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• Michael Balint visits in the 1960’s

• Rapid adoption of concepts in the 1970’s and ‘80s

• Many groups formed in training settings

• Few leaders trained in Balint principles

• Balint groups were of variable quality

• 1990 " Formation of the American Balint Society

• 1990’s " Leader training prioritized by the Society

• 2000 " Credentialling system introduced

History of Balint work in the 
U.S.A.



• “It’s a support group”

• “Oh, Balint is just like a ________ group”

• “Anyone can run a Balint group, what’s to learn?”

• “We don’t need Balint, we already get lectures on 
patient"centeredness”

• A general misunderstanding of the Balint process 
is common

Common beliefs



• Develop a descriptive model of effective Balint 
leadership

• Derive the model from experienced leaders

• Utilize qualitative and quantitative data to inform 
the model

• Disseminate the model

• “This is what makes Balint work similar, and 
this is what makes it different.”

Our goals...



• Utilized data from 1999 
Credentialling Pilot 
with 21 leaders

•

•

• Common themes 
developed

Methods

Written 
observations 
by group 
members Interative 

text analysis
Focus group 
notes

Evaluations 
of group 
leaders

Factor 
analysis







Common themes identified
An effective Balint leader:

Creates a climate of safety, acceptance and trust

Establishes and maintains group norms

Promotes movement toward the group’s task #grappling with the 
presenter’s case$

Understands group process

Personality/Style of the leader



Creates a climate of safety, 
acceptance and trust

Textual comments Evaluation Factors
“Protects the presenter from 
interrogation” Providing individual support

Group members“Models empathy and respect 
for all group members”
“Fosters a positive holding 
environment in the group” Preserving presenter safety

Presenters“Allows for divergent 
viewpoints”



Establishes and maintains 
group norms

Textual comments Evaluation Factor

“Facilitates self reflection and 
exploration of meaning”

Providing group structure
Group members

“Does not use the group to teach 
or engage in inappropriate self"
disclosure”

“Keeps the group responsible for 
doing the work”

“Does not let the group focus just 
on problem solving”



Promotes movement toward the 
group’s task

#grappling with the presenter’s case$

Textual comments Evaluation Factors
“Encourages speculation and 
exploration of both the 
presenter’s and the patient’s 
point of view”

Promoting group movement
Group members

“Focuses the group on the 
doctor " patient relationship”

Focusing group process
Facilitating case reframe

Presenters
“Facilitates a change of 
perception or role in the 
presenter’s relationship to 
the patient”



Understands group process

Textual comments Evaluation factors
“Perceives multiple meanings of the case 
as manifest by presenter’s and group’s 
behavior”

Providing group structure
Providing individual 

support
Group members“Understands issues and dynamics of the 

case”

Focusing Group Process
Presenters

“Can articulate what happened in the 
group”

“Demonstrates ability to self"reflect and 
evaluate own intervention decisions”



Personality/Style of the 
Leader

Textual comments Evaluation Factors
“Tolerates silence and sits 
comfortably with 
uncertainty”

Providing group structure
Maintaining group focus

Group members

“Models playfulness, 
curiosity and enthusiasm” 

“Views the group in a non"
authoritarian, group"
centered way”



Conclusions

• Balint leaders rely on behaviors common to other 
small group formats...

• However, they use these and their understanding 
of the dynamics of the case

• To create a space and purpose defined by:
• Safety
• Exploration of meaning rather than problem 

solving
• Group responsibility



• Characteristics of effective Balint group 
leadership are definable and unique

• Aspiring Balint leaders, including those familiar 
with other small group methods, will benefit 
from formal training in Balint methods

• Attempting Balint leadership without prior 
experience or training is inadvisable

Implications


