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ABSTRACT 

Gestalt therapy is a form of psychotherapy founded in the early 1950s as an approach to 

enhancing the health of its clients within a supportive therapeutic relationship by 

enhancing their self-awareness, choice, and spontaneity. The provision of Gestalt 

professional education for Gestalt therapy practitioners is closely linked with the 

beginnings of Gestalt therapy. It mainly occurs in private training institutes. Gestalt 

professional education providers are under pressure to respond to the demands of a 

changing cultural context such as through the provision of credentials endorsed by 

national regulatory authorities. However, only limited empirical research has been 

conducted on that situation. The goal of this research project, then, was to explore the 

key understandings, dilemmas, experiences, and decisions of major players within 

Gestalt professional education institutes in relation to what they saw as the demands of 

the contemporary cultural context. Three research questions were formulated to address 

that goal: 

 (1) What are the understandings and experiences of the directors, academic staff, 

and students of Gestalt professional education institutes regarding the issues 

arising in their institutes from the contemporary cultural context? 

 (2) What are the understandings, choices, and directions informing their 

programs in response to those issues? and  

(3) How are the institutes responding to the issues? 

A qualitative multiple case study methodology was employed involving five 

institutes from Australia and New Zealand. Three sources of data were used to build 

each case: qualitative individual interviews; focus group discussions; and formal and 

informal documents. Participants were the institute directors, a selection of academic 

staff, and a selection of students. A peer-reviewed article has been published as part of 

the PhD project (O’Regan, Bagnall & Hodge, 2017). That article identified three 

common modes of Gestalt professional education in Australia and New Zealand. This 

study refined these modes as non- accredited, professionally accredited, and higher 

education. Following an interpretive and reflective analysis of the data, seven 

dimensions were constructed to articulate a cohesive response to the research questions: 

 (1) philosophical integrity, as the extent to which the given mode was seen as 

either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to conform to the underlying 

philosophy of Gestalt therapy;  
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(2) curricular quality, as the extent to which the mode was seen as influencing the 

rigour and quality of an institute’s curriculum;  

(3) institutional autonomy, as the extent to which the given mode was seen as 

either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to make decisions freely and 

without external restraints;  

(4) compliance costs, as the extent to which an institute was seen as being 

required to expend resources in order to join or stay within the given mode;  

(5) student access, as the extent to which the mode was seen as promoting a 

diverse student population within an institute;  

(6) institutional sustainability, as the extent to which the mode was seen as 

enhancing the ongoing financial security of an institute; and  

(7) graduate marketability, as the extent to which graduates from the given mode 

were seen as being attractive in their professional field. 

The study revealed that relevant stakeholders were faced with ambiguous and 

paradoxical demands in maintaining the integrity, rigour, and sustainability of their 

institutes. The major tensions centred on how institutes managed the threats to their 

sustainability while staying true to the philosophical underpinnings of Gestalt therapy. It 

was found that the mode of Gestalt professional education reflected how the institutes 

responded to the tensions inherent within each dimension. Each modal position 

presented advantages and disadvantages in managing those tensions. The study further 

highlighted the point that those within higher education risked their philosophical 

integrity by engaging in the performative and instrumental practices required by the 

regulators. Those institutes in the non-accredited mode (and to a lesser extent the 

professionally accredited mode), while complying with the existential and humanistic 

strivings of Gestalt, presented barriers for potential students from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds to join their institutes, aligned to the institutes’ user-pays model. 

The research makes a unique scholarly contribution to the field, both in its 

substantive findings and in the modal and dimensional frameworks developed in the 

study. The substantive findings are expected to inform providers of Gestalt professional 

education in their reflections and deliberations on their own experiences, the options 

that they face, and the choices that they make. The modal and dimensional frameworks 

may serve as a model for future research into the field. The issues identified and 

examined in this project may have interest and value also for those from cognate 

educational settings.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH 

Gestalt professional education closely links with the beginnings of the 1Gestalt 

therapy method and is undergirded by Gestalt therapy theory. Gestalt therapy theory 

is humanistic, existential, and phenomenological. It seeks to develop an authentic, 

relational disposition in students alongside the preferred skills required in 

contemporary psychotherapy (Bar-Yoseph & Levine, 2012, J. Harris, 1999; O’Regan 

et al., 2017; Wheeler & Axelsson, 2015; Yontef & Jacobs, 2010). This research 

project illuminates the experiences of stakeholders involved in the provision of 

Gestalt professional education in contemporary settings. It explored the topic of how 

those involved in its provision in Australia and New Zealand understood and 

responded to the demands of the contemporary cultural context. In broad terms, that 

context promotes values creating ambiguous and competing challenges for Gestalt 

professional education providers. Providers need to respond to the imperatives 

presented by the current cultural context which emerged as a result of a tension 

between certain principles and methods of Gestalt practice and some identified 

demands of that context (O’Regan et al., 2017). This tension presents challenges for 

institutes providing Gestalt professional education which need to provide programs 

that are sustainable, attractive, and relevant within the contemporary cultural context. 

Providers then need to balance their co-opting the benefits of credentialed education 

while staying loyal to the constraints of Gestalt therapy’s principles and methods 

(O’Regan et al., 2017).  

The sustainability of Gestalt professional education is also compromised by 

Gestalt therapy’s waning legitimacy as a psychotherapy. The study inquired into the 

experiences of selected stakeholders in Gestalt professional education through three 

research questions:  

(1) What are the understandings and experiences of the directors, academic 

staff and students of Gestalt institutes regarding the issues arising within 

 

1 Here and throughout the word Gestalt is capitalised when used as a noun, as is the tradition 

of acknowledging its Germans roots. 
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Gestalt professional education in the contemporary cultural context? (2) What 

are the understandings, choices and directions of their programs in response to 

the issues? (3) How is the provision of Gestalt professional education 

responding to the issues?  

To assist in answering these questions, this study identified three modes of provision 

in which Gestalt institutes are typically situated: non-accredited; professionally 

accredited; and higher education (O’Regan et al., 2017). 

This is a relatively new topic in the field of Gestalt professional education 

which has received only limited attention in empirical studies (Bar-Yoseph, Brownell, 

B. O’Neil, & Phillipson, 2008). The topic informs  the management of the dilemmas 

apparent in staying true to the underpinning philosophy of Gestalt therapy while 

maintaining sustainability within the contemporary context.  It is an important topic 

for those involved in Gestalt therapy and may be of interest to those involved in other 

forms for professional education.  

The impetus for the research came from my experience of being one of the 

directors of a Gestalt training institute offering a higher education credential. I had 

found my way into that role after more than ten years as a Gestalt trainer and 

psychotherapist as well as a further 20 years as a social worker. My experience as a 

student of Gestalt therapy was unlike any prior training. It was experiential, 

immediate, authentic, and alive. I had been changed by the experience both 

intellectually and dispositionally. I believed I had also gained serviceable skills. As I 

became involved in leadership roles, I noticed the pressure for my Institute to 

maintain government accreditation for higher education provision. I saw that 

academic staff were questioning the determinism of the curricula they taught. I 

witnessed my professional associations shifting their focus from supporting its 

members to policing membership standards in an endeavour to promote the 

legitimacy of Gestalt psychotherapy. These experiences were agitating. They 

recruited my interest in discovering more about what scholarship regarding shifts in 

the context of professional education existed and how my contemporaries understood 

the topic of this research. That experience supported an investigation which provided 
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warrant for the research presented in an associated article (O’Regan et al., 2017) 

outlined as follows. 

From its inception, Gestalt therapy and the education of Gestalt therapists has 

been a social movement, radically critical of the dehumanising aspects of the 

dominant culture (Fairfield, 2013; Frew, 2016). Until recently, Gestalt practice and 

the Gestalt professional education flourished. However, Gestalt therapy now finds 

itself in a crisis of relevance in the contemporary cultural context (Brownell, & 

Melnick, 2008). The performative requirements of that context are being felt by 

Gestalt practitioners globally. Currently, Gestalt practitioners are grappling with the 

question of how to respond to the demands for evidence-based research and dealing 

with the incommensurability of employing positivist research methods in the context 

of a Gestalt culture of practice (Hosemans & Philippson, 2019).  

This thesis conceptualises an incommensurability between the demands of 

valued knowledge in the contemporary cultural context and the 

existential/phenomenological ideals of Gestalt therapy education. The resulting 

dilemma for providers of Gestalt professional education could be understood as an 

ethical polarity between practices that are unsustainably congruent with Gestalt 

therapy principles, methods, and practices, but which are attractive and resourced in 

the contemporary cultural context although in tension with Gestalt therapy. In the face 

of this dilemma, providers are forced into reflecting on what is worth protecting in 

Gestalt professional education and how the positioning of their institutes in different 

forms of provision may generate further ethical challenges. In contrast to the 

performativity of the contemporary cultural context, relational forms of education, 

such as those found in Gestalt, have been recognised as necessary in a society of 

increasing isolation (Fairfield, 2013). The question remained of how providers 

managed the pragmatic needs of providing training perceived as relevant and valuable 

in the contemporary cultural context while adhering to Gestalt’s philosophy. Already, 

Gestalt education providers who were providing credentialed training were engaged in 

co-opting the benefits of formal education. They may have had existing strategies for 

resisting the unwanted pressures of providing professional education while staying 

within the constraints of Gestalt therapy or they may have been employing other 

pragmatic compromises to manage the dilemma. There was limited literature on these 

issues (Bar-Yoseph, B. O’Neill, Philippson, & Brownell, 2008). It was anticipated 
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that this current project would contribute to scholarly efforts in this area. It was from 

this position that this research project explored the experience and consequences of 

adopting each of the three alternative modes of Gestalt professional education. 

The research topic that this situation raised was that of how the key people 

within Gestalt professional education in Australia and New Zealand were responding 

to the pressures to meet the demands of the contemporary cultural context. The 

research questions listed earlier were addressed in this research project through a 

qualitative multiple case study methodology which explored the experiences, 

interpretations, decisions, and actions of key people within Gestalt professional 

education institutes in Australia and New Zealand. Focused conversational interviews 

and focus groups were the primary forms of data collection. Email correspondence 

and document analysis provided additional data. Five Gestalt institutes were used as 

cases: four in Australia and one in New Zealand. These institutes were selected to 

represent different trajectories in response to the imperative for change. Ultimately, 

the data emerging from those methods was collated in the form of written words. Data 

analyses employed qualitative strategies for organising, coding, interpreting, and 

displaying data. Those data were analysed through thematic analysis to identify the 

findings across seven emergent dimensions common to each of the three modes: (1) 

philosophical integrity; (2) curricular quality; (3) institutional autonomy; (4) 

compliance costs; (5) student access; (6) institutional sustainability; and (7) graduate 

marketability. The findings suggest that participants understood these challenges in 

diverse and nuanced ways. Furthermore, each institute crafted creative responses to 

mitigate the disadvantages while enhancing the opportunities of those challenges. One 

of the major responses was to align an institute with a preferred type of provision (one 

of the three modes identified in this research). The study uncovered the reality that 

relevant stakeholders, therefore, were faced with ambiguous and paradoxical demands 

in maintaining the integrity, credibility, and sustainability of their institutes. These 

demands were experienced by participants as stressful threats to Gestalt professional 

education requiring a response. In broad terms, the research revealed that institutes 

were responding to the ambiguities by choosing to position their institutes in different 

modes of provision. Those choices presented three major threats to the professional 
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provided by the institutes: (1) a risk to its philosophical integrity; (2) a risk to its 

sustainability; and (3) a risk to its credibility. 

This thesis was structured to explain how the research questions were 

generated, systematically explored, and answered. Following this introductory 

chapter, Chapter Two presents a review of scholarly literature conceptualising Gestalt 

therapy, professional education, and the contemporary cultural context. The 

implications of that literature in relation to the research topic are discussed. Finally, 

the conceptualisation of the research project flowing from the discussion is presented. 

Chapter Three describes the research design through which the research questions 

were addressed including the justification of the research methodology (qualitative 

multiple case study,) and a description of the research methods, data collection, and 

data analysis. Issues relating to research integrity, rigour, and ethics are deliberated. 

Chapter Four introduces the five research sites before grouping each into a mode of 

provision for later analysis. Chapter Five details the seven dimensions though which 

the subsequent findings are explained. Subsequently, Chapters Five, Six, and Seven 

report on the findings relating to each mode: non-accredited provision; professionally 

accredited provision; and higher education provision. Chapter Eight (Discussion) 

draws on the relevant literature to support and explain the study’s findings in relation 

to the research topic and questions. Finally, Chapter Nine concludes the thesis by 

discussing its potential contributions to Gestalt professional education, 

methodological considerations raised in the research, suggestions for further research, 

and the contribution of the study to knowledge in the field. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of the research that concerns the nature of Gestalt 

therapy professional education within the contemporary cultural context. From the 

pertinent research and scholarship, this review identifies thematic issues relating to 

the delivery and management of the training of Gestalt therapists within the 

contemporary cultural context while noting gaps in knowledge that this research 

addresses. The identified thematic issues are the nature of Gestalt therapy, the nature 

of the contemporary cultural context, the impact of this context on the provision of 

gestalt professional education, and the intersection of Gestalt therapy education and 

forms of professional education, especially higher education.  

The review is organised into three broad topics: a literature review; the 

implications for the research; and the conceptual framework for the research. The 

literature review has nine sections. The first is a focused and descriptive account of 

the nature, historical development, and contemporary concerns of Gestalt therapy. 

That section situates Gestalt therapy within a radical, interpretive, 

humanistic/existential paradigm. Second, an outline of the characteristics and 

attributes of Gestalt therapists is discussed. The third section outlines contemporary 

underpinning concepts and practices for the education of Gestalt therapists. The fourth 

section provides an account of the nature of the contemporary cultural context. This 

context is described variously in the literature as being globalised, globally capitalist, 

postmodern, or neoliberal. That descriptive section provides the context for the fifth 

section which outlines the changing role of professional education within the 

contemporary cultural context. The next section reviews research into the impacts of 

the contemporary cultural context on the higher education sector before detailing the 

research into the impacts of professional education on academic staff. The eighth 

section outlines the nature of resistance to the contemporary cultural context within 

professional education. The ninth section undertakes a comprehensive review and 

critique of the research pertaining to the education of Gestalt therapists within the 
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contemporary context of professional education. That review and its articulated 

sections form a discussion identifying the second topic of the Chapter: implications 

for the research. Finally, these implications are developed into the third topic: the 

conceptual framework which details the research setting and aims, concluding with an 

articulation of the research questions. 

Gestalt Therapy 

Gestalt therapy can be said to have originated in the 1950s after two significant 

events, the publication of the seminal text Gestalt therapy: Excitement and growth in 

the human personality by Fritz Perls, Paul Goodman, and Ralph Hefferline (1951), 

and the opening of the New York Institute for Gestalt Therapy (NYIGT) in 1952. This 

seminal text is known within the Gestalt community as “PHG” with Perls and 

Goodman acknowledged as contributing to the theoretical sections while Hefferline 

authored the chapters containing practical exercises (Knapp, 1986). The word 

“Gestalt”, which has no direct English translation, has been defined as a “whole, 

configuration, integration, a unique patterning” (Smith, 1976, p. 3). Fritz Perls stated 

that he used the term Gestalt to describe the synthesis of several diverse philosophical 

and psychological traditions that formed a distinctive system of psychotherapy, 

claiming he and the other founders critically examined and assimilated philosophy, 

psychoanalysis, and semantics into a new comprehensive theory (Perls, Hefferline, & 

Goodman, 1951/1994). 

Psychotherapy can be defined as a form of psychological treatment between 

people, using verbal and nonverbal methods, for the purpose of healing and 

developing a sound mind (Brownell, 2010). While there are hundreds of modalities of 

psychotherapy (Campbell, Kaslow, Norcross, & Vasquez, 2013), Gestalt therapy 

draws from specific theories that produce a distinctive contemporary praxis 

(Brownell, 2010) to guide its method which is influenced by humanistic and 

existential philosophies (Yontef, 1993). While Gestalt therapy is practised mainly as a 

form of individual psychotherapy its principles are used in settings such as group 

facilitation, couple treatment, organisational consultancy, and education. The 

competent practice of Gestalt therapy requires certain knowledge, skills, and attributes 

in its therapists and the training of a Gestalt therapist is designed to develop this 

knowledge, promote these skills, and instil these attributes (Joyce & Sills, 2010). . 
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Since its inception these skills have been practised and taught through institutes which 

are now located worldwide (O’Leary, 2013). A description of the links between the 

principles and practices of Gestalt therapy, the characteristics of a Gestalt therapist, 

and their professional education forms the remainder of this section. 

Gestalt therapy’s principles are directly linked to the various philosophical and 

theoretical influences and formulations of its as well as the way they attempted to 

synthesise these influences into a coherent therapy (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 

1951/1994). Although often not acknowledged for the extent of her input, Laura Perls, 

who was married to Fritz, has in fact significantly contributed to the theory and 

development of Gestalt therapy (Taylor, 2009). In particular, her contribution to the 

embodied, movement-based features of Gestalt therapy are noted (Taylor, 2009). The 

founders drew from both Western sciences of the time and Eastern practices, 

including Zen and Tao traditions, but especially Gestalt psychology (Brownell, 2010). 

The Gestalt psychology movement was engaged in the phenomenological 

study of perception, and although there were fundamental differences, it was a 

significant influence on Gestalt therapy (Taylor, 2009). The experiments conducted 

by the Gestalt psychologists found that humans organised information as wholes, 

rather than constitutive parts and that perception was an active process where people 

select, filter, and fill in missing information to make sense of the world. 

Consequently, all perception is understood as an active process of interpretation and 

meaning making (Wheeler & Axelsson, 2015). This interpretivist paradigm was a 

radical departure from the dominant, associationalist psychological paradigm which 

focused on stimulus and response and conceived of the brain as a recorder of 

objective reality (Stoehr, 1994; Taylor, 2009; Wheeler, & Axelsson, 2015). However, 

Gestalt therapy was most influenced by two people associated with the Gestalt 

psychologists, Kurt Goldstein a neurologist and psychiatrist, and Kurt Lewin the 

founder of social psychology (Brownell, 2010; Wheeler, & Axelsson 2015). 

