Indeed, when having an incom-
plete or weak identity, a deep involvement
with the other can be felt as interpersonal
fusion, giving rise to identity loss and lea-
ding the young person to isolate him-
self/herself. Accordingly, a real involve-
ment with other people is simultaneously
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the result and proof of the young adult's
harmonious personality development.
Erikson doesn't explicitly mention the
development of autonomy as an adoles-
cent's task, but this development is nee-
ded for identity development. As a matter
of fact, without autonomy development,
then role experimentation, initiative
taking, and the assuming of responsibili-
ties - all necessary for identity consolida-
tion - would be impossible. Psychological
separation from parents is also implicit in
Erikson's approach, given that the integra-
tion of the various identity components is
both a negation process and affirmation
one. That is to say, to be able to consoli-
date his/her identity the young person has
to relinquish his/her parents as all protecti-
ve and powerful objects.
In the frame of reference of Kohut's Self
Psychology (Kohut, 1987), the individual
with an autonomous self has internalized
a personal values system which prevents
him/her becoming too dependent on
others, and at the same time allowing
him/her to establish satisfactory intimate
relationships with them. According to
Kohut, the construction of an autono-
mous self and self-esteem consolidation
are the most important tasks at the
beginning of adulthood. For Kohut (1987),
self-esteem consolidation requires that the
young person put aside his/her fantasies of
infantile grandiosity and project his/her
future life on the basis of the realistic eva-
luation of his/her capacities and talents.
At the end of adolescence, the resolution
of the developmental tasks mentioned
above is made easier by the cognitive and
social-cognitive development. As a matter
of fact, autonomy construction is depend-
ent upon the ability of abstract thinking
about1 a range of hypotheses, of project -
ing possible futures (Inhelder & Piaget,
1976; Piaget & Inhelder, 1979). Added to
this, parental tutorship emancipation rests
on the increased capacity to establish ega-
litarian relationships with others, in parti-
cular with parents (Selman, 1991) and, in
its psychological separation dimension, it
is fostered by the growth of both the

capacity for self-reflection (Shain & Farber,
1989) and for realistic appreciation of
others (Bloom, 1980, 1987). In its turn, the
self-esteem consolidation process is made
easier by the cognitive development
because the young person can evaluate
himself/herself in a more differentiated,
complex, and integrated way (Harter,
1983, 1985).

Nevertheless, with the personality reor-
ganization occurring at the end of adoles-
cence, some previous developmental vul-
nerabilities may come into view. These vul-
nerabilities could have escaped unnoticed
till then because the adolescent lived in a
more assuring environment, be it because
of greater parental protection, or because
of less demanding social pressures.
Yet, the end of adolescence is also a favo -
rable age for psychological adjustments,
due both to the adolescent's higher cogni-
tive development and to the new social
opportunities opened to him/her (Blos,
1979; Bowlby, 1988; Erikson, 1968;
Sullivan, 1953). And even more so if the
psychosocial moratorium at the end of
adolescence occurs in the context of an
institutionalized moratorium, as is the case
with university students (Erikson, 1972).

The present study aims at examining diffi-
culties in the resolution of young adult's
developmental tasks presented by stu-
dents seeking psychological counselling.
Our hypothesis is that these difficulties are
greater for these students than for stu-
dents not seeking psychological counsell-
ling. 
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Participants and Procedure
Students not seeking counselling. The par-
ticipants were 315 university students,
never having sought psychological coun-
selling, from a university college in Lisbon,
with ages between 18 and 25 and mean
age of 21.83 years (SD = 2.20) 
The instruments were applied in a single
session, in different classrooms. Confi-
dentiality and anonymity were assured.
The students were told that the research
aimed at getting a better knowledge of
some young people's personality characte-
ristics. Participation was on a voluntary
basis. Participants were allowed 35-40
minutes to complete the questionnaire.

Students seeking counselling. The same
instruments as outlined above were app-
lied to students seeking help in our coun-
selling service, during the academic year
1998/1999, before their counselling
began. Subsequently, and for the purpose
of this study, we only retained the data
from nonpsychotic students and from
those whose problems where not exclusi-
vely in the realm of vocational or academ-
ic issues. With these restrictions the sam-
ple was reduced to 40 students with ages
between 19 and 24, and a mean age of
21.50 years. (SD = 1.32).

