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Introduction : my personal experience in the Eastern European countries

I am happy to be able to share with you today my long personal experience of transmitting Psychotherapy -- and most particularly Gestalt Therapy – within several Eastern European countries.  

My first contact with my Russian colleagues goes back to the Congress of the European Association for Gestalt Therapy (EAGT), in Paris in May 1992 – 17 years ago.  Since then, I have travelled 30 times for teaching missions (from 4 to 15 days – that is, a total of more than 7 months full-time) in 12 Eastern (or Central) European countries: Russia, Ukraine, Byelorussia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Serbia, Macedonia. Since I speak Russian fluently, this greatly facilitates our exchanges. 

We have established a deep partnership, a sort of family link, between the Paris School of Gestalt (EPG) and several training institutions. A dozen EPG full-time staff members
 have thus led sessions in Russia, Poland, Latvia or Romania.  We collaborate principally with the St Petersburg Institute of Gestalt (SPIG), as well as with the Institute of Gestalt Therapy (ITG) of Krakow, Poland, and the Riga Gestalt Institute (RGI) of Latvia.  In addition, the teams of full-time staff members of these institutes travel regularly to France to participate in specific advanced training workshops, such as the training of supervisors.

Finally, we also meet each year within the Colloquium of FORGE (International Federation of Gestalt Training Organizations) – which brings together the management of thirty or so different world-wide training institutions for Gestalt, in order to compare our curricula and our research.

First, I will share some of my remarks and hypotheses concerning the spectacular development of Psychotherapy – notably Gestalt Therapy – in several countries of the former Soviet Empire, in relation to their social climates, cultures and attitudes. 

Following this, I will show, as an example, our collaboration with the St Petersburg Institute of Gestalt (SPIG) — the only Russian Institute of Psychotherapy that has, to this day, received accreditation as EAPTI (European Accredited Psychotherapy Training Institute), allowing for the direct preparation for the ECP (European Certificate of Psychotherapy).

Finally, I will take the liberty of looking briefly into the future.

Development of Psychotherapy in Russia, and Russian mentalities


During the Soviet era, Psychotherapy was limited basically to the behavioural approach, inspired by the work of Pavlov, and so-called “rational” therapy.  Psychoanalysis and the Humanistic and Depth Psychotherapies were practically taboo. The development of individual autonomy, personal initiatives and responsibility were frowned upon and any development in these areas was blocked. Sociology and the dimension of social conformity were over-valued. There was no privacy: physically (collective apartments), psychologically or socially.

The Glasnost and the Perestroïka, initiated by Mikhaïl Gorbatchev (1985-1991), permitted a certain freedom of expression and opinion (and especially, an expression of a fundamental Russian soul: suffering, sadness and despair — shared “in the kitchen,” from heart to heart). It also permitted as a progressive openness towards several different methods of Western Psychotherapy.
Twenty years after the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989), what are the specific characteristics of Psychotherapy, from my point of view, as practiced today in Russia? 


First of all, what is most surprising, as opposed to European and other Western countries, is the relative importance of group therapies.  
After that, we note the average length – much shorter – of individual psychotherapies, both for economic reasons as well as the lack of specialists and great geographic distances.  In France, for example, therapies which last several years, at a rhythm of 50 minutes per week, are very frequent – not to speak of Psychoanalytic cures, which may go on for 10 or 15 years, with several sessions per week.  In Russia, we often see people who have followed a therapy for only a few months.  The result is that, during professional training, and even during supervision, personal problems, which have not been adequately treated, may emerge.


Regarding the themes treated in therapy, we may note several elements linked to the conditions of life in these areas, especially that of housing (young couples may not always have an autonomous living situation, which may contribute to family conflicts), as well as the frequency of alcohol consumption (beer and vodka).  We also may notice frequent traces of racist attitudes and behaviour, along with the rejection of anything foreign (xenophobia).  On the other hand, the cultural level is generally higher (literature, poetry, music), and more importance is also given to intense emotional and spiritual dimensions of existence (including some esoteric or magic faiths).


Finally, the average age of students who begin training in Psychotherapy is often lower than that which we encounter in Western Europe, where this profession is, for the most part, a second profession, which is begun after the age of 40 years.  This aspect is even more evident in several countries, such as Romania or Latvia, where certain young people choose the profession of Psychotherapy immediately at the end of their university studies, before even practicing another profession.  It is highly probable that this lowering of the average age of students will continue to develop in Western European countries, along with the opening of new Institutes, such as the SFU (Sigmund Freud University).