Goldstein, who was influenced by Husserl’s phenomenological method, developed a 

theory highlighting the relationship between an organism and the environment 

necessary for the organism to survive (Brownell, 2010). Kurt Lewin extensively 

studied this relationship between the person and their world (field) in social settings 

and theorised that behaviour is a function of the field (Brownell, 2010). It is largely 

from their investigations that Fritz Perls, Laura Perls and Paul Goodman developed 

Gestalt therapy with its emphasis on awareness and contact.  
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The conceptual centre of Gestalt therapy’s theory is contact. The founders first 

introduced the concept that, “experience occurs at the boundary between the organism 

and its environment” (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1994/1951, p. 3). It is at this 

boundary that contact occurs and this is the first reality for a person in the 

environment or the “organism/environment field” (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 

1994/1951, p. 5). This perspective submits that the organism is not separate from the 

environment but is touched, limited, and restrained by it (Perls, Hefferline, & 

Goodman, 1994/1951). This contact can only be brought to concentrated awareness in 

the ‘here and now’ experience. This existential preferencing of immediate experience 

signified a deliberate and fundamental departure from Freud’s theories of unconscious 

drives and defences shaped by childhood experiences (Wheeler & Axelsson, 2015). 

Rather, the ability for a person to make contact with their environment in order to 

identify a clear need, sometimes called “figure” or “gestalt”, determines their ability 

to satisfy their needs in the present world in order to learn and to grow. The quality of 

this contact with oneself, others, and the environment is synonymous with health in 

the Gestalt model (Cain, 2002). Perls and Goodman regarded the process of healthy 

contact as a “creative adjustment” to the environment which allowed the individual to 

grow and this growth is optimised by supportive contact with novelty (Perls, 

Hefferline, & Goodman, 1994/1951).  Perls and Goodman (1994/1951) also believed 

that human nature includes lifelong growth which Wheeler and Axelsson (2015, p. 

43) stated is the “capacity to integrate ever increasing complexity of response and 

meaning making in relationship to our world”. Thus, Gestalt therapy assumes that the 

process of creative adjustment occurring at the contact boundary supports organismic 

processes that are authentic, creative, healthy, and growth orientated. Conversely, 

processes which are rigid or unresponsive are regarded as neurotic (Perls, Hefferline, 

& Goodman, 1994/1951).  Gestalt therapy aims to raise the client’s awareness of how 

they engage in these creative adjustments. 

The aims and processes of Gestalt therapy intend to support people to learn 

how they interrupt creating figures from the present ground by superimposing 

habitual past situations (grounds) and thus incongruent and unspontaneous meanings 

to the present situation. Then, the process of psychotherapy supports clients to build 

awareness of their process of contact and figure formation. Laura Perls (1992) 

affirmed the fundamental nature of awareness in Gestalt therapy:  
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The aim of Gestalt Therapy is the awareness continuum, the freely ongoing 

Gestalt formation where what is of greatest concern and interest to the 

organism, the relationship, the group, society, becomes Gestalt, comes into the 

foreground. (p.8) 

Here, awareness is seen as the function that promotes healthy contact between 

a person and their environment, and consequently, growth and change. Thus, Gestalt 

therapy outlines its position that human growth, learning, and health are synonymous 

(J. Harris, 1999). The idea of the contact process is drawn from the humanistic 

concept that people are growth-orientated, self-regulated, understood only in relation 

to their environment and that Gestalt therapy has also incorporated the principles of 

phenomenological enquiry, holism, and field orientation into this approach (Yontef & 

Jacobs, 2010). These humanistic and existential ideas are differentiating and defining 

features of Gestalt therapy. They situate it with a humanistic/existential 

psychotherapy paradigm. 

Gestalt therapy is recognised as a Humanistic psychotherapy because both 

share several defining characteristics. These include an optimistic view of the 

individual as having a tendency to move toward their best potential as well as  a view 

of the individual as self-responsible and free to choose how they live (Cain, 2002; 

Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951/1994). Furthermore, individuals are seen as 

whole and embodied beings, indivisible from their social world and only understood 

in relation to the life-space they occupy (Barber, 2006; Cain, 2002; Wheeler & 

Axelsson, 2015). Humans have evolved to be essentially social and most human 

problems are interpersonal and relational (Cain, 2002; Fairfield, 2013). Humanistic 

Gestalt therapy values people’s rights and desire to know what is best for them. 

Furthermore, democratic processes of decision making are respected (Cain, 2002; 

Lahood, 2013). Humans are understood as being engaged in active meaning-making 

with reality being constructed and interpreted (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Cain, 2002; 

Wheeler & Axelsson, 2015). These humanistic features of Gestalt therapy are 

explained further through elements of field theory along with several related 

humanistic/existential concepts (Cain, 2002; Dublin, 1976; Gaffney, 2006). These 

concepts are fundamentally interrelated and include phenomenology, existential 

dialogue, and experimentation (Dublin, 1976; Yontef, 1993).  

Field theory has influenced Gestalt therapy from its beginnings. Attending to 

the total situation of a person’s experience was instrumental in the formulation of 
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Gestalt theory (Evans, 2007). Field theory is linked to the Gestalt psychology notion 

of ‘figure and ground’ in which an individual organises their attention based on their 

uppermost need and assumes the fundamental nature of the always-present 

environment. Gestalt therapy strives to build people’s awareness of how they are in 

contact with their environmental fields (Yontef, 1993). The emerging contemporary 

theory regarding therapy from a field model is that therapy is conducted with an 

“impaired person-world relationship” situation rather than a pathology within a person 

(Wollants, 2012). Contemporary theorists such as Wollants (2012) highlight the 

inseparability of the field: 

The Gestalt-theoretical approach regards all psychic events, problems and 

solutions as comprehensible only as parts of a person’s total situation (gestalt-

situation). Only the forces in the present situation are relevant as far as study 

and therapy or change is concerned. (p. 7) 

In a Gestalt therapy session, the field is understood as “the entire situation the 

therapist, the client, and all that goes on between them” (Parlett, 2005, p. 43). 

Wollants (2012, p. 3) articulated the radical idea in Gestalt therapy and the non-

separate nature of the individual by redefining the client in therapy as “the interplay of 

the person and his environment”. It follows that the pragmatics of therapy from a field 

perspective requires a phenomenological methodology to support the exploration of 

awareness in the field (Evans, 2007). 

Gestalt therapists have been influenced by phenomenology as developed by 

Husserl and more recently by Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger (Spagnuolo Lobb, 

2013). Gestalt therapy holds that part of its purpose is to analyse the structure of 

existence through phenomenological methods in order to appreciate and attune to the 

client’s ‘being-in-the-world’ (Burley & Bloom, 2008; Dublin, 1976). Husserl’s 

phenomenological method was designed to create a philosophical attitude to clarify 

the foundation of the positive sciences and the nature of consciousness (Bloom, 

2009). The philosophy of phenomenology has been modified to create a therapeutic 

method by adapting Husserl’s proposal of phenomenological reduction, or bracketing, 

in an attempt to minimise intersubjective distance (Burley & Bloom, 2008). Gestalt 

therapy emphasises the psychological rather than the philosophical aspects of 

phenomenology (Burley & Bloom, 2008). It draws on the methods or rules of 

phenomenological reduction such as; the rule of epochè or bracketing of biases and 
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assumptions; the rule of description which preferences description over explanation; 

and the rule of horizontalisation or equalisation where all information is treated 

equally without hierarchy for use in therapeutic settings (Spinelli, 2005). Rather than  

transcending psychologism to find a mundane reality like the phenomenologists, in 

Gestalt therapy, the modified phenomenological method returns to the natural, or 

every day attitude with selected bracketed material such as an observation or enquiry 

(Burley & Bloom, 2008; Bloom, 2009). Here, in the therapeutic exchange, the 

therapist and client use phenomenological observation, not as a philosophically-based 

method, but as a skilled technique to reveal experiences in the here-and-now that are 

specific and concrete, thus avoiding abstraction and theorising (Barlow, 2016). The 

existential-phenomenological stance is associated with a foundational person-to-

person relationship within therapy and Gestalt therapy has developed practices 

designed to support authentic relating. This being-with relational intent is influenced 

by dialogic existentialism as proposed by the philosopher, Martin Buber, and has been 

adapted within Gestalt therapy. 

Laura Perls, who was profoundly influenced by the work of Martin Buber, 

introduced dialogic existentialism into Gestalt therapy (Hycner, 1985). Buber’s 

concept of the “I-Thou” relationship as an authentic meeting between two people, in 

which both are fully respected in the humanity of each other, is regarded highly in 

Gestalt therapy (Clarkson, 1989). Gestalt therapy has reframed some of Buber’s 

(1965) ideas for application in therapeutic situations, such as, the requirements of 

genuine dialogue which involves presence, genuine and unreserved communication, 

and inclusion (Jacobs, 1989). These requirements assume an authentic relationship 

where the therapist is not ‘seeming’ or fulfilling a role, or taking on a persona. The 

issue of the therapist as an individualistic and authentic person has come under 

scrutiny in the Gestalt literature recently, and the need for an empathetic caring 

relationship has been emphasised (Fairfield, 2013; Fairfield & O’Shea, 2008). The 

importance of these relational aspects of Gestalt therapy have been revisited in the 

contemporary literature as a response to the later work of Fritz Perls and other Gestalt 

therapists who, according to some, evolved from a relational practice of care to 

instead emphasise a challenging and shame inducing approach to therapeutic change 

(Dublin, 1976; Wheeler, 2000). 

The early strivings of Gestalt therapy have been developed in emerging 

literature regarding the importance of attending to shame, and the cost of the 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

13  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

confrontational nature of the early therapists such as Fritz Perls (Dublin, 1976; 

Wagner-Moore, 2004; Wheeler, 2000). More recently, the early ecological model of 

Gestalt therapy has been reemphasised to match the call for a critique of that aspect of 

humanistic thought which emphasises the self-sufficient and self-regulating individual 

within the modern isolating culture (Bloom, 2011; Fairfield, 2013). Rather, writers 

such as Mark Fairfield (2013) have argued for a “relational movement” (p. 22) within 

Gestalt therapy where the value of “rugged individualism” (p. 25) is rejected and the 

evolutionary imperative of human relationships is valued. The relational movement 

problematises the turn towards isolation in the contemporary culture (Fairfield, 2013; 

Fairfield & O’Shea, 2008; Frew, 2016; Wheeler, 2000) and suggests that the care of 

the environment and the relational inclusion of humanity is synonymous with health 

where health is understood as inevitable in a culture that values compassion, diversity, 

equity, and sustainability (Fairfield, 2013). Fairfield (2013) articulated four values of 

the relational approach: 

1. Health can only be defined relationally and holistically; 

2. Embodied experience should be included in important decision making.  

3. Diversity is essential to all development.  

4. Sustainability depends on sharing leadership. (p.23) 

 

The contemporary practice of Gestalt therapy is constrained by its humanistic 

and phenomenological methodology. Gestalt therapy is present-centred, 

phenomenological, experimental/experiential, relational, and field orientated. These 

core characteristics of Gestalt therapy inform the required knowledge and attributes of 

Gestalt therapists. The preferred attributes of Gestalt practitioners shape the 

curriculum of Gestalt professional education settings. The following sections explore 

these attributes.  

The Characteristics of Gestalt Therapists 

The foundational humanistic/existential underpinning of Gestalt therapy theory and 

practice influences the preferred characteristics and attributes of Gestalt therapists 

which constitute the outcome of training processes. Since the desired attributes of 

Gestalt therapists are aligned to the humanistic nature of Gestalt therapy, aspects of 

the therapist’s disposition and being are valued (Bar-Yoseph & Levine, 2012, Bagnall 
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& Hodge, 2017; Meara & Levien, 2005).  In a humanistic and existential modality 

such as Gestalt therapy, the therapist’s being or self is understood as the instrument of 

therapeutic change and so the being of the therapist is more important than the doing 

of therapeutic techniques (Meara & Levien, 2005). 

 The qualities valued in a Gestalt therapist are related to the attributes required 

in an authentic, existential, and dialogical relationship which include authenticity, 

presence, inclusion, and confirmation (Jacobs, 1989). Gestalt therapists must be 

capable of engaging in the phenomenological method which includes attributes of 

self-awareness, attuning to emotional states of the self and other, attending to the 

figure and ground process of the immediate interaction, and being able to enter into a 

full relational contact episode with the client (Vidakovic, Zeleskov-Djoric, Roubal, 

van Baalan, Francesetti & Wimmer 2010). Furthermore, Gestalt therapists require 

understanding and knowledge of theories and concepts that support therapeutic 

contact such as the phenomenological method, field theory, theories of self, change, 

and diagnosis (Vidakovic et al., 2010). These desired attributes of Gestalt therapists 

inform the nature and practice of their education within various educational settings. 

The professional education of Gestalt practitioners is shaped by the core 

characteristics of Gestalt therapy, the constraints of Gestalt education philosophy and 

practice, as well as the desired attributes of a Gestalt practitioner.  

The Education of Gestalt Therapists 

Humanistic values and Gestalt therapy methodologies discussed in previous sections 

are represented in the literature as essential aspects of the formative education of a 

Gestalt therapist. While, John Harris (1999) noted there is a scarcity of writing 

surrounding Gestalt approaches to Gestalt therapist education, the existing literature 

argues for congruence between the values of Gestalt therapy and the education of 

Gestalt therapists. Ansel Woldt (2005, p. xv) confirmed the values of Gestalt therapy 

that must be incorporated within the practice of educating therapists including, 

“authenticity, optimism, holism and trust”. Furthermore, the humanistic educational 

principles of inquiry including holism, autonomy, experiential enquiry, and 

democracy should underpin the training of Gestalt psychotherapists (Barber, 2006; 

Peterson & Kolb, 2018). Dawson (2000) and John Harris (1999) stated that the 

principles of Gestalt therapy need to be congruent with the practices of therapist 
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education.  Furthermore, John Harris (1999) suggested that the disciplines of 

phenomenology, existentialism, and field theory offer a coherent basis for the 

education of Gestalt therapists. The contemporary values of the relational movement 

within Gestalt therapy are also relevant, especially the attention to existential dialogue 

and relational practices within the professional educational experience (Dawson, 

2000). John Harris (1999) highlighted the field theory aspect of therapist education 

and argued that the Gestalt therapists’ learning environment should value student 

autonomy within a supportive learning community that is therapeutic and educational. 

Meara and Levien (2005) identified that the education of Gestalt therapists should be 

experiential, process orientated, and focused on developing the learner’s dispositional 

“beingness” rather than their “doingness”. Here, the literature highlights the need for 

Gestalt therapist education to be congruent with Gestalt therapy theory. However, the 

practice of psychotherapy is different from professional education and Gestalt 

institutes have drawn from adult education theories to support their curriculums. 

Some theories of adult education complement Gestalt therapist education and 

are used in the design of Gestalt therapy curriculums (J. Harris, 1999; Meara & 

Levien, 2005).  These theories tend to promote practices of experiential and 

experimental learning including the use of theory and practice. Models such as John 

Heron’s (1989) experiential learning, David Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning, and 

Gregory Bateson’s (1972) levels of learning model are referenced as models that are 

compatible with Gestalt education (J. Harris, 1999; Meara & Levien, 2005). Using 

these models, Gestalt education strives to incorporate divergent learning styles where 

valued learning is student-centred and idiosyncratic, however, a completely 

humanistic student-centred learning program has not been adopted fully by Gestalt 

institutes (J. Harris, 1999).  Nevertheless, Woldt (2005) and Garcia, DeMayo, & 

Baker (2005) noted some Gestalt educators invite practices where students are 

supported to investigate their learning process phenomenologically by noticing what 

figures of interest emerge and how they authentically meet their needs. The extent of 

these practices varies across institutes that are shaped and constrained by the nature of 

the curriculum and consequent assessment requirements. The humanistic and 

existential values of Gestalt therapy underpin the training of Gestalt therapists but 

there is wide variety of educational practices in Gestalt institutes.  

Philip Brownell (2010) and George Brown, Betzy Mintz, Sonia Nevis, and 

Edward Smith (1987) described various models of training for Gestalt therapists, 
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ranging from five-day professional workshops to formal multiyear courses. The 

model of training tends to shape the nature of the curriculum.  For example, within the 

multiyear model at the Gestalt Institute of Cleveland, S. Nevis stated that a 

foundational theoretical understanding of Gestalt theory is the preliminary 

groundwork for training which must be experiential and based on practicum work 

within an environment that supports learning (Brown, Mintz, S. Nevis, & Smith, 

1987).  The multiyear model operates in many countries and, usually, has been 

delivered through Gestalt training institutes (Brownell, 2010). Table 1 shows a 

selection of Gestalt institutes that provide a formal education program along with the 

mode of training they provide.  

The main settings for the training of Gestalt therapists are through Gestalt 

institutes. Thus, the nature of the institute’s educational framework shapes the nature 

of the education methodology for trainee Gestalt therapists. Brownell and Melnick 

(2008) described this situation: 

The Gestalt approach developed not in higher institutions of learning but in 

evolving communities, in the Gestalt institutes. The growth of these institutes 

was influenced by a number of varying factors that impacted the various 

institutes in different ways. As a result, each institute, even today, is both 

different and similar to other Gestalt institutes. For example, they differ in 

terms of training (short term vs. long term, beginner vs. advanced students) 

scope of application (individual psycho-therapy vs. organizational 

development), internal organization (hierarchy vs. collective), theoretical 

approach (orthodox vs. expansionistic), etc. However, they are similar in terms 

of a large number of basic values, such as an emphasis on self-awareness and 

personal experience, living in the here-and-now, the co-creation of the moment, 

and a phenomenological approach to experience. (p. 281) 

Several authors have compiled compendiums of Gestalt institutes and training 

programs in the world (O’Sullivan, 2013; Woldt & Brownell, 2005).  The educational 

practices of institutes vary considerably and can range from highly formalised training 

to highly informal. The original New York Institute does not regard itself as a training 

institute, rather as a collegial study and practice community (Bloom, Féliculis, & 

Béjà, 2014). 
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Table 1 Institutes in Higher Education with a Gestalt Qualification 

Institute Aspect Award/Accreditation  

 

The Gestalt Centre 

London 

 

5 Year P/T 

program 

Master of Gestalt 
London 

University 

Metanoia Institute 

 

5 Year P/T 

program 

 

MSc in Gestalt 

Psychotherapy 

 

Middlesex 

University 

Edinburgh Gestalt 

Institute 

Scotland 

 

 

Diploma in Supervision and 

counselling 

Diploma in Gestalt 

psychotherapy 

Gestalt 

Psychotherapy 

and Training 

Institute 

 

Gestalt Santiago 

Chile 

 

 

2 Year post-

diploma 

Program 

Masters in Gestalt Therapy 

 

Central 

University of 

Chile 

Gestalt Institute New 

Zealand 

(Now closed) 

 

 

Diploma in Gestalt 

Psychotherapy. 