Variables and Instruments
Several dimensions of autonomy and of
the capacity to establish loving relations-
hips,  were identified in the course of pre-
vious studies (Dias, 1996; Dias & Fontaine,
1994, 1997, 1998). These dimensions
were evaluated through a questionnaire
specifically elaborated for this purpose,
applied to a sample of 530 university stu-
dents from various university colleges in
Lisbon. A number of factors emerged from
a factor analysis of the collected data, allo-
wing several scales to be constructed.
These previous studies have shown that
the capacity for projecting the self into the
future is a good indicator of autonomy,
and that the sexual self-esteem is a good
indicator of the initial capacity to establish
loving relationships. Although the capacity

to project the self into the future is only
one aspect of autonomy construction, it
can be considered a good indicator of this
process given the importance of young
people being able, at the beginning of
adulthood, to construct a plan for their
future lives (Blos, Kohut, Piaget). This scale
has also the advantage of not mistaking
autonomy for detachment, as occurs with
some other autonomy scales. Sexual self-
esteem seems to be a good indicator of
the initial capacity to establish loving rela-
tionships, because it evaluates a funda-
mental precondition for such a relations-
hip, namely the conviction that one is
worthy of love as a sexual partner
(McKnight, 1994; Simpson, Gangestad &
Lerma, 1990).
Projecting the self into the future. This
scale comprises 10 self-report items (e.g.,
" I'm postponing decisions all the time" ; " I
have well-defined plans for the future" ;
" generally, what I want to be seems unatt -
tainable" ). Subjects responded to each
item by situating themselves on a 6-point
rating Likert-scale (totally agree, agree,
agree more than disagree, disagree more
than agree, disagree, totally disagree). This
scale has a good internal consistency
(Cronbach's alpha = .86 in the present
investigation) and several elements supp-
porting its construction validity were
gathered in the course of a preliminary
study. For example, it was found that the
individuals who have good academic
results have significantly higher levels on
this scale than those who have bad aca-
demic results.  The variable " academic
results "  was used to support the con-
struct validity of the instrument because
other studies have found a positive associ-
ation, among students, between the capa-
city to have a future perspective and aca-
demic success (Lens & Decruyenaere,
1991).
Sexual Self-Esteem. This scale comprises
11 self-report questions (e.g., " sometimes
I think no man (woman) will be interested
in me" , " I feel I am desired by some men
(women)" ; " I feel as attractive as the
majority of my colleagues" ). Students

METHODOLOGY
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rated each item on a 6-point rating Likert-
scale (from totally agree to totally disa-
gree) according to how closely it applied to
them. This scale has good internal consis-
tency (Cronbach's coefficient alpha = .89
in the present investigation) and showed a
good construct validity in a preliminary
study. For example, it was found that
young people who never dated have signi-
ficantly lower levels on this scale than
those who have already done so; and that
higher levels of sexual self-esteem are
associated with a greater facility to relate
to the opposite sex, as evaluated by the
Self Description Questionnaire (Marsh,
1984).
Global Self-Esteem (Rosenberg, 1965).
This scale, which appreciates the pheno-
menological experience of general self-
worth, was used to assess self-esteem.
This 10-item self-report instrument (e.g.,
" on the whole, I am satisfied with my
self" ; " I certainly feel useless at times" ; " I
feel that I have a number of good quali-
ties" ) has a good construct validity con-
firmed in several cultures (Harter, 1983;
Rosenberg, 1965, 1979, 1985). The
adjustment of the student to the state-
ments was assessed on a 4-point scale
(totally agree, agree, disagree, totally disa-
gree). In the present study, Cronbach's
alpha value for Global Self-Esteem obtai-
ned was .86.
Conflictual Independence. This measure is
part of the larger Psychological Separation
Inventory (PSI; Hoffman, 1984), an instru-
ment used to assess separation from
parents in the vast majority of empirical
research on the separation-individuation
process. This self-report questionnaire has
four scales corresponding to four dimen-
sions of separation (functional independ-
ence, emotional independence, conflictual
independence and attitudinal independ-
ence) and was previously adapted to the
portuguese population (Almeida, Dias &
Fontaine, 1996). Among its several scales,
Conflictual Independence Scale is the one
that seems to best capture the quality of
the separation-individuation process reso-
lution. As a matter of fact, this scale