Development of Gestalt Therapy within the Russian Post-Soviet context


I willingly put forth my personal hypothesis that Gestalt Therapy, in the beginning of the 90’s, arrived at the perfect time to soothe and heal deficiencies in emotional nurturing and personal identity which had been maintained during 70 years under the Soviet regime. In fact, Gestalt Therapy encourages and validates the personal expression of ideas and feelings (people are encouraged to say “I”, instead of “we”), the irreducible originality of each human being, creativity and individual responsibility in the management of existential choices. It emphasizes the aspect of the freedom of each one who is faced with the Pavlovian weight of the determining influence of the social environment.  

Gestalt Therapy gives preference to open contact and trust among colleagues, the affirmation of one’s convictions with assertiveness (assertiveness, not narcissism or megalomania!), in contrast with paranoid mistrust which was too often maintained by the persecutions during the Soviet era, where everyone was afraid of his neighbour (and even of his own family), and often whispered in hushed tones.

Gestalt Therapy is based upon the here and now of everyday life and not on long archeological expeditions of a buried past – where traditional Psychoanalysis too often settles… nor on the illusory promises of an uncertain future « on the horizon » (“an imaginary line which seems to move out further and further as one approaches!”). It thus corresponds perfectly to the postmodern aspirations of many citizens of the Eastern European countries: with individualized attitudes, relativity of “The Truth” and Science, subjectivity, and inclusion of the observer or the therapist…).


However, the rapid ascension of Psychotherapy after the fall of the Berlin Wall has plunged Russia into an overwhelming number of choices amongst a great number of competing methods, and an eclectic tendency has evolved, sometimes proposing a superficial overview of several complementary approaches, through what is commonly called a “multimodal” Psychotherapy.  I understand quite well this primary reflex of curiosity, but it seems to me to be more effective to first delve into a specific method (during a deep training lasting 4 years) and then, in a second phase, to be enriched by complementary information from neighboring methods… in order to avoid, what we call in France, with a somewhat negative connotation, “a Russian salad!”  


An example of a Gestalt Training Institute:  the SPIG

 The Saint Petersburg Institute for Gestalt, SPIG, is an offshoot of the St. Petersburg Center, founded in 1994. It was officially registered as a private establishment of advanced professional training in 1996. In 1997, during the annual Colloquium of FORGE, its curriculum -- inspired chiefly by that of EPG (Ecole Parisienne de Gestalt)– was aligned to European standards. In 2001, the SPIG became a member of EAGT (European Association for Gestalt Therapy), and in October 2007, after a thorough inspection at the Institute by two international experts, it received official accreditation from the EAGT and the EAP (European Association for Psychotherapy) as an EAPTI (European Accredited Psychotherapy Training Institute).







      

Driven by an enthusiastic and indefatigable team of three people (Natasha Lebedeva, Lena Ivanova et Dima Ovechkine), the SPIG has developed rapidly within the entire country and today it is composed of branches in 12 different cities in Russia, Oural, Siberia and  Ukraine. Its teaching reaches from St. Petersburg to Vladivostok (in the East) to Simferopol (in the South).  It welcomes students from around twenty different countries or regions, nearly 800 Gestalt Therapy practitioners – of which two-thirds are in St. Petersburg (245), Ekaterinburg (161) and Taganrog (115).

Clinical Gestalt Therapy and Coaching are taught in a parallel manner within various institutions and businesses (some very well-known, such as Gazprom, the Bank for Development, etc.). Natasha and Anna Lebedeva and Lena Ivanova have published two important books in each of these fields, and they have also participated in the translation into Russian of four books by Serge Ginger (now published in 14 languages), as well as one book on the subject of Sex Therapy, by Brigitte Martel, Assistant Director of EPG.  

Each year, the SPIG organizes a national colloquium, with conferences, round tables, experiential workshops, and research groups.  It publishes an “Almanac” containing a collection of the most interesting articles by local and foreign trainers, as well as students.  