Diploma in personal 

professional development 

New Zealand 

Qualifications 

Authority 

Gestalt Therapy 

Brisbane 
4 Years P/T 

Graduate Certificate in 

Gestalt therapy 

Masters in Gestalt therapy 

Tertiary 

Education 

Quality 

Standards 

Agency.  

Gestalt Therapy 

Sydney 

4 Years P/T 

Withdrawing 

from higher 

education in 

2018 

Graduate Certificate in 

Gestalt therapy 

Masters in Gestalt therapy 

 

Tertiary 

Education 

Quality 

Standards 

Agency. Through 

Gestalt Therapy 

Brisbane 

Istituto di Gestalt 

Siracuse and Ragusa 

Italy 

2000 Hours 

training 

 

Postgraduate qualification 

(Licence to practice) 

Minister for the 

Universities 

Istituto di Gestalt 

Firenze 

2000 Hours 

training 

 

Postgraduate qualification 

(Licence to practice) 

Minister for the 

Universities 

The Austrian 

Association for 

Gestalt Therapy 

 

 

Master of Science (Gestalt 

therapy) 

Graduates recognised by 

Austrian Psychotherapy Act 

Danube 

University 
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Ecole Parisienne de 

Gestalt and Ecole 

Rennaise et du 

Limousin de Gestalt 

4 or 5 Years 

Recognised for European 

Certificate of 

Psychotherapy 

 

The Gestalt Therapy 

Association Finland 

 

3 ½  Years plus 

2 ½   Years 

advanced 

training 

Eligible for national 

therapeutic licence 
 

Manchester Gestalt 

Centre 
2 ½ years 

Advanced training in 

Gestalt therapy 

Gestalt 

Psychotherapy 

and Training 

Institute 

 

Conversely, some institutes such as the Metanoia Institute in London 

(Osborne, 2010) and Gestalt Therapy Brisbane provide accredited higher degrees in 

Gestalt therapy within higher education settings (Table 1). These are higher education 

providers outside the university setting. Jon Frew (2013) asserts that Gestalt training 

has existed and, at times, thrived within academic settings with traditionally strong 

ties to universities in the USA. Gaffney (2013) describes a similar situation in Europe 

and Britain. He detailed a Gestalt-orientated PsyD program at Pacific University in 

the USA which incorporates theory, research, and experiential learning, though that 

presence is waning (Frew, 2013; 2016). Mortola (2013) suggests that an embodied 

modality like Gestalt education does not easily fit in the verbal and numeric domains 

valued in universities. He identified the need to find ‘eddies’ within universities 

within which to apply Gestalt principles. 

O’Regan et al., (2017) drew on these descriptions of Gestalt professional 

education to argue that three different modes of provision are manifest, generally, 

within Gestalt professional education: (1) unstructured and student-directed programs 

- These were non-accredited programs; (2) structured and multi-year non-

credentialing programs. These were generally professionally-accredited programs; 

and (3) formal higher education accredited and credentialing programs. The different 

modes of education reflect a deep philosophical variance in the practice of educating 

therapists. The New York Institute refuses to become a training institute because they 

reject bureaucratic hierarchy (D. Bloom, personal communication, June 6, 2016). At 

the same time, other institutes provide education in the higher education sector as a 

response to the increasing demand for professional qualifications for psychotherapists 

as well as to ensure the financial sustainability of their practice (Meara & Levien, 
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2005). The tension between these positions has had limited attention within the 

Gestalt literature. However, there is some discussion regarding the impact of the 

current regulatory environment of Gestalt educational curriculums. 

The nature of a Gestalt training curriculum is shaped to an extent by the local 

regulatory requirements for accreditation as a psychotherapist and the demands of the 

increasing professionalisation of psychotherapy. Several general commonalities are 

found in the education of Gestalt therapists across institutes and a typical curriculum 

includes: Gestalt’s theoretical basis; the techniques of therapy; the diagnosis of 

psychopathology; and the importance of the therapeutic relationship (Brownell, 2010; 

Meara & Levien, 2005). In Europe and New Zealand, all psychotherapists must be 

accredited by the state and accreditation requirements have shaped the curricula and 

assessment processes of the institutes in these countries (Bar-Yoseph, Brownell, B. 

O’Neil & Phillipson, 2008). While this tends to position Gestalt therapy education 

towards a more outcome-driven or instrumental educational approach that prioritises 

credentialing, there is limited literature on this impact or experiences of these issues in 

the Gestalt community. Bar-Yoseph, Brownell, B. O’Neil, and Phillipson (2008) 

pointed towards the need for such research. The research topic bridges this research 

gap by investigating the experience of the stakeholders of Gestalt institutes that 

provided professional education in settings which were shaped by the contemporary 

culture. The literature pertaining to that contemporary cultural context will be 

explored in the following sections. 

The Contemporary Cultural Context 

The research interest is focused on the professional education of Gestalt therapists in 

Australian and New Zealand. The Australian education system includes the school 

system, the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector, and the higher 

education sector. The higher education sector is recognised by the Federal 

government and includes universities and other higher education providers 

(Australian Qualifications Framework, 2013). Higher education has been under 

profound pressure to transform itself within the contemporary cultural context 

(Bagnall, 2002; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The contemporary 

cultural context is variously described in the literature as globalisation, global 

capitalism, postmodernity, post-post modernity, modern-times, or neoliberalism 
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(Bagnall, 2002; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; R. Edwards & Usher, 1994; Spagnuolo-

Lobb, 2013).  However, the nature of the current context is contested in the literature 

(R. Edwards & Usher, 1994). This review outlines one of several possible 

interpretations of the contemporary cultural context. This section offers a broad 

description of selected features of the contemporary cultural context so as to focus a 

later review of the literature relevant to these features within professional education 

especially higher education. These features include the transformation of the culture 

that incorporates and deconstructs the values of modernity, the concurrent and related 

rise of globalisation including globalised capitalism and its associated neoliberalism, 

and the related transformation of the value and nature of knowledge and learning 

through performativity within the culture.  

The contemporary cultural context situates conditions that value certain 

practices and marginalise others (Bagnall, 2001; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017). It is 

described in relation to, and differentiated from, the preceding cultural tradition of 

modernity (Bagnall, 2001; 1999; Bauman, 1992; Lyotard, 1984). Modernity emerged 

in Europe during the seventeenth century and is linked to the rise of science, reason, 

and systemic enquiry over Providence and Divine Revelation as the source of 

knowledge (Howe, 1994). Modernist culture celebrated the Age of Reason and valued 

the positivist paradigm’s preferencing of the human’s ability to be, or design, a sterile 

instrument separate from the subject that could perceive and understand the world 

accurately and objectively (Bagnall, 1999; Howe, 1994). Within modernity, 

knowledge was categorised by its associated discipline and was gained by developing 

accurate instruments, `including the rational mind, to uncover a truth about reality. 

This truth could be understood progressively over time and past knowledge 

contributed to current understandings (Bagnall, 2001; Howe, 1994). Within 

modernity, knowledge was valued for its function of alleviating humanity of its ills 

and freeing humans from the shackles of ignorance through the dominance of science 

and of the intellect over nature. Modernity has produced changes in technology, 

communication, and capitalism resulting in a profound shift in the contemporary 

culture. 

A significant aspect of the modernist project has been the advance of 

technology, particularly regarding the communications and processes of knowledge 

production and acquisition (Castells, 2010; Lyotard, 1984). This process has 
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compressed space and time, intensified the experience of difference, and redefined 

access to information and the nature of learning (Bagnall, 2002; R. Edwards & Usher, 

2007). Furthermore, legitimising authorities within modernity, such as the academic 

disciplines, the state, and the church, have lost their power to influence culture and 

identity (Bagnall, 2002; Bauman, 1992: Lyotard, 1984).  Lyotard (1984) described a 

loss of the “metanarrative” of progress, meaning no universal criterion for truth exists 

that supports consensus.  Here, modernity has undermined the truth of its own 

commitments and has turned critically on itself (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; R. Edwards 

& Usher, 1994). The resultant contemporary cultural context problematises many of 

the features of modernity, including disenchantment with higher-order certainties and 

grand narratives (Bauman 1992; Lyotard 1984). In this context, universal knowledge 

is rejected and has become delegitimised (Lyotard, 1984; R. Edwards & Usher, 2007). 

The associated categorical authority of academic disciplines is devalued and placed in 

the context of many different but valued ways of knowing (Bagnall, 2001). This 

process, induced by the modernist drive for technically driven progress, has 

transformed capitalism which has been globalised and profoundly restructured 

(Castells, 2010).  In such a culture, the nature of knowledge has been transformed 

from an end in itself to a commodity produced in order to be sold (Lyotard, 1984).  

This mercantilisation of knowledge has shaped the nature of knowledge and 

how it is understood (Lyotard, 1984). Knowledge is no longer an end in itself. Rather, 

it has become commodified, produced, and consumed within a market plus it has an 

exchange value (Roberts, 2013). Here, the legitimacy of knowledge is no longer 

attached to its truth but rather to its technical value (R. Edwards & Usher, 1994; 

Lyotard, 1984). Because knowledge has become a commodity, its efficient production 

and value to the economy becomes emphasised. This Knowledge Economy positions 

knowledge as a form of capital essential for economic success (Marginson, 2004; 

Rizvi & Lingard, 2010).  

Within such a culture, valued knowledge is that which is aligned to efficiency 

and effectiveness within particular situations (Bagnall, 2002). Lyotard (1984) referred 

to such knowledge as “performative” knowledge that associates efficiency with 

“performativity”. Performativity is a concept that involves decision-makers deploying 

measures of efficiency as the criteria to measure the value of knowledge (R. Edwards 

& Usher, 1994; Lyotard, 1984). Ball (2000, p. 1) defines performativity as a form of 
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regulation that “employs judgements, comparisons and displays as means of control, 

attrition and change” where the “performances (of individual subjects or 

organisations) serve as measures of productivity or output, or displays of ‘quality’, or 

‘moments’ of promotion or inspection.” Lyotard (1984) asserted that performativity in 

education has received special focus in the contemporary culture because education is 

required to provide the skills for an efficient society.   

The commodification of knowledge and the associated rise of performativity 

have transformed the roles of the producers of knowledge, especially the higher 

education sector. The contemporary cultural context, as referred to in above sections, 

is defined by disenchantment with metanarrative, the advance of technology, and the 

transformation of globalised capital. These cultural features have provided conditions 

for the rise of global neoliberalism. The doctrine underpinning neoliberalism is not 

clearly unified or coherent, yet has several common threads (Davies, 2014; Harvey; 

2005). Davies (2014) linked the nature of the disenchantment with metanarratives, 

including political discourse, and the assertion that market processes can replace 

ambiguous political processes with empirical, non-political, economic evaluations 

offered by the market. This preferencing of the market is linked to the centrally 

defining characteristics of neoliberalism which include hostility to ambiguity of 

political discourse, a commitment to the explicitness and transparency of quantitative 

economic indicators of which the market system is the model, and the disenchantment 

with politics by the more empirical model of economics (Davies, 2014; Harvey; 

2005). Harvey (2005) stated that competition is the primary virtue in neoliberal 

thought that should exist in a setting (the neutral marketplace) where free choice 

determines an items value. Neoliberalism values the idea of neutrality where facts are 

seen as more reliable than judgements, moral rules are replaced with market choice 

within the competitive market, and normativity is moved to the realm of audits 

(Davies, 2014; Jenkins, 2015). Davies asserted that the strivings of neoliberalism 

situate the auditor as an eminent figure in society existing outside politics. a 

“resolutely sceptical and empiricist technician, who is free to apply an efficiency audit 

to all institutions – public and private – equally, regardless of whether they appear 

‘economic’ in character” (p.96).  The elevated role of the auditor and the neoliberal 

disenchantment with politics has transformed the role of the state within the neoliberal 

project. The neoliberal conditions of competition, privatisation, and audit must be 
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monitored and enforced by systems of power and authority. Herein exists one of the 

paradoxes of neoliberalism. Although politics is suspect in the neoliberal worldview, 

the state’s power is an important instrument of the neoliberal project. Harvey (2005) 

called this the Neoliberal State.  

Competition, which is essential to the neoliberal vision, must be promoted by 

the neoliberal state. Rizvi and Lingard (2010) assert that capitalism requires a strong 

state to develop and enforce policies which support capital accumulation. It is the 

state’s role to release most institutions as well as cultural and social processes to the 

market and into the “realm of competition” (Davies, 2014, p. 68).  However, the state 

must ensure accountability and efficiency through processes of governance or 

oversight (Marginson, 1997b). This performative governance is enacted in the public 

sector through New Public Management within which knowledge itself has been 

redefined as capital (Olssen & Peters, 2005).   

Neoliberalism assumes that individual freedoms are guaranteed by market 

freedom (Harvey, 2005). This assumption presupposes a specific view of the nature of 

the individual built on a classic liberal orientation (Olssen & Peters, 2005). Davies 

(2005) suggested an apriori notion of the individual exists within neoliberal 

philosophy: they are autonomous selves; separate from property; and existing in the 

marketplace. According to this individualistic view, people are self-interested, 

rational, and able to measure the cost-benefit of a product to them. Olssen and Peters 

(2005, p. 315) add that the individual is an “enterprising and competitive 

entrepreneur”. Davies (2005) suggests that individuals within the current cultural 

context are understood as engaging in a cost-benefit analysis, not only within 

traditional markets, but in all non-market settings including social networks and all 

institutions. In such a culture the individual is most understood as having freedom 

within a realm that allows competition (Davies, 2005). A significant body of literature 

indicates competition, performativity, privatisation, auditing, and managerialism have 

been imposed within the professional education sector aligned to policies concerned 

with managing the knowledge economy. 

Professional Education within the Contemporary Cultural Context 

The cultural reforms emerging within the contemporary context are exemplified in 

government policies concerning professional education which is perceived as an 
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essential vehicle for the economic goals of the state (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The 

contemporary cultural context is described as valuing teaching and learning practices 

that are instrumental in, extrinsic to, and align with efficiency and effectiveness in 

performative situations (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017). Such teaching and learning 

practices become instrumental because they are used to achieve other ends: they are 

extrinsic in that actions and behaviours are valued over a human being’s disposition 

and they are performative in that these practices are promoted through standards and 

competencies (Ball, 2000: Rizvi &Lingard, 2010). Professional education becomes 

intended to achieve more effective and efficient outcomes in a competitive economy. 

The state supports such methods of knowledge production by designing policies that 

shape the field of professional education, promote instrumental education by 

gatekeeping access to professions, and provide incentives to join specific educational 

settings (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). In this environment, professional education 

providers are offered incentives to offer education aligned to valued knowledge in the 

specific culture (McPake, Squires, Mahat, & Araujo, 2015).  

These incentives tend to be directed to formal accredited settings such as 

higher education, for example, income-contingent loans for students, direct funding to 

institutes, formal credentialing of institutional qualifications, and regulated graduate 

entry to professional associations. However, all types of provision are impacted by 

policies that have seen a transformation from humanistic and social democratic 

education policies towards the economisation of education policy (Rizvi & Lingard, 

2010). These policies shape the practices of professional education institutions which 

transform their emphasis from idealistic or humanistic endeavours to more functional 

or skills-based processes. Ball (2012) described a redefinition of the purpose of 

knowledge production within the context of the market when he defined 

performativity as linking “effort, values, purposes and self-understanding to measures 

and comparisons of output” (p. 19).  

While these features impact of all types of education provision, there is 

significant literature tracing the transformation of the policies and practices of the 

higher education sector. Furthermore, a body of literature focuses on a particular 

manifestation of the contemporary neoliberal cultural context. The following section 

identifies and discusses the key themes submitted in this literature corpus.   
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The Impacts on Higher Education 

The overlapping features of the contemporary cultural context including neoliberalism 

and performativity are represented in the literature regarding higher education. Higher 

education refers to post-compulsory education provided by universities and other 

state-recognised providers delivering qualifications including associate degrees, 

bachelor degrees, bachelor honours degrees, graduate certificates, graduate diplomas, 

master’s degrees, and doctoral degrees (Australian Quality Framework, 2013). The 

relevant literature provides theorisation and research in two broad categories: the 

structural impacts of the contemporary cultural context on higher education; and the 

more local-level impacts of these features on the experiences of academics.  

Several key themes regarding the broader structural impacts of the 

contemporary cultural context on higher education emerge from the literature The 

first of these themes involves the influence of neoliberal policies resulting in a 

marketisation of the sector, driven in part by the desire to compete in the international 

economy. Here, the purpose of knowledge, and therefore higher education, is shaped 

towards serving the economic wellbeing of society (Torres, 2008; 2011) and is linked 

to the demands of global capitalism, including efficiency within a competitive culture 

(Bagnall, 2002; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Lyotard, 1984). These neoliberal strivings 

are shaped by broader policy orientations aligned to knowledge production and the 

knowledge economy (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). 