assesses the young person's capacity for
not feeling too much culpability, anxiety,
responsibility, resentment, when facing
the conflicts that sometimes occur in the
course of the normative process of acqui-
ring greater independence from parents.
Thus, this scale captures the acceptance of
separation and how much the young per-
son is at peace with his parents.
Accordingly, a number of previous studies
pointed out the existence of positive asso -
ciations between several measures of
adjustment and well being of university
students and their Conflictual
Independence (Hoffman, 1984; Hoffman
& Weiss, 1987; Kenny & Donaldson, 1992;
Lapsley, Rice & Shadid 1989; Lopez, 1991;
Lopez, Campbel & Watkins, 1986, 1989;
Rice, 1992; Rice, Cole & Lapsley, 1990),
thus favoring the scale construction validi-
ty. In its portuguese version, the scale is
composed of 11 statements addressing
father and 11 identical statements
addressing mother (e.g., " I blame my mot -
her (father) for many of the problems I
have" ; " I feel like I am constantly at war
with my mother (father)" ; " sometimes my
mother (father) is a burden on me" ).
Respondents rate their level of agreement
with each item, using a 4-point scale ran-
ging from totally agree to totally disagree.
In the present study, Cronbach's alpha
coefficients for Conflictual Independence
addressing Father and Mother were .87
and .88 respectively.
General Information. Demographic data
has been collected, including perception
of academic results and whether psycholo -
gical counselling had ever been sought.
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The differences between students seeking
and not seeking counselling for each vari-
able were analyzed with the T-student test.
The results, means and standard devia-
tions are presented in Table 1. According
to our hypothesis, we can conclude that
on the whole the students seeking coun-

selling show lower levels in all the deve-
lopmental variables studied in this research
than the group of students who had not
asked for counselling. And that all diffe-
rences are statistically significant.

RESULTS

TABLE 1

Students seeking Students from a general 
counselling student population T-Test
(N=40) (N=315) Difference

Variable M (SD) M (SD)

Conflictual 
independence 
(mother) 27.43 (6.87) 30.93 (5.24) Signif. p <.001

Conflictual
independence 
(father) 29.46 (6.61) 31.19 (5.47) Signif. p <.05

Projecting 
the self into 
the future 33.57 (8.76) 41.24 (9.19) Signif. p <.001

Sexual self-esteem 40.13 (10.61) 47.98 (8.06) Signif. p <.001

Global self-esteem 25.42 (5.52) 32.48 (4.22) Signif. p <.001
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The differences found between students
seeking and not seeking counselling with
respect to the levels of psychological sepa-
ration from parents (in its dimension of
conflictual independence), capacity to
project into the future, sexual self-esteem,
and global self-esteem, support our hypo-
thesis that the students seeking counse-
ling have greater difficulties in the resolu-
tion of young adults' developmental tasks
than those students not seeking counsell-
ling. Our clinical experience also suggests
that a great deal of complaints and issues
brought to counselling by young people
can be understood in the light of a psycho-
dynamic developmental paradigm.
These results have implications for clinical
practice with university students. Certain
students may have more difficulties with
developmental issues due to a more vul-
nerable personality and a life history with
more distressing events. These difficulties
may be increased, or only become appa-
rent, when entering university, because of
its higher study stress and increased auto-
nomy expectations. However, there is now
an ideal opportunity to overcome develop-
mental arrests, and other previously unre-
solved issues from the past. Since the
young person is already in a phase of nat -
ural self reorganization, his cognitive deve-
lopment allows a greater capacity for self-
reflexion, and the university instituonalized
moratorium makes easier his exploration
of options.
Consequently, we consider an adequate
approach to students' counselling to focus
the work in the " here and now"  difficul-
ties in the resolution of developmental
tasks proper to their age, and establishing
possible links and continuity with their
past history. This approach may make it
easier for time limited interventions, which
are an important issue for university coun-
selling services.

DISCUSSION
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