Its director Natasha Lebedeva, was elected General Secretary of FORGE in 2002 at Cracovia, and she has been re-elected regularly since then.  In 2006, she became President of the Russian Federation of Gestalt Institutes (ARGI), which includes four training schools.  You can read more about this (in Russian and English) on the website of the Institute: (www.gestalt.spb.ru).
Some more information about the development of Gestalt Therapy in Russia

I have given quite a few details concerning the development of the SPIG because, first of all, it is the institute that I know the best, but more importantly, because it is at the present time the only one to be accredited on a European level.  However, several other Gestalt training institutes have developed in a parallel manner with a comparable success: in particular, the Moscow Gestalt Institute, directed by Daniil Khlomov (which also includes many branches, and claims more than 1,000 practitioners trained), and the Moscow Gestalt and Psychodrama Institute, directed by Nifont Dolgopolov, as well as the East European Gestalt Institute of Kostya Pavlov, in St Petersburg, etc.

Although there are currently teams of Russian trainers who are particularly competent, these various institutes often bring in foreign trainers, from France, Italy, Switzerland, Germany, Holland, Norway, the U.S.A…. in order to ceaselessly enrich their programs.

Unfortunately, the rivalry between several of the schools is quite intense, and certain among them have remained separate from the Russian NAO, the PPL (Professional Psychotherapeutic League) — which explains that there have been no more than… 3 Gestalt therapists who have received the ECP, out of 170 ECP’s awarded in Russia!  However, the number of Psychotherapists who have been thoroughly trained in Gestalt Therapy in Russia is currently a total of between at least 2,000 and 3,000 – which places this method in a very good position.

Gestalt Therapy in other Eastern countries

To conclude, here are some quick flashes which highlight the development of Gestalt Therapy in some other countries of Eastern Europe where I have personally had the opportunity to work, usually in collaboration with my colleagues of the Paris School of Gestalt (EPG).

In Poland 

 The Gestalt Therapy Institute (ITG) of Cracovia, (Poland) has been operating informally since 1988, and was officially recognized in 1995.  It was accepted as a member of FORGE in 1996, at the 5th International Colloquium in Rome. Since 1998, Serge and Anne Ginger, followed by several of their colleagues from EPG, participated in the Advanced Training and Supervision of the team of Directors.  For many years, Michèle Combeau (EPG) has assumed an ongoing supervision of the team.  This team of full-time trainers participated in several advanced workshops in France.   

Magda Zaleska, the former Director, today in retirement, regularly represented ITG in all the annual colloquiums of FORGE, and this Institute organized the International Colloquium in Cracovia in 2002.

In  2004, the new Director, Katarzyna Makuch, founded the Polish Federation of Psychotherapy which respected the Strasbourg Declaration, allowing access to Psychotherapy training to social workers and educators who are neither psychologists nor medical doctors. This Federation is currently a rival of the Psychotherapy Scientific Section of Polish Psychiatric Association — which is composed essentially of psychologists and medical doctors.  These two organizations are in negotiation with the government for the establishment of a law governing Psychotherapy.  

In 2006, the IGT was accredited by the EAGT and the EAP as an EAPTI, thus respecting the European norms.  They bring in many foreign specialists from several countries:  France, Italy, Germany, Switzerland, Holland, Norway, Israel, USA. The Institute regularly produces a beautiful technical journal. Today, Poland has 21 Gestalt-therapists who have been awarded the ECP.  
One of the specialties of this school is the training of Psychotherapists for children, who intervene in schools.  

There are now several Gestalt training institutes in Krakow, as well as in Warsaw, however ITG seems to be, by far, the most active and the most influential.

In Latvia, 

Gestalt Therapy was introduced in Latvia in 1992. The Riga Gestalt Institute (RGI) of Latvia, founded and directed by Arthur Dombrovski — present today—has been operating since 1999. In 2000, he joined FORGE. In 1995, Serge and Anne Ginger began to teach there, as well as several therapists from EPG, including Martine Masson.  Arthur Dombrovski speaks French, and he received an advanced training diploma from the Paris School of Gestalt (EPG), as well as a certificate in supervision, following a great number of workshops and advanced training in France. He recently received a PhD in Psychology, from an American University.  He is the webmaster for FORGE et his institute has a particularly attractive website (www.gestalt.lv/forge/), containing many unedited articles in Latvian, Russian, English and French.

In 2008, the RGI was accredited by the EAGT and the EAP as an EAPTI.