Higher education has not become fully marketised yet neoliberal processes, 

such as New Public Management, have been implemented along with associated with 

forms of governance and performativity (Marginson, 2013).  New Public 

Management includes structures highlighting outputs and accountabilities, and is 

based on a contractual relationship between institutions, managers, academics, and 

students (Olssen & Peters, 2005). These performative specifications are contractually 

determined by managerial processes at the expense of discipline-based or collegial 

reviews. Olssen and Peters (2005) refer to this as a de-professionalisation of academic 

staff. Here, the role and agency of the academic discipline and the status of 

professional judgement has been transformed and linked to processes of monitoring 

and performativity. 
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 Olssen (2016) highlighted the introduction of processes of surveillance and 

monitoring that have emerged in higher education to promote accountability in 

individuals and efficiency in institutions. Joining the higher education sector places 

providers under significant state oversight, governance, and surveillance in a 

performative culture (Olssen, 2016) thus placing constraints on how curricula are 

taught. Monitoring is conducted through processes such as audits, time-limited 

accreditation cycles (requiring reaccreditation every few years), and ongoing 

compliance with outcomes-based risk management requirements (Ball, 2012; Olssen, 

2016). Olsen and Peters (2005) asserted that national education policies are influenced 

by the imperatives of the knowledge economy. Olssen (2016) cited processes such as 

the Research Assessment in the United Kingdom which allocates funding based on 

the research output of academics with items of assessment such as research impact as 

an example of the reduced emphasis on academic quality. Furthermore, he asserted 

that these monitoring practices transform and shape the type of research conducted 

and diminish the status of professional and discipline judgement which is replaced by 

an emphasis on managerial, performative, and consumer-based requirements (Olssen, 

2016). This monitoring shapes practice. Olssen (2016) warned of the temptation for 

academics to constrain their academic practice to creating narratives that attract 

funding and distort traditional academic strivings, particularly in the humanities. Ball 

(2012) described this process as “fabrication”, where practice is shaped by building a 

narrative to meet the needs of an audit. Ball (2012) asserted that the process of 

fabrication not only changes the narrative of education, it changes practices of 

education, the implications of which are explored later. The practices of audit and 

surveillance are manifestations of a shift in the purpose and practice of higher 

education. 

Contemporary higher education has incorporated a transformation of the role 

of knowledge and its production including a shift away from traditional and 

humanistic towards neoliberal and performative practices. Torres (2011) described a 

shift away from the traditional functions and roles of the university such as the 

production and preservation of knowledge and the development of innovation along 

with the liberal progressive values of improving society, enhancing humanistic 

strivings, and the public good. This transformation has been explained as a trend away 

from constructivist towards instrumental epistemological approaches. Bagnall and 
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Hodge (2017) defined constructivist knowledge as influenced by humanist-centred 

education approaches where learning focuses on the idea of being is dispositional in 

nature and uses experiential methods to develop the human character through 

authentic human engagements. Instrumental knowledge, that is knowledge valued 

within a performative culture, is influenced by behaviourist and competency-based 

educational approaches. 

The shift in practices of higher education are shaped by policies within the 

sector that emphasise performativity and preference the externalising of the features 

of education thereby requiring the production of evidence regarding professional 

performance goals and indicators (Ball 2003; 2012; Jenkins, 2015; Rizvi & Lingard, 

2010). The performative process has been linked by some theorists to the loss of 

metanarrative. It  is regarded as a reflection of a broader process shaping the culture 

within the higher education sector (Bagnall, 2002; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Lyotard, 

1984). This is a type of performativity where knowledge is viewed as effective action 

while learning is manipulative and shapes behaviour through repeated actions and is 

demonstrated by learners under appropriate conditions (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017). The 

implication for higher education is that instrumental knowledge is emphasised which 

is vocational, aligned to knowledge production, and designed for market purposes 

(Thornton, 2014). This emphasis on performative knowledge indicates a shift away 

from the strivings of humanistic education which values knowledge for its own sake 

(Brown, 1971; Vallett, 1977). In this environment of performativity, some types of 

knowledge are preferred, and a general trend exists in contemporary higher education 

toward instrumental knowledge and away from constructivist knowledge (Bagnall, 

2002; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017). Here, the emphasis of higher education has been 

reformed to focus on four areas: “efficiency and accountability, accreditation and 

universalization, international competitiveness, and privatization” (Torres, 2011, p. 

189). These policies have emphasised the commercialisation and marketisation of 

higher education exemplified by competitive funding systems, increased audit and 

accountability requirements which are designed to promote education as an economic 

imperative within a global knowledge economy (Shore, 2010). The broad trends of 

performativity, audit, surveillance, and the associated transformation of the nature of 

knowledge and its transmission in the higher education sector have impacts at the 

local level on academics and educators. One significant impact of performativity is 
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the removal of the professional discretion of the educator. Here, several authors 

(Apple & Teitelbaum, 1986; Ball, 2000: Hodge, 2017; Rizvi &Lingard, 2010). Have 

noted the disadvantageous effect of the removal of teacher agency in the delivery of 

curriculum.  

The Impacts of on Academic staff 

While the literature shows aspects of the structural impacts of the contemporary 

cultural context on professional education, several studies highlight impacts on 

educators and academics at a local level in regard to ethical tensions, emotional 

experience, and professional focus. Some research identifies the ethical tensions 

between the personal and professional values of educators and the practices they are 

required to perform. Ball (2003) explored the experiences of teachers who are 

engaging in market-driven practices that are contrary to their professional values, for 

example, innovation and creativity. Here, traditional teaching practices are 

marginalised in favour of practices imposed by performance reviews and other 

indicators such as teacher standards or competencies (Ball, 2003). Collyer (2015) 

conducted qualitative research into the experiences of faculty members in four 

Australian universities. These academic staff felt a dissonance between their 

professional values and the performative processes of the university, such as the 

enactment of annual performance policies (Collyer, 2015).  The results of that study 

noted an experience of value dissonance between traditional education values and the 

newer reforms (Collyer, 2015). Here, academic staff reported that the performative 

audit culture was experienced as insulting. They interpreted audit processes as 

evidence of lowered trust in their professionalism (Collyer, 2015). These value 

tensions are, according to the literature, heightened by the performative practices 

within the higher education sector. 

Some literature indicates that practices of performance and the rewards or 

disincentives of certain practices shape the behaviour and choices of academics within 

higher education. In a study of Australian universities (Collyer, 2015), several 

participants commented that contemporary higher education constrained humanistic 

activities by designing: 

significant disincentives to pursue other forms of work such as community 

activism, curiosity-driven research, the mentoring of junior colleagues, 
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intensive interaction with students, intellectual engagement for its own sake 

and those forms of knowledge production which aim to improve understanding 

of community issues or the solving of social problems. (p. 325) 

Such experiences of academic staff within professional education provision 

can produce a level of uncertainly and emotional stress for workers. Ball (2002; 2012) 

described an ontological insecurity for educators based on an uncertainty about ‘doing 

the right thing’ under the ambiguous and distant surveillance of performative 

processes. Jubas (2012), in an autoethnographic study of her experience as a new 

academic, described her experience of living with a constant ethical tension as a 

reality of academic life within the neoliberal academy. She demonstrated her 

paradoxical invisibility in, and surveillance by, the higher education system where she 

was required to provide regular reports via a distant computerised process. These 

reports did not enquire after her experience with academic work or other professional 

attributes but, rather, other performative measures. Here, traditional academic 

processes and experiences are marginalised while performative data is promoted. 

Likewise, Hellsten, Martin, McIntyre, and Kinzel (2011), in an autoethnographic 

account of their academic experiences, describe a lack of regular mentorship, 

direction, guidance, and support resulting in experiences of uncertainty, inadequacy, 

guilt, and frustration, along with fleeting moments of satisfaction. Much of this 

experience of surveillance is linked to an environment of increased audit within 

professional education. 

The higher education sector is increasingly audit-based. This shapes the 

practices and experiences of educators within the higher education sector (Marginson, 

2004).  Ball (2000) described a process of fabrication in responding to audits.  Here, 

Ball (2000) suggested that fabrication is playing an unauthentic game within an audit 

culture that serves as strategy of surviving the process.  This scenario portrays 

academic practice fundamentally as being transformed in the service of meeting the 

requirements of an audit by becoming “auditable” (Ball, 2003).  Some literature (e.g., 

Collyier, 2015; Hellsen, Martin, McIntyre & Kinsell, 2011) indicates that within this 

setting, faculty members experience resentment in providing narratives for marketing 

and audit processes rather than engaging with teaching Academics interpret the move 

to this type of process and the consequential reduction in teaching and research as a 

move away from scholarly values to management values (Collyier, 2015). Rowlands 
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(2012) remarked on how the audit culture in Australia detracts from the tasks of 

learning and education and promotes time and resources to outcome-based processes, 

for example, student satisfaction of graduate outcome processes. The local-level 

experiences of academic staff within the professional education sector indicate some 

ethical and value dissonance between their aspirations and the actual practices in the 

professional education sector within the contemporary cultural context.  

 The situation in Australia and New Zealand provides an emblematic example 

of these changes in the higher education sector (Gale & Hodge, 2014). Significant 

policy changes occurred in the 1980s, known as the Dawkins reforms (after the then 

Higher Education minister of Australia, John Dawkins), restructured the Australian 

higher education sector to become more massified, competitive, performative, and 

privatised (Croucher & Woelert, 2016; Marginson, 1997a). This structural change has 

been followed by policies, such as those promoted in the Review of Australian Higher 

Education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008), which recommended tighter 

accreditation, accountabilities, and controls over higher education and aimed to 

emphasise the need to compete in a globalised economy. These recommendations 

were actioned in recent policies which have impacted the nature of higher education 

in Australia. 

 The nature of the professional education sector in Australia is affected by 

neoliberal ideologies, policies, and practices (Marginson, 1997a; Rizvi & Lingard 

2010). In the higher education context these impacts have included the privatisation of 

the sector, the adoption of a user-pays model, a withdrawal of public funds, and a 

managerialist agenda which reduces the freedom of academics and creates 

performative outcome-based measures of success (Thornton, 2014). A key feature of 

the transformed nature of higher education in Australia is the shift in government 

regulation where the emphasis is now on outcome-based performative requirements. 

In Australia, higher education institutes in both the private and public sector are 

accredited by the Tertiary Education Qualifications and Standards Agency (TEQSA). 

This accreditation involves a risk-based assessment process that requires a submission 

of documentary evidence of managing generic risks identified by TEQSA. Within this 

model, TEQSA has significant regulatory and investigative powers. New Zealand has 

also engaged in concerted policy initiatives, sometimes known as the New Zealand 

experiment, geared toward neoliberal policies within higher education since the 1980s 
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(Robertson & Dale, 2002). These policies have increased risked-based regulation and 

introduced new public management principles into the higher education sector. 

Resistance within Professional Education 

The impacts of the contemporary cultural context on professional education have been 

described in the literature regarding the nature of resistance to that context by 

academic staff. Academic staff are seen as having agency within their settings. It is 

assumed that the power of the discourse of neoliberalism within the contemporary 

cultural context is always contingent and able to be transformed. Resistance in this 

context includes a multiplicity of practices involving opposing or contesting attitudes 

and behaviours evident within the contemporary cultural context and attempts to 

transform discourses and structures associated with that culture proactively (S. 

Amsler, 2011; Jeffress, 2008; Shahjahan, 2014). Shahjahan (2014), drawing on 

Jeffress’ (2008) theories of resistance, identified four modes of resistance to 

neoliberalism within higher education. These are: resistance as rewriting and 

undermining neoliberal narratives; resistance as subversion; resistance as opposition; 

and resistance as transformation.  In an effort to categorise the literature regarding 

resistance in higher education, each of these modes will be explained briefly and 

combined with relevant scholarly literature.  

Resistance as rewriting and undermining neoliberal discourses within 

professional education views writing as an act of resistance when it exposes the 

underlying assumptions, logic, and authority of neoliberalism (Shahjahan, 2014). 

Patrick (2014) and Dumas and Anderson (2014), added that identifying the 

implications of neoliberal policies through scholarly writing is a valuable form of 

resistance and the production of such scholarship provides a counter-argument as well 

as a critical analysis of the ideology and impacts of neoliberal policy. Several 

examples of this scholarship have been described earlier in this paper (e.g., Bagnall, 

2002; Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Torres 2011).  Dumas and 

Anderson (2014) suggested that academics, particularly qualitative educational 

researchers, need to provide a counter-narrative regarding the impact of neoliberal 

policies and promote forums for practitioners that provide feedback to policymakers 

on such matters as the impact of high stakes assessments at schools. Such accounts of 

the lived experiences of academic staff are beginning to proliferate in the academic 
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literature including several of which have been referenced earlier in this literature 

review (e.g., Ball, 2002, Collyier, 2015; Hellsen et al., 2011). 

 Resistance as subversion is seen as an everyday process of refusing or making 

strategic agreements with neoliberal logic within higher education’s setting such as 

classrooms, institutions, and in policy arenas (Shahjahan, 2014). Strategies emanating 

from this mode of resistance include using the neoliberal language of choice and 

widening participation in order to advocate for socially just practices of social 

inclusion and equity (Giroux, 2002). Some literature (Baez, 2010; Shahjahan, 2014), 

identified academic staff co-opting for the language of performative processes found 

in end-of-year reports and student evaluations to diversify their curriculums 

successfully. Waquant (2004) and Patrick (2013) argued for the use of neoliberal 

language to promote critical thinking within education practice, such as during 

classroom teaching. Critical thinking strategies are intended to result in a critical 

examination about the assumptions underpinning the imperatives of the contemporary 

cultural context. Some literature referred to the practices of academic staff in 

classroom settings resisting performative techniques (Dumas & Anderson, 2014; 

Mortola, 2013; Patrick, 2014; Weaven, 2019). Frostenson and Englund (2020) 

explored how teachers managed the ambiguity of having humanist values within a 

performative teaching culture by utilising various mechanisms to accommodate them. 

Other forms of this mode of resistance include amassing evidence for the utility of the 

social sciences (S. Amsler, 2001). Frew (2013) and Mortola (2013) argued that 

resistance from a Gestalt education perspective involves developing spaces for 

teaching in the university to teach experientially while other studies have suggested 

building an stronger evidence base for Gestalt therapy practice (Brownell, 2008). 

Resistance as opposition denotes an organised struggle against the structures 

of the contemporary cultural context within professional education. According to 

Shahjahan (2014), it assumes the dualistic concept of ‘oppressor versus oppressed’, 

and often takes the form of collective protests including industrial action. Sarah 

Amsler (2001) describes several examples of student action in England. Hil (2014) 

suggests that collective action through academic industrial unions is one way to 

confront the work impacts of neoliberal policies in the academy. 

Resistance as transformation signifies a personal, followed by a collective, 

reflective stance that challenges the disposition of the academic staff member within 
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the contemporary cultural context (Shahjahan, 2014). It suggests that the neoliberal 

aspects of the contemporary culture are contingent of the beliefs, assumptions, 

behaviours, and actions of individuals, including academic staff, within that culture. It 

focuses on re-evaluating the social and political structures that perpetuate a 

performative culture by a process of reassessing the academics’ human values, ideas, 

and understandings of the world (Shahjahan, 2014). The reflective process aims to 

restore human dignity and self-possession rather than the self-preoccupation of 

performative requirements within the academy.  

The Intersection of Gestalt Professional Education and 

Modes of Education Provision 

Meara and Levien (2005), in their discussion of the experience of those within Gestalt 

institutes under a regulated environment, noted the emerging interest in professional 

qualifications for potential students of Gestalt institutes in Australia and New 

Zealand. That interest, along with the professionalisation of psychotherapy, has drawn 

Gestalt institutes into regulated practice and toward the higher education sector 

(Meara & Levien, 2005). In 2005, six of the ten institutes (Table 2) that existed in 

Australia at that time had higher education options (Meara & Levien, 2005). These 

institutes were either accredited as providers or articulated with a university that 

delivered research-oriented components to students in the later years of a Gestalt 

course (Meara & Levien, 2005).  Meara and Levien (2005) noted several impacts 

relating to Gestalt institutes in New Zealand and the higher education sector. These 

impacts include: the increased demand on training administration and resourcing 

including requiring trainer academic qualifications and the provision of library 

resources; working with other higher education providers; developing comprehensive 

learning outcomes and assessment items; formalising auditable administrative 

processes; and introducing Quality Assurance requirements (Meara & Levien, 2005). 

Meara and Levien (2005) asserted that Gestalt training’s dynamic education model 

does not meet the more rigid demands of regulating bodies easily. They also noted 

that Gestalt institutes have responded by creatively retaining the experiential nature of 

the program, delivering training in group settings, and resourcefully overlaying 

structures such as semesters and subject outlines for academic administration 

purposes. 
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 The attraction of institutes towards accreditation and higher education 

qualifications presents an ethical challenge to Gestalt institutes. Dawson (2000) stated 

that a shift in emphasis in training towards evidenced-based qualifications risks 

compromising the values of Gestalt therapy. This risk, according to Dawson (2000), 

presented Gestalt training institutes with a dilemma between sustainability and value 

congruence: 

If we ignore the prevailing culture, we may not attract trainees or satisfy the 

requirements of funding or accrediting organisations. On the other hand, if we 

do not develop a model of training which is congruent with core Gestalt 

philosophy and principles, we may model some values which are antithetical 

to those we wish to promote. (p. 125) 

 Gestalt educators, such as Belinda Harris (2010, p.20), asserted that the 

contemporary education policy environment is “linked to systems of targets and 

performativity” in order to meet the demands of global capitalism. Furthermore, 

Belinda Harris (2010) argued that the resultant instrumental forms of education are 

contrary to the core values of Gestalt: 

Rather than acceding to instrumental forms of instruction, Gestalt therapists 

aim to establish process based, relational, vibrant spaces in education and 

training that enable individuals and groups to engage in collaborative 

experiential exploration of, and engagement with, different contact boundaries. 

(p.21) 

Limited literature exists regarding the meeting, interaction, and impact of the 

education of Gestalt therapists within education provision. Therefore, further research 

in the field is warranted (Bar-Yoseph, Brownell, O’Neil, & Phillipson, 2008). The 

existing research points towards a tension between the humanistic strivings of Gestalt 

therapy and the requirements of Gestalt professional education provision to respond to 

the demands of the contemporary cultural context. 
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Table 2 Types of Training and Awards of Gestalt Institutes in Australia and New Zealand 

Institute Type of 

Training 2005 

Type of 

Training 2016 

Award 2005 Award 2016 

Gestalt Therapy 

Brisbane 

Multi-year Multi-year Graduate 

Certificate in 

Gestalt Therapy. 

Master in Gestalt 

Therapy. 

Graduate 

Certificate in 

Gestalt Therapy. 

Masters in 

Gestalt Therapy. 

