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WHAT IS A THEME?

Taken from:  Brandler, S. & Roman, C. (1999).  Group work:  Skills and strategies for effective interventions.

New York:  The Hayworth Press, Inc.

· It is another level of meaning which exists below the surface of what is being said.

· “What is seen and heard may be a symbolic way of saying something else or something more” (p. 181).

· Manifest content = what is being said

· Latent content = the more hidden meaning within the manifest content

· “The nature of the latent material is strongly influenced by the needs of the group members and the group phase” (p. 182).

· A theme is a recurring issue or struggle (like a refrain, in a song) which, when identified, explains the group’s interest in continuing to talk together about a particular topic.  It also sheds light on the connections among the various topics which “grab” the group during a given meeting.  The theme is not being talked about directly unless it is identified; it is being addressed indirectly via the manifest content.
· Themes often reflect an underlying wish, fear, or struggle.

· We listen for themes in every type of group

· What we do with the theme depends on the purpose of the group.
· Examples of themes:

· ambivalence about committing to group membership

· fear of disclosure

· distrust of authority figures / concerns about how leader will use power

· desire for intimacy / fear of intimacy

· concerns about separation from members / leader / group
· desire to set limits with one’s child vs. a fear of setting limits