In the Ukraine

There are many Gestalt training centers in the Ukraine:  Kiev, Lviv, Dniepropetrovsk, Odessa, Simferopol, etc. but the main part of the training is still handled by several Russian training institutes from Moscow and St. Petersburg.  A Ukranian National Association for Gestalt Therapy (UCP) was founded in 2005, chaired by Larisa Didkovska and various local training projects, in collaboration with EPG, are in process.  Several books have been translated into Ukrainian.

In Romania

The Training Institute of Gestalt Therapy of Romania (SGT), founded and directed by Carmen Beyer, was inaugurated in May 2001, under the responsibility of several trainers from EPG
. Carmen Beyer has many Romanian University Diplomas and speaks fluent French. She has completed several advanced training workshops in Gestalt Therapy in France, and has received the ECP from the EAP. Students from this institute are notably quite young:  most of them are between 24 and 30 years old, and are also Psychologists. An introductory book for Gestalt Therapy, written by Serge Ginger, was also published in Romanian. 

Another training in this method is proposed by a Belgian Gestaltist:  André Moreau.

Overall, Gestalt is a recent arrival in Romania and has not yet attained an important national reputation – contrary to the situation in the countries already mentioned.  Psychoanalysis still holds a great importance there.  Psychologists and Psychiatrists claim to hold the monopoly on Psychotherapy interventions.  

In Byelorussia

The Byelorussian Gestalt Institute of Minsk, with I. Pogodin, N. Olifirovich, T. Velenta, offers a training in Gestalt, in direct liaison with the University there, and in collaboration with the Institute of Riga.  Their directors also follow a supervisor training in Paris.  
They have published several books and broadcast regularly on radio and television for the mass public — which is a good example to follow. 

In Serbia

In Serbia, training in Gestalt is handled largely by Lidija Pecotic from Malta. Serge Ginger has also led some training workshops there. 13 Gestalt practitioners have already obtained the ECP, and the Gestalt Studio, of Belgrade, has been accredited by the EAP as an  EAPTI, in 2008.

In Macedonia


The Gestalt Institute de Skopje, directed by Ema Stoimenova (within a private English speaking University), has recently been accredited by the EAGT and the EAP as an EAPTI. A book by Serge Ginger has been translated into Macedonian, and has been presented on the national radio and television during more than one hour, during a workshop held there on the subject of sexuality (with 32 female students… and no one male!). Two rival Gestalt institutes are in strong competition – which provides many enriching moments.

The Future 

This rapid review of the situation in several Eastern European countries shows that Gestalt Therapy often hold an important place there, even if professional, personal and political rivalries persist in several countries, which especially slows down the attainment of the European Certificate of Psychotherapy (ECP) in certain countries.  

Nevertheless, the most widespread training remains, for the moment, an eclectic, or multimodal training, proposing an initiation to a variety of different methods, often complementary, without however, offering sufficient depth in any one.  It is quite likely that in the coming years, certain of the methods will develop sufficiently enough to acquire a real autonomy, fully responding to the European norms of the EWAO (European Wide Accrediting Organizations) — that is, on the average 1,400 hour of training in four years, in a specific method.

It will not be long before specialists will join in mutual exchanges: colleagues from the Eastern European countries will come, in their turn, to teach in Western Europe, to share the wealth and the subtleties of their specific cultures, integrating the intensity of positive and negative emotions, the rich and sometimes surprising synthesis of opposite polarities of life, like “Russian mountains”: up and down, but never flat!

The title of our Conference was “understanding between Eastern and Western Europe — not USA! As a Frenchman, I must say that I feel often closer to Russia (and even China!) than to America (and, of course, to UK!).
I salute, as of today, one of the first examples of such an exchange – fruitful and trusting – where the SFU has served to initiate a particularly promising potential.

Serge Ginger

s.ginger@noos.fr
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� S. Ginger : Clinical Psychologist, Didactic Psychotherapist, international Trainer, Secretary General of the French Federation for Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis (FF2P), Registrar for the EAP – in charge of the control of the ECP.


� Principally : Serge et Anne Ginger, Gonzague and Chantal Masquelier, Brigitte Martel, Aline Dagut, Claudia Gaulé…


� Notably : S. et A. Ginger,  G. Masquelier, B. Martel, A. Dagut, M. Masson, M. Van Woensel, I. Temperville, etc.