Gestalt Therapy 

Sydney (Changing 

to The Relational 

Centre in 2018) 

Multi-year Multi-year Graduate 

Certificate in 

Gestalt Therapy. 

Master in Gestalt 

Therapy. 

(Withdrawing 

from Higher 

Education in 

2018) 

Graduate 

Certificate in 

Gestalt Therapy. 

Masters in 

Gestalt Therapy. 

(Withdrawing 

from Higher 

Education in 

 2018) 

Gestalt Therapy 

Australia. 

Melbourne. 

Multi-year Multi-year Advanced 

Certificate of 

Relational Gestalt 

Counselling 

(Prereq. For 

Master of Gestalt 

Therapy through 

Latrobe 

University) 

Advanced 

Certificate of 

Relational Gestalt 

Counselling/ 

Advanced 

clinical training 

in relational 

Gestalt therapy. 

(Latrobe no 

longer offering 

Master degree) 

Terrigal Gestalt 

Institute 

Multi-year Short course 

Professional 

Development 

Advanced 

Diploma of 

Gestalt Therapy 

 

Advanced 

Diploma 

Discontinued. 

Northern Rivers 

Gestalt Centre 
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Diploma in 
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The Implications of the Literature Review for the Research 

This section identifies selected themes emanating from the previous section which 

reviewed the relevant literature and explained its implications for the current research 

project.  The topics addressed in this section are: the importance of the research topic; 

the experience and decisions of key people within Gestalt professional education in 

Australia and New Zealand; the key people’s understandings of Gestalt therapy 

theory; the experience of the differences between Gestalt therapy theory and the 

contemporary cultural context; the experience of pressures and tensions arising from 

the imperatives of the contemporary cultural context on Gestalt professional 

education; higher education and the contemporary cultural context; and aspects of 

resistance to the contemporary cultural context in professional education. 

 The relationships between these themes are also discussed in this section with 

particular focus on the need to explore the understandings and experiences of key 

people within Gestalt professional education in relation to these themes and 

relationships. That discussion builds a coherent ‘line of sight’, drawing links from the 

literature review to the research conceptual framework and then to the proposed 

research design. The following sections address these themes and relationships,  

The Importance of the Research Topic 

The literature review suggested that there was value in exploring the experiences, 

understandings, and decisions of key people involved in Gestalt professional education 

with regard to the provision of professional Gestalt training within the contemporary 

cultural context of Australia and New Zealand. It pointed to a gap in the existing research 

regarding the implications for decision-makers, academic staff, and students involved in 

Gestalt professional education (herein called key people) in terms of the management of 

their understandings of the contemporary cultural context imperatives. For example, the 

implementation of practices which demand predominance of performativity and an 

instrumental education epistemology (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Lyotard, 1984; O’Regan 

et al., 2017) opposes experiences interrelated with the influence of a Gestalt humanistic, 

existential, and phenomenological framework. The literature review suggested that 

tensions may be experienced and negotiated by those key people who influence important 

decisions regarding the types of educational provision within which they steer Gestalt 

professional education. Exploring the nature of these implications and how these 
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pressures and imperatives were interpreted and experienced by those key people may be 

valuable in informing players in Gestalt institutes and similar organisations about the 

impact, interpretation, alternative responses, and possible outcomes of the contextual 

changes impacting on their work.  

The Experience of Key People in Gestalt Professional Education 

The literature review also indicated the importance of exploring the experiences, 

decisions, and management by key people regarding the tensions inherent in 

providing Gestalt professional education (including the teaching and learning 

activities of developing knowledge, skills, attributes, behaviours, and dispositions in 

order to engage in Gestalt professional practice) within the contemporary cultural 

context. It indicated that the main setting for Gestalt professional practice is that of 

Gestalt training institutes (Brownell & Melnick, 2008; O’Regan et al., 2017). 

Therefore, the research topic indicated that these institutes would be the key setting 

for research into Gestalt professional education.  

 The literature review suggested that the process of providing education 

through Gestalt institutes involved key people managing experiences and making 

decisions regarding the positioning of their institutes, either within higher education 

or other non-formal educational settings. It suggested that the key people of Gestalt 

institutes understand, interpret, manage, strategise, and act according to their situation 

within these settings. Furthermore, the literature pointed to these understandings, 

interpretations, and actions as of crucial importance in exploring the impact and 

imperatives of the complex situation within which Gestalt professional educations 

providers are located. Thus, the implications of the literature review indicated that 

research was needed to explore how key people within Gestalt professional education 

experience, interpret and understand the nature of Gestalt professional educational 

practice within the contemporary cultural context. This exploration was required to 

understand how key people responded to any pressures to position Gestalt 

professional education towards or away from a particular form of provision.  

The Understandings of Key People regarding Gestalt Therapy Theory 

According to the literature review, Gestalt therapy is defined and constrained by an 

adherence to humanistic, existential, and phenomenological philosophy and theory 
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base (Yontef & Jacobs, 2010). However, Gestalt therapy theory is interpreted, 

understood, and practised by key people associated with Gestalt institutes who engage 

in the day-to-day practice of Gestalt therapy and education. A key implication of the 

literature review is how Gestalt theory is understood by these key people and how this 

understanding shaped their interpretations, experiences, actions, and decisions. The 

ways in which Gestalt therapy theory was interpreted and understood by key people in 

Gestalt training institutes was essential to understand how such a theory shapes or 

constrains their practice. The literature review highlighted a lacuna in the academic 

literature regarding these understandings as well as the implications of these 

perceptions. As a result, it was determined that a research project was required to 

contribute to the empirical knowledge to bridge this gap. 

Gestalt Therapy and the Contemporary Cultural Context 

The literature review points to Gestalt therapy as being different to, incommensurable 

with, and marginalised by aspects of the contemporary cultural context (J. Harris, 

1999). Such value differences indicated by this incompatibility may be felt as a 

tension by key people associated within Gestalt professional education and has not 

been addressed sufficiently in the literature to date. Therefore, a key implication of 

the literature review was the need to explore the experience of such tensions for key 

people within Gestalt professional education settings. This exploration would support 

an understanding of the pressures indicated in the research topic, especially in relation 

to the choices of key people in Gestalt professional education, regarding joining a 

particular form of provision. In this context, the higher education system can be seen 

as a distillation of the contemporary cultural context.  

 As indicated earlier in this section, Gestalt professional education was a 

process where key people engage with, and respond to, these pressures within the 

naturalistic setting of a Gestalt training institute. Research focused on exploring how 

these pressures were experienced and interpreted offered important data about the 

imperatives, pressures, and tensions surrounding Gestalt institutes positioning their 

training within different types of provision.  
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The Contemporary Cultural Context and Gestalt Professional Education 

The literature review also suggested that there were several impacting features of the 

contemporary cultural context on Gestalt professional education. Of particular 

emphasis are neoliberal policies, performativity, audit culture, and the 

professionalisation of psychotherapy which shaped the nature of professional 

education. The literature review also indicated a shift towards instrumental, 

reductionist, and performative practices within professional education along with an 

increased demand for credentialed training (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Marginson, 

1997a; O’Regan et al., 2017).  

 Important people such as students, potential students, and Gestalt practitioners 

were influenced by this culture creating the pressure for providers of Gestalt 

professional education to provide accredited and credentialed programs. In a market-

based economy, sustainability in professional education was closely aligned with 

receiving money from fee paying students, government funding, or income from 

patrons (D. Edwards, 2013; Osbourne, 2010; Routley, Sargeant, & Scaife, 2007). 

Commonly, students, to differing degrees, were attracted to education that enabled or 

enhanced their access to desired employment (Marginson, 1997a; McPake, Squires, 

Mahat, & Araujo, 2015). Such education tended to be credentialed or at least it 

offered pathways to accreditation through professional associations: accreditation 

which, in some jurisdictions, was necessary to practice as a psychotherapist.  

 There was increasing demand from students and practitioners for credentialed 

training which tended to be located in regulated settings, especially the higher 

education sector. Professional education providers in regulated settings were also 

eligible for benefits, such as income contingent student loans, which allowed for 

affordable education and are thus more attractive to students. Such loans were already 

a strategic source of income for some Gestalt institutes. They are also seen as having 

ethical value in promoting student and professional diversity by facilitating access to 

professional education by students who otherwise would not see themselves as being 

in a position to afford full fees. Gestalt institutes are thus under pressure to respond to 

the demands of the contemporary context by positioning themselves within formal 

settings. However, valued knowledge within formal settings is often instrumental, 

extrinsic, manipulative, behavioural, and focused on the efficient achievement of 

outcomes (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Dawson, 2000; B. Harris, 2010). That knowledge 
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is not easily reconcilable with the values, practices, and methods of Gestalt therapist 

professional education which, as noted above, is authentic, dispositional, extrinsic, 

holistic, and process-orientated.  

 Some Gestalt institutes may recognise these challenges and wish to be 

positioned in non-accredited provision in order to allow the freedom from external 

constraints on their curriculum. The challenge of maintaining a sustainable institute is 

therefore in tension with the provision of an education congruent with Gestalt therapy 

theory: either risking sustainability or requiring significant responses to increasingly 

demanding accreditation requirements. Those institutes that choose more formal 

educational settings find themselves allocating significant resources to meeting those 

requirements rather than to supporting core education practices. Furthermore, the 

literature review pointed to a broader cultural discourse indicating that professional 

education should be instrumental and performative. It described financial and other 

incentives provided by the state as enticements for students and training institutes to 

join formal education sectors. Gestalt education providers were the people who thus 

may feel pressure to provide accredited formal programs in the hope of attracting 

potential students and maintaining a sustainable training program.  

Higher Education and the Contemporary Cultural Context 

The literature suggested that accredited formal programs would be most effective 

situated in formal and accredited education sectors, especially higher education, 

which has been transformed profoundly by the contemporary cultural context (Ball, 

2012; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Here, the literature pointed to the higher education 

sector as increasingly  being transformed away from humanistically-informed 

practices towards those that value privatisation, a managerialist agenda, outcome-

based performative requirements, as well as those attributes associated with New 

Public Management that were described earlier in this chapter (Olssen & Peters, 2005; 

Ball 2012).  

 The literature further suggested that Gestalt therapy theory may be 

incommensurable with some features of the contemporary cultural context, in 

particular performativity and neoliberalism. The literature points to a tension between 

the required practices of formal education, especially within higher education, and the 

normative frameworks of Gestalt theory that may be experienced by key people 
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within Gestalt professional education. How any tensions are experienced has not been 

well addressed in the literature to date and exploring such experiences would 

illuminate the impact of the imperatives of moving Gestalt professional education 

toward the higher education sector. This tension may suggest several options for key 

people in Gestalt professional education regarding which education sector they 

position their training. 

 While the literature points to the pressure to position Gestalt professional 

education within higher education in order to meet the needs of state regulation, to 

date limited research exploring the impacts and responses of such pressures by key 

people within Gestalt professional education has been conducted. According to the 

literature, the key people within Gestalt professional education may experience and 

respond to the pressures associated with placing their institutes within higher 

education. How these key people understood such pressures were important in 

exploring the ways in which they responded to and managed them. 

The Forms of Resistance in Professional Education 

The literature review also suggests that resistance is possible within educational 

settings to manage the impacts of the contemporary cultural context on professional 

education, especially higher education (Shahjahan, 2014). This includes co-opting the 

incentives of contemporary culture to promote humanistic values within higher 

education. It suggests that some educators made strategic choices to remain in the 

higher education sector with a view to influencing practice by engaging in methods 

congruent with their values while challenging certain values and practices of the 

contemporary cultural context. Exploring how key people within Gestalt professional 

education interpreted and understood their options in relation to these strategic 

responses was important in understanding how they managed any value tensions 

arising from working in their chosen education settings. 

The Conceptual Framework 

This section explains the conceptual framework based on the research situation from 

which the research topic was developed into a research project and specific research 

questions. The research topic – that of how providers of professional Gestalt 

education in Australia and New Zealand are responding to the pressures of the 
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contemporary cultural context – has, been described in the previous section as being 

grounded in the differences between the constraints of Gestalt therapy theory and the 

imperatives of the contemporary cultural context on professional education. The aim 

of this conceptualisation is to provide a clear line of sight from the implications of the 

literature review to the design of the research project.  

 The content of this section is derived from the implications of the literature 

review that indicated the following elements and relationships of central concern to 

the research topic:  

• The importance of provider experience of the imperatives for them to position 

their institutes within particular forms of education provision;  

• The providers’ understanding of key features of Gestalt therapy; 

• The providers’ understanding of the key features of Gestalt professional 

education; 

• The providers’ understanding of the nature of the contemporary cultural 

context; 

• The providers’ understanding of the differences between Gestalt therapy 

theory and the aspects of contemporary cultural context; 

• The providers’ understanding of the impact of the contemporary cultural 

context on Gestalt professional education; 

• The providers’ understanding of the nature of higher education as a distillation 

of the contemporary cultural context; 

• The providers’ perceptions of the tensions in providing Gestalt professional 

education within the current cultural context; and  

• The providers’ responses to those tensions.  

 The elements and relationships detailed in the implications section, drawn 

from the literature review, are understood as inducing constructed meanings or 

interpretations, experiences, and decisions in the leaders, educators, and students 

associated with providing Gestalt professional education. These meanings, 

experiences, and decisions were the focus of the research questions (listed at the 

conclusion of this chapter). Thus, the research questions were drawn from the 

elements and relationships that were explained in the implications of the literature 

review and aimed to explore these concepts in relation to the lived experience of key 
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people associated with Gestalt professional education. The conceptual link between 

the implications of the literature review and the research questions are described in 

the following paragraphs.  

The Contemporary Cultural Context and Gestalt Professional Education 

The contemporary cultural context describes broad changes in the current culture that 

is influenced by major shifts in technology, ideological and epistemic uncertainty, 

changes in the role of the state, the privatisation knowledge, and an emphasis on 

performativity. This context, according to the literature review, can be understood as 

influencing the practices of Gestalt professional education. Gestalt professional 

education involves the teaching and learning activities of developing knowledge, 

skills, attributes, behaviours, and dispositions of students in order to engage in Gestalt 

professional practice. It assumes an engagement by students with a specific provider 

of such education. Gestalt institutes are almost universally the providers of Gestalt 

professional education. Gestalt institutes in this context are organisations with the 

particular and espoused purpose of providing Gestalt professional education to 

students. 

 Higher education (HE) refers to post-compulsory education provided by 

universities and other state-recognised providers which deliver recognised 

qualifications. The implications of the literature review, described in the previous 

section, identified that the contemporary cultural context influences Gestalt 

professional education through a pressure to offer credentialed courses and therefore 

enter the higher education sector. Also, higher education is understood as a distillation 

of the contemporary cultural context as indicated by the privatisation of the sector, the 

adoption of a user-pays model, a withdrawal of public funds, and a managerialist 

agenda. Here, the implications of the literature review highlighted the adoption of 

certain practices such as New Public Management within higher education settings. In 

this context, the practice of Gestalt professional education would be conforming to the 

contemporary cultural context within the higher education sector if Gestalt institutes 

joined the higher education sector. This would imply that Gestalt institutes would 

engage in practices aligned to New Public Management and, for example, by 

developing curricula based on instrumental forms of education.  
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 The research topic aims to explore how key people within Gestalt professional 

education understand, experience, and construct meanings about what Gestalt 

professional education is, or should be. Based on the implications of the literature 

review, the exploration into the ways in which the contemporary cultural context 

influences Gestalt professional education are indicated. Here, it is assumed that key 

people within Gestalt professional practice are influenced by their environment and 

then construct meanings from the experiences arising from these influences. Decision 

making, then, is based on these meanings. Thus, the current research aimed to explore 

these influences, meanings, experiences, and decisions in order to understand the 

research topic. Specifically, the research topic saw the influences of the contemporary 

cultural context on Gestalt professional education as resulting in issues, imperatives, 

and possible tensions for providers and other key people within these settings. These 

issues and imperatives produce constructed meanings and experiences for those 

providers and key people who may make decisions and take actions based on these 

meanings. It is anticipated that the research supported resonance and informed 

understandings and awareness of the contemporary situation for players within Gestalt 

institutes about alternative responses and possible outcomes regarding their work. 

 The research project aimed to explore how key members of Gestalt training 

institutes understand, construct, and action these imperatives, meanings, experiences, 

and decisions. Thus, research questions emerging from this conceptualisation 

enquired into the constructed meaning, experiences, imperatives, and decisions of 

Gestalt professional education providers and other key people in relation to Gestalt 

professional education within the contemporary cultural context.  

Humanism and Gestalt Professional Education 

The implications of the literature review highlighted the point that Gestalt 

professional education is also under the influence of humanism and humanistic 

strivings and that these strivings may be incompatible with some aspects of the 

contemporary cultural context. Humanism in the context of education views 

knowledge as dispositional, and thus constructionist in nature, and views education as 

the process of supporting the potential of humans to become fully whole, socially 

relational, responsible, and authentic. That knowledge may be easier for providers to 

emphasise within non-accredited and informal types of education provision.  
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 However, humanism can be understood as influencing some practices within 

the higher education sector through the engagement of humanistic practices by 

academics within that sector. These practices are identified in the implications of the 

literature review as strategic responses to the contemporary cultural context within 

higher education. Such responses provide possibilities for Gestalt professional 

education to be positioned in the higher education sector while accommodating 

humanistic strivings inherent in Gestalt therapy theory. Such a strategy can be 

understood as a Gestalt strategic response within higher education.  

 The literature review pointed to Gestalt therapy theory as a type of humanistic 

philosophy that informs and constrains the practice of Gestalt professional education. 

Such education practices were understood to be congruent with Gestalt therapy 

theory. The research topic aimed to explore how key people within Gestalt 

professional education understood the implications, issues, and imperatives of Gestalt 

therapy theory in relation to Gestalt professional education. Particularly, how these 

understandings influence decisions in relation to locating Gestalt professional 

education within different educational provision setting. Thus, the proposed research 

questions explored meanings, experiences, and decisions of those within Gestalt 

professional education regarding Gestalt therapy theory, Gestalt professional practice, 

and different types of provision. 

Research Setting and Aims 

Almost universally, Gestalt institutes are the providers of Gestalt professional 

education. Consequently, the issues and imperatives of Gestalt professional education 

arise predominantly within such institutes and are experienced by its leaders, 

educators, and students. Australia and New Zealand may be seen as exemplifying the 

issues discussed in the conceptual framework. The literature review highlighted 

significant aspects of the contemporary cultural context within the Australian and 

New Zealand educational settings. Thus, the situation illustrated in the 

conceptualisation pointed to the value of researching selected Gestalt training 

institutes within Australia and New Zealand. These institutes faced the dilemmas 

outlined in the research conceptualisation and identified that participants were be able 

to provide a variety of data regarding the impact, experience, meanings, engagement, 

and decisions intrinsic to their situation. It was known that some institutes in Australia 
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were, at the time of data collection, engaged in decision-making processes regarding 

entering, remaining in, or withdrawing from the higher education sector. Thus, the 

research explored the experiences, meanings, responses, and decisions of key people 

in these five Gestalt institutes, four situated in Australia and one in New Zealand. The 

specifics of the research site selection will be discussed in the methodology section 

and a description of each site is outlined in Chapter Four. 

The research employed an interpretive approach to explore the variety of 

experiences and understandings from key members of these institutes and was 

focused on exploring their experiences, meanings, and decisions in relation to Gestalt 

professional education as well as how they negotiated issues arising from the elements 

and relationships described in the conceptualisation. The research explored how 

understandings and experiences of this negotiation impacted on decisions made by 

key people within Gestalt institutes to situate Gestalt professional education within, or 

outside of the higher education sector, and the nature of these choices. These research 

aims were explored through the specific questions which are articulated in the 

following section.  

Research Questions 

The conceptual framework provided a basis from which research questions could be 

generated. It situated Gestalt institutes as the location inhabited by key people in 

relation to the practice of Gestalt professional education. These key people (herein 

called participants) are directors, academic staff and students who were seen as people 

that constructed meanings, and experienced and understood the differences relating to 

Gestalt therapy theory and aspects of the contemporary cultural context. The research 

topic aimed to explore those meanings, understandings and experiences. 

Consequently, this research explored the following questions: 

(1) What are the understandings and experiences of the directors, academic staff and 

students of Gestalt institutes regarding the issues arising within Gestalt professional 

education in the contemporary cultural context?  

(2) What are the understandings, choices and directions of their programs in response 

to the issues?  

(3) How is the provision of Gestalt professional education responding to the issues?  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Engaging in rigorous research requires an articulation of its conceptualisation, 

research paradigm, theory, methodology, and methods (Crotty, 1998). That 

articulation allows the research to be accountable to good practice by evidencing 

congruence between the research aims, its theoretical underpinnings, its questions, its 

design the methods employed to collect data, and its analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 

2019; Crotty, 1998). High quality research has integrity and appropriate care for its 

ethics (Braun & Clarke, 2013). These features are outlined, discussed, and explained 

in the following sections by drawing of the conceptual framework articulated in the 

previous chapter.  

Research Design 

The conceptualisation of the study design was based on Crotty’s (1998) four-component 

model (Figure 1) in order to articulate a line of sight between the research questions, the 

research paradigm, theory, methodology, methods, analysis, and discussion. Accordingly, 

in this section, I will outline the constructionist research paradigm, the interpretive 

research theory (drawing on aspects of critical theory), and then draw on more specific 

literature to outline a qualitative multiple case study methodology. The section then 

details the elements of the cases studied including the participants in the study before 

listing the methods to be used and justifying their use. The data analysis are explained and 

finally the ethical considerations of the research and its potential problems and limitations 

are considered.  
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Figure 1 

Positions Taken in the Research within Crotty’s Model and Research Design  

Crotty’s four-component model Positions taken in this research 

 

  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Adapted from: The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in 

the research process by M. Crotty, 1998, London: Sage. 

Research Paradigm 

There is a history of significant debate in social research within and between 

constructionist, positivist, post-positivist, transformative, emotionalist, and pragmatic 

paradigms of understanding the world (Creswell, 2014; Silverman, 2013). At the 

polarities of this debate are the positivist view and the radical social constructionist view 

(Creswell, 2014; Crotty, 1998). These views are based on different epistemological and 

ontological positions.  Johnson and Duberley (2000) described epistemology as the 

finding of frameworks by which we can know warranted knowledge and ontology as a 

philosophy of what researchers believe is the nature of reality, being, and thought. The 

same authors (2000) described a classification schema that situates different research 
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paradigms depending on the epistemology and ontology that inform them. They 

suggested that positivism has an objective ontology and an objective epistemology while 

constructionist paradigms sit on a polarity between an objective ontology with a 

subjective epistemology and a subjective ontology with a subjective epistemology. 

Here an objectivist view of epistemology assumes the ability of a researcher to access 

the true nature of a real external world. A subjectivist view of epistemology denies the 

possibility of such a foundation. An objectivist ontology assumes an independent 

social and natural existence prior to human perception while a subjectivist ontology 

assumes reality is a consequence of human sensory and cognitive processes (Crotty, 

1998) 

The positivistic world view, based on an objective ontology and epistemology, 

sees reality as a set of causal laws. It is scientific, reductionist, and it asserts that 

research can identify facts and methods that are a “mirror reflection” of reality 

(Creswell, 2013; 2014; Glassner & Miller, 2004; Silverman, 2013). The radical or 

strong constructionist approach is based on a subjective epistemology and ontology 

which suggests that reality is dependent on observers, knowledge is always socially 

constructed, and research evidence can offer a limited understanding of social reality 

(Creswell, 2013; 2014; Crotty, 1998; Glassner & Miller, 2004; Silverman, 2013). This 

position is characterised by postmodern research theories which deny the possibility 

of a theory-neutral descriptive language of research and highlight the possibility of 

multiple realities based on social discourses. Crotty (1998) argued that an absolute 

subjectivist view is incompatible with constructionism where meaning is constructed 

by the human mind. Rather the subjectivist view is a reality separate from the human 

mind exists (Crotty, 1998). 

Burgess, Kerr, and Houghton (2013) and Crotty (1998) described a third 

paradigm with an objective ontology and subjective epistemology which is often 

associated with theories commencing with the adjective ‘critical’, such as: critical 

realism and critical theory. These theories assume a real world from which human 

meanings are socially constructed. This third paradigm is also constructionist in 

nature but allows for an existing world separate from the human mind. However, this 

reality can only be understood by humans through a meaning-making construction 

since, as Crotty (1998 p. 66) states, “all knowledge and meaningful reality as such, is 

contingent upon human practices being constructed in and out of interaction between 
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human beings and their world practices, and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context.” Here, Crotty (1998) drew significant parallels between the 

bringing together of a subjective and objective understanding of knowledge, with the 

understandings of phenomenologists such as Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, by allowing 

the human experience of being in the world as always already there. These ideas 

influence a paradigm described by Crotty (1998) and Creswell (2014) as ‘social 

constructionism’ which was the underpinning paradigm of this research project.  

This 'weak' constructionist approach can be positioned between the extreme 

positions of positivist and postmodern paradigms. As well, it can allow for pragmatic 

approaches to methodology (Glassner & Miller, 2004; Miles et al, 2014; Yin, 2016). 

In this context, pragmatic approaches emphasise the coherence and rigour from the 

research questions to research methodology and methods rather than an emphasis on 

abstract paradigms (Creswell, 2014; Morgan, 2007).  

The research project drew on a social constructionist paradigm to situate 

Gestalt institutes as organisations populated by individuals who are engaged in 

interpreting their situation, constructing meanings from their experiences, and making 

decisions that have implications in the lived world of those people. The research 

questions aim to explore these experiences, meanings, negotiations, and decisions. 

Thus, the social constructionist paradigm is compatible with the research questions 

listed in the previous section because it assumes that the participants are active 

interpreters of their experience, constructed meanings, experienced emotions, 

engagement with their environment, and decision-makers (Creswell, 2014; Crotty, 

1998). That paradigm has implications for the way research into those questions 

should be conducted (Creswell, 2014; Crotty, 1998). Such research relies as much as 

possible on the participant’s view of the situation being studied. It tends to be 

qualitative in nature and focused on the experiences of people within their contexts 

(Creswell, 2014; Crotty, 1998; Yin, 2016). Qualitative research is the situated practice 

of observing, recording, and interpreting factors in their natural settings (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). It is conducted by a researcher who is situated in these natural settings 

and who uses methods, such as interviews, to capture the meanings that people 

construct from phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Thus, the emphasis on 

interpreted and constructed experience in qualitative research is compatible with the 

underlying framework of the social constructionist paradigm (Creswell, 2014; Crotty, 
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1998). This research was explored through an interpretive and critical research theory 

that underpinned the qualitative multiple case study research methodology. 

Research Theory 

Crotty (1998, p. 66) defined research theory as “the philosophical stance underlying a 

methodology”. The methodology of this study was grounded in an interpretivist 

theoretical stance with elements of critical theory consistent with the social 

constructionist paradigm outlined in the previous section. Contemporary interpretive 

research views phenomena as existing in the world, yet conceptualises knowledge as 

interpretive because it is social and all ‘facts’ are socially constructed by meaning-

making humans as well as value-laden (Miles et al, 2014). Here, humans are 

understood to be constantly interpreting and making (or constructing) meanings from 

their situation and these are always influenced by their important and lasting beliefs 

known as values. These meanings are also worked out in the context of “institutions, 

structures, practices and conventions that people produce and transform” (Huberman 

et al., 2014, p.7), and these contexts shape beliefs and values. Reality, therefore, is 

socially constructed (Meriam, 2009).  

This study aimed to explore the experiences, meaning constructions, 

negotiations, and decisions of people occupying Gestalt institutes and the impacts on 

other social institutes and structures, such as higher education, through qualitative 

means. In this context, social institutes are groups of individuals gathered for a 

recognised purpose such as providing professional education whilst social structures 

are the patterned relationships between, individuals, groups, or institutes. Glassner 

and Miller (2004, p. 129) suggested a stance that “starts from a position that people 

create and maintain meaningful worlds” and contrary to radical subjectivity that 

qualitative methods can yield some information about the social world beyond the 

context of the current research interaction (Glassner & Miller, 2004). Yin (2016) also 

advocated interpretive qualitative research from a pragmatic position: meaning a 

focus on methods that answer the research questions allowing an eclectic (i.e. the use 

of a variety of data collection methods) through qualitative methodology.  

This study explored the meaningful world of several participants within 

Gestalt institutes. A qualitative multiple case study approach provides ways for the 

experiences of these participants to be explored by a researcher who interprets and 
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constructs meaning from the research using a variety of methods (Yin, 2014; 2016) 

while analysing the data in a systemic fashion (Huberman et al., 2014). The research 

questions also aimed to explore the impact of social institutes, namely different modes 

of education provision and social structures, that is, the contemporary cultural context, 

on participants’ experiences and understandings. Interpretive theory situates the 

researcher as an instrument of the research because they are the key person collecting 

data. Data are collected via a facilitated process between the researcher and 

participants. The interpretated meanings and perceptions of the participants form the 

foci of the process. Correspondingly, the researcher is an interpreter who translates 

data into meaningful information (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007; Creswell, 2014; 

Hathaway, 1995; Merriam, 2009). As a result of the interpretative role of the 

researcher can influence the research project significantly which warrants further 

explanation. Hence the remainder of this section extends a justification of the research 

process.   

Elements of the researcher’s position, in relation to the study are influenced 

by critical theory which is described by Crotty (1998), Yin (2016), and Johnson and 

Duberley (2000) as occupying a middle paradigmatic position of objective ontology 

and a subjective epistemology. Kincheloe and McLaren (1994) state that a critical 

researcher should accept the following assumptions:  

• That all thought is mediated by power structures; 

• That facts can never be separated from values or ideology; 

• That language is central to the formation of subjectivity; 

• That certain groups are privileged over others;  

• That oppression has many forms; and  

• Research is often implicated in the perpetuation of oppression. 

Here, there are multiple realities, though one is privileged (Merriam, 

2009).  Kincheloe and McLaren (1994) suggested that within this theory the 

researcher has a responsibility to foreground multiple ‘voices’, including those 

which have been marginalised. Critical research tends to have emancipatory 
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strivings, meaning it assists researchers and participants to develop a critical 

understanding of their situation and work settings (Kemmis, 2001).  

The research was influenced by these assumptions and the emancipatory 

strivings of critical theory to the extent that people situated in Gestalt institutes 

were understood as being within social structures, such as higher education 

institutes, that promote certain values. It was also be assumed that the researcher 

and the participants are under the influence of the dominant discourses emanating 

from the contemporary cultural context as well as those promoted by Gestalt 

therapy theory. The research set out to include the voices of several participants 

through the interpretation of the researcher. It was also accepted that the issues 

involving the impact of the contemporary cultural context (including neoliberal 

practices) on humanistic education practices involved an interest in the nature of 

power and influence within that culture. The research was designed to provide 

opportunities for participants to reflect on the nature of their work settings and on 

their decisions and experiences. The assumptions and implications of critical 

theory sit within the context of qualitative research. In this context, critical theory 

asserts that the research questions, interview process, and display of findings 

require self-reflection on the part of the researcher and the research participants. 

This self-reflection is understood within critical theory to have an emancipatory 

potential and be a liberating process for both the researcher and participants 

(Harvey, 1990). Here, the researcher is required to be reflexive and to engage in 

“self-conscious criticism”, inspecting their own work assumptions and ideology 

when entering the field (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1998, p. 260). These assumptions 

are explored in the research methodology section. The implications for research 

integrity are discussed later in this chapter.  

Methodology 

The purpose of a research methodology is to capture the best way to answer the 

research questions (Stake, 1995). This study employed a qualitative multiple case 

study methodology to address the research questions which investigated the 

experiences, meaning-making, perceptions, decisions, and implications of higher 

education. To expand the inquiry, the research questions also examined the impact of 

the contemporary cultural context on directors, academic staff and students of Gestalt 
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training institutes in Australia and New Zealand. While no methodology of research 

can reveal the whole story of a phenomenon, an appropriate way to explore a system 

and the experience of people within that system is through a qualitative case study 

approach (Creswell, 2014; Silverman 2005; Yin, 2014; 2016).  

Features of this research situation lent themselves to case study methodology 

including the types of questions posed, the extent of control a researcher had over 

actual behavioural events, and the degree of focus on contemporary events (Yin, 

2014). Case study methodology was most suitable in this study because it asked 

interpretive questions regarding how a phenomenon occurred when working with 

contemporary events and when the conditions could not be manipulated (Stake,2005). 

Yin (2014) characterised case study as the investigation of a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-world context especially when the links between the 

phenomenon and the context are not clear. Because the phenomenon and the context 

are complex, multiple sources of evidence or data were required to address the 

research question. These elements are congruent with constructionist paradigms and, 

more broadly, with qualitative research (Silverman. 2013; Stake, 2005). The research 

contained these features and explored the complex experiences of leaders, academic 

staff, and students in a Gestalt institute. 

The literature emphasised the importance of defining and choosing the 

appropriate case to enquire into the research topic (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1994; Yin, 

2014). It is the choice of the specific unit of analysis or case that shapes the nature of 

a case study (Merriam, 2009). The literature identifies that a case must be defined, 

have a boundary, or be a bounded system (Stake, 1994; Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2014). It 

must be a contemporary system with working parts (Stake, 1994) and be a real-life 

phenomenon, not an abstraction (Yin, 2014). It must have some concrete 

manifestation (Yin, 2014), be of interest to, and relevant to the questions of the 

research (Silverman, 2013; Yin, 2014). The research identified Gestalt institutes as 

the case, based on these features.  

Each Gestalt institute had the features of a case because it formed a ‘bounded 

system’ that fulfilled similar roles and functions in various organisational settings. 

Gestalt institutes also existed in contemporary settings (Table 1) and had working 

parts such as personnel, practices, and policies. They were relevant to the research 

topic because Gestalt institutes were predominantly where Gestalt professional 
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education was located.  In this study, five such institutes were studied using the case 

study methodology. 

The case study approach allowed an in-depth investigation of the case drawing 

on several forms of evidence (Yin, 2014; 2016). Case study researchers are interested 

in discovering the meaning-making experiences of participants then understanding 

these meanings through the researcher as the primary instrument of data interpretation 

and through producing a rich description in reporting (Merriam, 2002). Theorists such 

as Robert Stake (2005) and Robert Yin (2014; 2016) positioned case studies as a 

comprehensive research model which includes coherent strategies from research 

conceptualisation, planning, through to data collection, analysis, and report writing.  

 Case study was the preferred methodology because it “accords not only with 

the need for several perspectives on a situation (using multi-methods), but resonates 

with those tenets of critical research that argue for different voices and views to be 

heard” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p. 34). The research employed a 

constructionist perspective informing an interpretive/critical theory approach to shape 

the research methodology. 

The rigour of case study research stems from adherence to a distinctive 

research design logic. Yin, (2014) suggested that an underpinning conceptualisation 

of the research design is desirable. Such a conceptualisation, derived from the 

conceptual framework detailed earlier, assisted in deciding the nature of a case of unit 

of analysis. The project’s conceptual framework suggested that leaders, academic 

staff, and students in Gestalt institutes were influenced by the features of a humanistic 

informed Gestalt therapy theory and features of the contemporary cultural context. 

Gestalt theory and the contemporary cultural context were described in the conceptual 

framework as incompatible to some extent. Whilst Gestalt training institutes may have 

been attracted to the benefits of higher education, neoliberal values of the 

contemporary context may be understood as reaching a heightened form in Australian 

and New Zealand higher education. This research project explored the meanings, the 

understandings, the experiences, and any decisions emerging from the tensions 

inherent in this situation. Thus, the research questions flowed from that conceptual 

framework yet required a defined context to support a coherent research design. The 

literature understandably emphasises the importance of defining this context by 
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determining the nature of the case, or unit of analysis, which forms the basis of the 

methodology (Yin, 2014).  

In addition to choosing the case, the research task was to employ appropriate 

methods of collecting, analysing, and understanding the data. The aim and process of 

case study research was to get as close as possible to the participants and to discover, 

through an interpretive analysis, the subjective evidence their understandings of the 

issues in the field where they live and work (Stake, 1994). As the researcher, I was a 

member of the staff in one of the Institutes from which participants were recruited. 

My experience of the tensions implicit in the research topic had motivated my interest 

in this research. This ‘insider’ positioning indicated that a reflexive approach was 

warranted in concert with other methods selected to explore the perspectives of other 

institute stakeholders (Ellis, 2004). A discussion of the implications of insider 

research is included in the later research integrity section. 

Research Site Selection 

This research project used a judgement sample where the site and participants were 

chosen purposefully to match the research topic (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Yin, 

2016). The research was centred on the experiences of Gestalt institute directors, 

academic staff, and students in relation to their meanings, experiences, and choices 

about joining a particular mode of education provision. The literature indicated that 

the issues affecting Gestalt provision existed in Australia and New Zealand. Since the 

researcher (based in Australia) had ready access to institutes in Australia and New 

Zealand, these were selected for recruitment.  When the research commenced, two 

institutes were located in the higher education sector but one of them withdrew from 

the sector during the research process (Table 2). The participants within these 

institutes were recruited because they were likely to have experienced the issues 

indicated by the research topic, namely the need to respond to pressures within the 

contemporary cultural context. Thus, both institutes were selected as cases.  

Additionally, two other institutes were selected, including one other Australian 

institute that provided a professionally accredited multiyear program outside of the 

higher education sector and one institute in New Zealand. These institutes were 

chosen in order to provide an opportunity to explore the experiences of those 

participants who were involved in other modes of provision. How these participants 
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interpreted the imperatives associated with the research topic offered potential for a 

richer understanding of the responses to the pressures to position their institutes in a 

particular sector. As the research was commencing, I had the opportunity to 

correspond with one of the Directors of a Western Australian Institute which offered a 

multiyear program that was not professionally accredited, nor was it within the higher 

education sector. Its directors were interested in the research so their Institution was 

also included because it would add a unique voice regarding participants’ experiences 

within such a form of provision. I was a Director at one of the Australian institutes 

within the higher education sector that was selected for the project, although I 

resigned from this position at the end of 2019.  

These five cases were selected to provide multiple perspectives of the situation 

relating to Gestalt institutes as well as to understand providers responses to the 

imperatives of the contemporary cultural context, especially in relation different 

modes of provision. Each institute was seen as having made different choices as to 

their positioning within education sectors. As such, each institute illuminated the aims 

of the research questions. 

Participant Selection 

The research questions required information from participants who fulfilled different 

roles within each institute. These roles included those of leaders, academic staff, and 

students and as such, these personnel were chosen as participants. Directors were 

leaders and/or owners of Gestalt training institutes (and are also educators and often 

Gestalt practitioners). The rationale for including them in the research was that the 

directors were likely to have contended with the imperatives inherent in the research 

question. They had the experience and practical knowledge of Gestalt therapy theory 

to appreciate any tensions associated with the research topic. They also had a degree 

of agency in making decisions about what educational sector within which their 

institutes were positioned. There were eight director participants in total across the 

five research sites. 

Academic staff were current educators in each institute (not including visiting 

overseas trainers or non-Gestalt specialists and they were all also practitioners). Their 

voice was important in exploring the issues associated with the positioning of their 

institutes in the various education sectors. There were eight academic staff in total 
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across the research sites. Directors often were also academic staff and occasionally 

commented of that role. They were always identified as directors in the later chapters 

when they did so. Finally, students were included as current students of each institute. 

Their voice was important in appreciating the motivations and experiences of students 

regarding their attraction to a particular Gestalt institute as well as their experiences 

and concerns regarding their prospects. There were twelve students across the 

research sites. 

Except for the Western Australian Institute, participants were selected via the 

researcher contacting each institute’s director/s and requesting them to communicate 

with their academic staff and students inviting them to participate in the study. 

Directors were forwarded a suggested draft email, an information sheet (Appendix A), 

and consent form (Appendix B) to attach to any correspondence. Any person who 

accepted the invitation was included as a participant in the study. While the Western 

Australian Institute was not included in the study originally, it was fortunate that the 

directors communicated with me after reading a journal article associated with the 

research (O’Regan et al., 2017) and indicated they wished to participate in the 

research. After reflection on their offer, I decided their inclusion would add an 

important voice to the research as their institute was from a non-accredited mode, 

hitherto not represented in the study. 

Research Methods 

This section articulates the specific research methods for the project. In this context, 

research methods refer to the ways in which data were collected. Using a case study 

methodology, multiple sources of information were used to collect evidence over 

multiple sites (Benzies & Allen, 2003; Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014; 2016). The data 

collection methods were qualitative interviews and focus groups, supported by official 

documents.  

Data Collection 

Interviews.  

The research methodology indicated that the best way to explore the experiences, 

negotiation, meanings, and decisions of participants was to engage them in qualitative 

interviews. Therefore, this method comprised the core of the data collection within the 
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study. Such interviews are based on “an interest in understanding the lived experience 

of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2013, p. 9). 

Rubin and Rubin (2005) outlined three features of qualitative interviews. First, they 

are based on a naturalistic, constructionist, and interpretive philosophy. Second, they 

are an extension of ordinary conversations. Third, they saw interviewees as research 

partners rather than research subjects.  

The same authors (2005) described an approach to in-depth interviewing 

called responsive interviewing which is based on an interpretive constructionist 

paradigm mixed with critical theory, and has a pragmatic approach to interviewing. 

The research drew on this interviewing approach. Responsive interviewing aims for 

depth and clarity of experience where the researcher guides the interview as a 

“structured conversation” pursuing the research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 

129).  Such conversations are structured through combining main questions, follow-

up questions, and probes (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

The intended research interviews were based on the research questions listed 

and described earlier in this thesis (Chapter 2, The Conceptual Framework). Follow-

up questions which were unplanned but emerged during the interviews asked 

participants to expand on themes and concepts that they had introduced while probes 

kept the conversation on track (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Individual responsive 

interviews were valuable in the research because they allowed for a unique, personal, 

individualised, confidential, and authentic voice from participants. These features are 

less present in other methods, such as focus groups, but the planned inclusion of both 

methods promised to enhance the richness of data from participants. An interview 

guide (Appendix C) was developed outlining the subject areas and topics to be 

addressed. This guide was ‘loosely held’ and allowed the interview participants the 

freedom to dwell or explore deeply relevant areas of interest.   

Participants, as explained earlier, were chosen from the directors, academic 

staff, and the student body of each of the five institutes. The research design 

presupposed that these participants had the experience, knowledge, and variety of 

perspectives to provide interview data that were relevant to the research questions 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005). The research was planned to include all directors as 

individual interviewees, as well as at least three academic staff and three students 

from each institute. This was achieved at all institutes except the Western Australian 

Institute where only the directors (2) were interviewed.  As the New Zealand site had 
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no current students, five recent graduates were included. Interviews were undertaken 

at the institute sites in Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne, and Christchurch with the 

exception of the Western Australian Institute which were undertaken via Skype video 

phone calls. Interviews were also held at the Gestalt Australia and New Zealand 

(GANZ) conference at Melbourne during August 2017.  

Each interview was 50- 90 minutes in duration. These interviews were audio 

recorded with accompanying researcher memos written at the end of each interview. 

These research memos were note pads where initial reactions and possible themes 

were recorded for later analysis. Each interview was orthographically transcribed 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). This process began after the first interview, and following 

Stake’s (1995) suggestion, interviews for each case were transcribed prior to the next 

interview taking place. As suggested by Merriam, (2002) listening to each interview 

as they were completed allowed learnings that influenced subsequent interviews. This 

improved my interviewing skills in subsequent engagements with participants. My 

main learnings were to say less, allow more pauses, and ensure that I minimised any 

leading of the interview participants. A total of 22 interviews were conducted. 

Focus group discussions.  

Focus groups are group-based discussions about a particular research topic 

(Liamputtong, 2011). According to Bryman (2008), focus groups allow researchers to 

examine the ways in which people collectively understand an issue of concern and 

then construct meanings around it. Focus groups may produce evidence that is not 

produced through individual interviewing and observation and thus yield potentially 

powerful knowledge and insights (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2011). These insights 

result from a format that allows the negotiation and renegotiation of meaning as a 

result of the interactions that occur within the group process (Liamputtong, 2011). 

However, focus groups can have limitations especially when there are power 

imbalances within the group membership which may restrict the authenticity of 

responses especially when authenticity involves being critical of organisational 

practice. Also, some participants may be reluctant to speak in group settings, leaving 

space for the contribution of more assertive participants. The research aimed to 

counterbalance these limitations through individual interviews as described 

previously. 

The research plan was to conduct focus groups at each institute as well as at 

the Gestalt Australia and New Zealand (GANZ) conference in August of 2017. 
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However, an apparent lack of interest from the academic staff at some institutes made 

that plan unworkable. Eventually two focus group were facilitated, one at the 

Brisbane Institute (six participants) and one at the GANZ conference (seven 

participants). Groups comprised institute academic staff, directors, and students. 

Focus groups can benefit from stimulus materials such as vignettes to help orientate 

the group discussion (Liamputtong, 2011).  Stimulus materials like this were 

developed for this project based on the research questions. An introduction and 

question guide were also developed based on the research questions and information 

derived from individual interviews (Appendix D).  

Participants, as Gestalt institute members, formed a relatively homogeneous 

group. They tended to have similar backgrounds and experiences and to have an 

interest in a specific style of psychotherapy.  This similarity and familiarity with 

group processes promoted trust and allowed for the sharing of sensitive information 

(Liamputtong, 2011). The focus group that was held at the Brisbane Institute was 

composed of academic staff from that institute. However, the focus group members at 

the GANZ conference were from different institutes, allowing interactions that 

included different perspectives (Liamputtong, 2011). Each focus group lasted one and 

a half hours to two hours. Participants in the Brisbane Institute were invited to attend 

by email with an information sheet and consent form attached (Appendix E & F). The 

participants in the GANZ conference group were able to choose the focus group as 

one of a number of concurrent sessions as advertised in the conference program. All 

participants were required to complete the consent form. The sessions were 

audiotaped and written observations were recorded by the researcher immediately 

after each focus group session. The recordings of each recording were transcribed by 

the researcher personally. 

 

Official and informal documents.  

Policy, submissions, and other official documents are a way to understand the 

influence of the wider cultural contexts within higher education (Rizvi & Lingard, 

2010). Documents such as curricula, advertising materials (including electronic 

materials), and strategic plans were collected. Mainly, these documents were 

employed to describe the history and trajectory of each case as designated in Chapter 

Five. These documents were cited as required.  
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Data Analysis 

This section discusses how particular data collected in the study were analysed. 

Firstly, a brief review of relevant analytic methods is outlined. Next the specifically 

chosen methods are explained and justified.  

Case study research makes no claim to any particular form of data analysis 

(Merriam, 2009), thus leaving wide scope for the selection of analytic methods. The 

goal of data analysis is to make sense out of the data in answering research questions 

(Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2005). This necessarily involves processes of sorting, 

organising, and categorising data (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2014). This study 

produced a large amount of data from the various forms of collection methods 

employed. The application of those methods produced data that needed to be 

organised and analysed. Qualitative data is often analysed through some form of 

‘thematic analysis’ (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Miles et al., 2014; Stake; 2013) which is 

seen as being appropriate especially for studies that explore participants’ meaningful 

worlds (Saldaña, 2006). Thematic analysis is used to identify, analyse, and report on 

different patterns in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2013). It is also often used (albeit with 

different epistemological underpinnings) in case study research (Merriam, 2009; 

Stake, 2005; Yin, 2014). Given the type of data (written words) and the interpretive 

research paradigm, the literature indicated thematic analysis and cross-case analysis 

as appropriate analytical methods (Braun & Clark, 2013, Miles et al., 2014; Stake; 

2013). The analytic approach employed in this study was thematic analysis.  

The concept of a theme is defined in multiple ways in the literature. Braun, 

Clarke et al. (2019, p. 845) see a theme as “… reflecting a pattern of shared meaning, 

organized around a core concept or idea, a central organizing concept”. Merriam 

(2009, p. 181) uses the term ‘category’ and ‘theme’ interchangeably and defines them 

as a “… recurring pattern which spans many examples”. Saldaña, (2006, p. 199) states 

that themes identify “… what a unit of data is about and/or what it means” (italics in 

original).  Merriam (2009) and Saldaña, (2006) note the confused terminology of 

terms with ‘code’ and ‘theme’ being used interchangeably. For the sake of coherence 

in this paper the term ‘code’ (in its noun form) is the product of coding and is a short 

word or phrase that assigns an essence-capturing attribute for a portion of words 

found in a document or transcript (Saldaña, 2006). These codes are used to develop 

(or are promoted to) themes which are broader than codes and involve recurring 
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patterns with shared meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Saldana, 2006). 

Coding (or ‘code’ in its verb form) is “… assigning some sort of shorthand 

designation to various aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific 

pieces of the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 181). 

There are different forms of thematic analysis that are informed by various 

underlying philosophies, each with benefits for analysis of different types of data for 

different purposes (Braun, Clarke, Hayfield, & Terry, 2019; Saldaña, 2006). Braun 

and Clarke et al. (2019) describe different schools of thematic analysis. They 

distinguish a code-reliability approach: a post-positivist research that strives for 

correctness and accuracy; often using predetermined code books and they are 

concerned with minimising researcher bias and influence. They then describe a 

reflexive approach which they suggest is “fully qualitative” (p. 848). Reflexive coding 

does not apply predetermined and fixed codes at the start of the process but is an 

iterative process where researcher subjectivity is valued.  Finally, they briefly discuss 

a codebook approach which was situated between the other approaches with a 

structured approach to coding with the underlying philosophy of the reflexive 

approach.  

Braun and Clarke (2013) assert that the data analysis process is best 

determined by the research theory and paradigm. I was initially attracted to the coding 

principles of Miles et al. (2014) and Saldaña (2016), as their stated orientation seemed 

to align with the critical aspects of the research paradigm. They promoted an 

interpretivist framework and saw “… meaning-making at the core of our social life” 

(p. 7). These methods were perceived to provide some ground and structure to assist 

with answering the research questions through a process of coding.  This process to 

analyse each case was influential in the choice of these methods. A further influence 

in the choice of data analyses tools was Stake’s (2005) process for the later cross case 

and cross mode analysis.  

These choices were made before Braun, Clarke, et al. (2019) published their 

conceptualisation of the different forms of thematic analysis. As the research 

progressed, I reflected on my struggles complying with (my interpretation of) Miles et 

al.’s, (2014) linear and structured approach to coding. My reflections that emerged 

later in the project indicated a concern that the study was going to be judged through a 

post-positivist lens by its readers, prompting an eagerness to display a linear logic in 

the analysis. As the project progressed, I was influenced by Braun and Clarke’s 
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(2016) argument that qualitative data analysis should not follow a precise recipe. 

Consistent with Braun and Clarke’s position, my actual analytic process was more 

organic, recursive, nonlinear, messy, and complex than those suggested by Miles et 

al., (2014) and Stake (2013). I was also reminded of the values of constant 

comparison of data in a nonlinear and recursive fashion (Merriam, 2009). As my ideas 

and skills developed over time, I would revisit and change some earlier interpretations 

and conceptualisations. My skills of recording diary notes and using computer-

assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) improved over time allowing 

more nuanced analysis as the project progressed. My appreciation and understanding 

of the writings of qualitative authors regarding data analysis increased as I could 

relate them to actual practice.  

Beginning the analysis 

I began the initial stage of data analysis by listening to each recording and 

transcribing each interview and focus group process (Miles et al., 2014). I followed 

Stake’s (2005) suggestion of working through one case at a time. This process 

involved multiple occurrences of listening and transcription. As I listened again to 

recordings, I would edit the transcripts. I listened to each interview shortly after it was 

completed and began the transcription. I made diary notes regarding my reflections 

and reactions to each interview. When I was satisfied with the quality of the 

transcripts, I made hard copies and arranged them into folders corresponding to each 

case. I also stored the transcripts in a CAQDAS program, NVivo (version 11 and later 

12), each corresponding to its case (institute). They were also stored in a personal 

computer file as separate Microsoft Word documents. After all the data was 

transcribed from the interviews, the transcripts were also consolidated into one 

Microsoft Word document file and stored on a personal computer. After each case’s 

data were transcribed, I was ready to begin the data coding.  

First phase of coding 

The research employed a step-by-step process, initially assigning and summarising 

data chunks before grouping these summaries into a smaller number of codes. This 

process was influenced by Miles et al.’s, (2014) first cycle coding principles. It 

involved my reading the transcripts and assigning codes to sections of the transcripts. 
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Broad codes were recorded by hand (pen/paper method) on the hard copies of the 

transcripts. I also used electronic word documents of consolidated transcripts for each 

case, mainly to undertake searches of particular words. I used several approaches to 

interpret and identify codes during the first phase of analysis based on Saldaña’s 

(2014) suggestions. They were descriptive coding, (assigning labels to summarise 

data in a word), Nvivo coding (using participants own words to code), and holistic 

coding (applying a single code to large chunks of data).  

At this stage, I utilised the NVivo program to organise the data. NVivo is a 

comprehensive data management tool. It allows transcripts, recordings, and other 

notes to be uploaded and organised using ‘nodes’ which is the software’s term for 

themes or codes. It also facilitated identifying and organising the number of 

participants associated with a given code. I separated each case in the Nvivo program 

and continued coding using the approaches discussed above. Initially, three major 

codes were identified: advantages; disadvantages; and justifications. At this stage, the 

research topic was mainly focused on how the institutes understood higher education 

provision and coding proceeded related to that topic. Analytic notes identifying and 

organising further sub-codes were recorded during this process. I used NVivo to 

organise excerpts of the transcripts into the major categories for each case. I continued 

writing up each case linking extracts from the transcripts under sub-codes associated 

with the three broader codes mentioned above. I ordered these codes by their 

frequency and by the number of participants associated with each. I began writing 

case reports using codes as subheadings. While the frequency of a code was important 

in its identification, it was not the only consideration for a code to be highlighted. I 

also engaged with the data according to the perspectives of the research questions, 

finding outlying ideas, and searching for statements that opposed any emerging 

theory. During this phase I returned to the transcripts to review and refine the codes.  

Second phase of coding 

The next step in the coding process was identifying patterns in the data which 

included categories or themes, causes and explanations, relationships among people, 

and theoretical constructs (Miles et al., 2014). This patterning process included 

written reflections based on my thoughts about the emerging data. Miles et al., (2014, 

p.91) identify several ways to develop codes into patterns or themes, including 
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narrative description which involves “weaving … first order codes into the narrative 

and supporting it with field data”. I found the writing process most helpful in 

organising my thoughts and deepening my analysis (Wolcott, 2009). As this analysis 

continued to identify sub-codes, they were interpreted and identified further using a 

process coding strategy (proposed by Miles et al., 2014). That strategy involved 

attributing actions or activities as codes. These codes are expressed as gerunds (such 

as Facilitating experiential learning). An excerpt of a case report using a process code 

can be found in Appendix G. This whole process of generating themes and developing 

concepts regarding the research was supported by liaison with my supervisors and as I 

continued my interaction with the literature and data my conceptualisation of the 

cases developed resulting in the publication of a peer-reviewed article (see O’Regan 

et al., 2017). This article argued that there were three main modes of Gestalt 

professional education which, as I continued conceptualising and comparing the data, 

were refined as: non-accredited, professionally accredited, and higher education. At 

this stage, my interactions with the data were redefining the research topic. 

Participants seemed to be emphasising the importance and influence of how the 

different types, or modes, of provision influenced their experiences and 

understandings of the research question. These modes (described in detail in Chapter 

Four) helped channel the coding process toward describing more refined patterns. I 

organised each case into their relevant mode using the NVivo to categorise each code 

and theme. Part of that organisation involved capturing and allocating statements 

made by participants about other modes of provision into its corresponding category. I 

interpreted the codes developed in the first phase into themes, identified by their 

recurring patterns with shared meanings (Miles et al.,2014; Saldaña, 2013) and 

allocated them to each mode.  

Cross-case analysis 

This process was a form of cross-case analysis because more than one case was being 

analysed within two of the modes, and some comparison (relating to participants 

comments about the other modes) between modes was being undertaken (Stake, 

2013). Stake (2013) asserts that case study research should manage the tension 

between focusing in the research question and/or focusing on the case constantly. The 

decision to analyse the cases through the lens of each mode emerged from my 
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management of this tension. Here, my reading and interpretation of the data was 

indicating that each case/institute was situated within a mode and that ‘situatedness’ 

was meaningful in understanding the research question. 

Stake (2013) emphasises the need to determine themes during a cross-case 

analysis. I was influenced by Stake’s (2013) recommendation of reading and 

rereading each finding to facilitate my interpretation of contrasts and comparisons 

across the cases. As the sole researcher in this project, I was already very familiar 

with each case and read each one individually. The important themes were noted and 

the uniqueness of each case in relation to the research questions noticed (Stake, 2016). 

Significant reflection, comparison, and reconceptualisation occurred at this stage. This 

process was supported by critical feedback from my supervisors regarding the ideas 

emerging in submitted writings. My fellow candidates at Griffith University and 

mentors in the Gestalt community (especially the late Dr Les Wyman) provided a 

sounding board to test the emerging conceptualisations. These processes supported 

developing themes that were relevant to the answering of the research questions 

(Stake, 2016).   

Seven themes, which were termed dimensions, were distinguished in this 

phase. They were determined by reviewing the data through the lens of the research 

question (Stake, 2016). They were chosen for their relevance in understanding that 

question (Stake, 2016) and their contribution to the telling of a compelling narrative. 

They encompassed the significant differences and similarities identified within and 

across the modes. Each finding was then transcribed and joined to its mode of 

provision. This was a recursive process requiring several revisions and 

reconceptualisations. These efforts are presented in the Findings chapters (see 

Chapters Five, Six, and Seven). Those findings were used to support a further analysis 

within the multiple case study. The findings that became foregrounded in this process 

were further tested and refined through presentations to a Gestalt ‘community of 

practice group’ as well as at a higher degree research conference which were both 

held in Brisbane, Australia.  

Final Cross-Mode Analysis 

In order to discuss the findings in a way that would answer each specific research 

question, a further analysis was required. That analysis involved comparing the 
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findings within and across the three modes of provision. Again, I read and reread each 

of the finding chapters which allowed my interpretation of contrasts and comparisons 

across the modes (Stake, 2013). Following Stake’s (2016) advice, I then worked 

through each of the themes exploring what each case and mode said about the 

research questions. Next, any assertions relevant to the research questions were listed 

and tested against the findings (Stake, 2016).  These conclusions are presented in the 

Discussion Chapter (see Chapter Eight). 

 Research Integrity 

While several authors suggest practices for building rigour into qualitative case study 

research (Creswell, 2014; Stake, 2013), no absolute criteria exist for judging the 

quality of such research (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Yardley, 2000). Many of the 

concerns regarding the quality of qualitative research stem from quantitative 

researchers and users of quantitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Mercer, 2007). 

To address criticisms, qualitative researchers suggest several strategies such as, 

strategies for managing insider research, acknowledging researcher bias, triangulation 

protocols that draw on several forms of data, employing member checking of the 

strength of the data, reflexively clarifying processes in interpreting the findings, 

systematically presenting negative and discrepant information, and seeking peer 

debriefing (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Creswell, 2014; Mercer, 2007; Miles et al., 2014). 

The use of triangulation and member checking are contested by contemporary 

interpretive qualitative researchers (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Mercer, 2007) who argue 

that they fail to take into account the constructivist nature of participants accounts and 

the interpretive influence of the researcher. Strategies to enhance the rigour of this 

current project are explained in the following sections. 

Insider research 

As a Director and academic staff member, I was a full member within one of the 

research sites (cases) until late 2019. As such, I had an intimate knowledge of the 

participants in that setting. While authors such as Mercer (2007) and Brannick and 

Coghlan (2007) assert that insider research can be conducted with rigour, they also 

warn about associated dilemmas. Brannick and Coghlan (2007) outline that positivist 

research was linked to the researcher being detached and neutral therefore 
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disqualifying the rigour of the research. However, they propose that insider research 

offers ways to discover valid and useful knowledge. Mercer (2007) specifically 

identifies features of potential disadvantages and research dilemmas: informant bias 

(participants telling the researcher what they believe the researcher wants to hear); 

interview reciprocity (leading the research interview by ‘putting words into the 

mouths of participants’); and validation issues such as oversharing the researchers’ 

perspective of the issues shaping responses. 

Interview reciprocity was managed by actively listening during the interview 

and the recordings. The transcripts were scrutinised for undue influence of the 

researcher on participants. Reporting of findings that may be influenced by the risks 

was circumspect. In an effort to minimise informant bias, after listening to my first 

recorded interview, declarations of my position were limited before any of the 

subsequent interviews. My experience was that the Gestalt culture of authenticity, 

horizontalisation, and candour mitigated the risks of these dynamics. My reviews of 

the transcripts indicated that most participants offered opinions that were different or 

in disagreement to my own. In fact, my interpretations of their comments shaped my 

thinking and offered me a more nuanced understanding of the issues.  

In this research my insider status had several advantages including access to 

the site, participants and documents, and preunderstanding of issues and people 

(Brannick & Coghlan, 2007). I was in good standing with the leaders of the other 

institutes. They welcomed the research and willingly sent emails to academic staff 

and students in their institutes. In her discussion of insider research within higher 

education settings, Mercer (2007) asserted that the notion of ‘insider’ is complex and 

nuanced. As Gestalt practitioner, educator, and director, I was an insider in this 

current study. However, depending on the participant, the basis of my insider status 

may have been gender, culture, or other considerations. My experience of insider 

research had several advantages including: rapport with participants; access to 

institutes; and familiarity with terminology and concepts (Mercer, 2007). 

Researcher bias and positionality 

Some authors (Maxwell, 2005; Miles et al.,2014) identify research bias as a risk to the 

objectivity and integrity of a study. Some qualitative researchers, though, explain that 

interpretive research requires the researcher’s active engagement with participants so 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

70  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

they are inevitably influential in the process and production of knowledge (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013; Yardley, 2000; 2017). However, a statement of the researchers known 

biases is a widely accepted strategy for mitigating bias and positionality risks to the 

integrity of the study (Maxwell, 2005; Miles et al., 2014).  

The most significant bias that I brought to this study is my esteem for and 

commitment to Gestalt therapy as a form of psychotherapy. My own experience as a 

client and therapist was that Gestalt is a powerful humanising approach to therapy. I 

want to protect the modality from threat and I believe the threats to its sustainability, 

such as the drive for evidence-based therapy, are reductionist and lack sophistication. 

However, I did not have a known bias in relation to regulatory frameworks that apply 

to different modes of Gestalt professional education. I was curious to know how 

participants viewed the dilemmas implied in the research topic. I believe there is room 

for all the modes in the provision of therapy.  

Reflexivity, Triangulation, and Member Checking 

To enhance the rigour of the study, various additional methods were employed. 

Applying devices suggested by Merriam and Grenier (2019), namely: engaging in 

reflexive practice or critical self-reflection; triangulation or using multiple sources of 

data; and member checks ensured the study’s integrity.   

Reflexive practice was engaged by regular discussions of my interpretations 

with my research supervisors and other critical members of the research community 

such as my Higher Degree Research (HDR) colleagues. The methods and preliminary 

findings were presented at an HDR research conference in 2019 as well as to a Gestalt 

community of practice in 2018. Active engagement in self-auditing as well as 

scrutinising for contrasting information that was counter to the articulated themes 

formed and integral part of ensuring validity. The question: “what am I not wanting to 

say?” formed the main reflective question during the analysis. This self-audit is seen 

as essential for quality research (Miles et al., 2014). 

Triangulation was engaged by virtue of the multiple case study which was 

designed to support the crystallisation (Braun & Clarke, 2013) of data sources 

(several participants with different roles from different institutes).Several methods 

such as interviews, focus groups, and observations were employed to seek out 

information that did not meet the initial conceptualisation of the issues.   
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Finally, while the practice of member checks is controversial in interpretive 

qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Yardley, 2008; Mercer, 2007), selective 

member checks were employed when the context of a transcript was difficult to 

understand. Also, towards the completion of the Findings, certain interpretations were 

checked with selected participants in order to ensure I was interpreting their meanings 

in a fair way. I discussed my findings about elitist education with those participants 

who most influenced my interpretation. 

Ethics 

Engaging in this research with fellow humans prompted a concern with the ethics of 

our relationships. As well, both institutionally- and professionally-imposed ethical 

protocols warranted surety. Ethical issues can occur at any stage of the research 

process including after the publication of the dissertation. 

As a research student with Griffith University, I abided by the principles and 

processes of the Griffith University Research Ethics Manual (2016). I am also 

constrained by the Code of Ethics of my professional body, the Australian 

Association of Social Workers (2010). Following the successful submission of my 

research design to the University’s Ethics Review Panel, I commenced the research 

(GU Ref No: 2017/134). I complied with the expectations detailed in these documents 

and in the approval. I strove towards the assumed beneficence and nonmaleficence in 

the codes of practice and University manual (Australian Association of Social 

Workers, 2010; Griffith University Research Ethics Manual, 2016). Given the nature 

of the research, certain ethical considerations warranted specific attention. They were 

informed consent, identification by inference, and the ramification of results. 

Informed Consent  

The participants in this study were engaged in specific research tasks such as 

interviews and focus groups. Ethical research requires that participants should make 

“an informed, voluntary, and autonomous decision to participate or appear in a text or 

performance” (Tullis 2013, p. 248). I designed information sheets (Appendix A & E) 

that outlined the research the risks of participation (including identification by 

inference) and the fact that participants could withdraw from the research at any time. 
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I avoided retrospective consent and instead gained consent as early in the process as 

possible. 

The Identification by Inference 

The issue of confidentiality is complex in this research. I wondered if participants 

wished to be anonymous in this study and some may have wished to have an 

identified voice. I chose to de-identify participants as a default position. The Gestalt 

community is small so a risk of the study was identification by inference, meaning 

that a third party might have been able to infer the identity of a participant by the 

nature of their answer or context. The decisions made by institute directors in relation 

to higher education are idiosyncratic and evidence about these decisions could 

identify the participant to a third party even with de-identifying protocols. I outlined 

the risk of identification by inference at the beginning of every interview. As well, an 

information sheet outlining risks associated with identification was developed and 

provided to potential participants. 

The Ramifications of Results 

Every published document has an afterlife (Tullis, 2013). Published research can 

harm participants and care must be applied as to how participants’ stories are 

portrayed. Participants should be informed of the risks involved with published work 

that lasts through time. A key risk is the inability to withdraw from the research once 

the findings have been published. Tullis (2013) outlines ethical guidelines for 

researchers including: to do no harm to self and others; obtain informed consent; 

practice process consent and explore the ethics of consequences; do a member check; 

do not present publicly or publish anything you would not show to the persons 

mentioned in the text; and do not underestimate the afterlife of a published narrative. 

To address risks arising from ramification of results, I followed Tullis’s guidance by 

engaging in member checking data that I believed was controversial, gaining 

informed consent, and writing with the participants in mind. I also informed potential 

participants of potential risks of participating in the research.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

 

THE RESEARCH SITES 

 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce each research site as well as the rationale for 

the later grouping of each site into a typography for analysis. The research sites were 

Gestalt therapy professional educational institutes in Australia and New Zealand, namely: 

the Gestalt Institute New Zealand (GINZ) based in Christchurch; Gestalt Therapy 

Australia (GTA) based in Melbourne, Australia; Gestalt Therapy Brisbane (GTB) based 

in Brisbane, Australia; Gestalt Training Institute West Australia (GTIWA) based in Perth; 

and The Relational Institute of Australia (TRIA) based in Sydney. Each of these research 

sites was understood to be a case within this multiple case-study research project. This 

chapter introduces each site before outlining how these institutes were organised into 

three broader modes for the purpose of a presentation of the research findings in Chapters 

Five, Six and Seven.  

 Primarily, the description of the research sites was compiled from the 

information provided by the directors of each institute. Research interviews were 

conducted with all of the directors of each institute (current at the time of research data 

collection). These interviews included questions regarding the history and trajectory of 

each institute which inform the descriptions below. Any information drawn from those 

interviews is attributed directly to the institute director interviewed. Selected documents 

relating to the institute’s history, trajectory, and program structure also informed the 

descriptions. Any information drawn from those documents is cited in-text.  

 Some institutes had significantly more documentation available to the researcher 

thus allowing for a more comprehensive description of those research sites. In particular, 

Gestalt Therapy Brisbane had significantly more documentation published relative to the 

other institutes. As an insider researcher I had straightforward access to documents that 

were available publicly as well as GTB’s internal documents. Consequently, the section 

describing Gestalt Therapy Brisbane is more comprehensive and detailed than the 

description of the other institutes. 
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 Several terms are introduced in this chapter describing aspects of the operations 

of Gestalt professional education. The usage of those terms is defined to ensure clarity 

and consistency across this thesis. The term institute describes a particular organisation 

having the purpose of providing Gestalt professional education, for example Gestalt 

Therapy Brisbane is regarded as an institute. The term program is used to describe the 

entire program of study that an institute offers for example, a Master of Gestalt Therapy. 

A course is used to describe a subset of a program. It is usually of one semester or one 

year’s duration and consists of several subjects. Several courses are required to be 

completed in order to fulfil the requirements of a program. 

  Each description of the research sites in the following sections is structured by 

firstly describing the origin of the institute then its history followed by the structure of its 

education program. Finally its trajectory and status are outlined.  

Gestalt Therapy Brisbane 

Gestalt Therapy Brisbane (GTB), as its name indicates, was based in Brisbane, 

Queensland, Australia. According to GTB’s operational plan (2018), the Institute was 

formed in 2008 as a result of the merger of two Gestalt institutes: the Brisbane Gestalt 

Institute (previously Brisbane Gestalt Centre) and the Gestalt Institute of Queensland 

(previously Gestalt Training Centre). These Institutes had been operating in Brisbane for 

several years before they merged (G. White, personal communication, May 18, 2017). 

The directors of those institutes, Dr Greer White and Maria Vogt, agreed to pool their 

resources and create Gestalt Therapy Brisbane (G. White, personal communication, May 

18, 2017).  

GTB’s Operational Plan (2017) explains that The Brisbane Gestalt Centre (BGC), 

founded by Yaro Starak, was established in 1980. In later partnership with Maria Vogt, it 

developed into the Brisbane Gestalt Institute (BGI). According to an archived version of 

BGC’s website (2001), Yaro Starak arrived from Toronto, Canada, to take a faculty 

position at the University of Queensland School of Social Work and Social Policy. In 

1994, Maria Vogt arrived in Brisbane from Berlin (“Brisbane Gestalt Institute”, 2001). 

She completed her training at the Frankfurt Gestalt Institute. Yaro Starak and Maria Vogt 

reformed BGC, named The Brisbane Gestalt Institute (BGI) in 1997 (“Brisbane Gestalt 

Institute”, 2001). 
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The founder of the Gestalt Association Queensland Institute (GAQI), Mac 

Hamilton, established a Gestalt training program in 1991 (GTB Strategic Plan, 2018). 

The Director of GTB, remembered that at the time, Mac Hamilton was also at 

Queensland University lecturing on the theory of ideas. The training Institute was named 

the Gestalt Training Centre and, initially, it was located in the New Farm Neighbourhood 

Centre, Brisbane (G. White, personal communication, May 18, 2017). According to 

GTB’s strategic plan (2018), Mac Hamilton developed the Gestalt Therapy Centre and its 

structure evolved progressively until 1997 when it became an incorporated and not-for-

profit association: the Gestalt Association of Queensland Inc (GAQI).  

GAQI and BGI both offered multi-year programs with BGI offering a 

Diploma and an Advanced Diploma in Gestalt therapy articulated in its web-archived 

Course Outline (2001): 

• Brisbane Gestalt Institute offers a 3+1-year Training Course 

• After successful completion of the first year, students receive a Certificate of 

 Completion - "Introduction to Gestalt Therapy". 

• Students, who successfully complete the 3 years program, are awarded the 

"Diploma of Gestalt Therapy". 

• Graduates of the 3 years Training Course then have the option to complete a 

 fourth year (Advanced Diploma) focussing on supervision and 

professional  development. 

 

The Director of GTB noted that, while the program was titled: ‘Diploma’ or 

‘Advanced Diploma’, no formal academic accreditation was sought (or required) 

before the Australian Qualification Framework (AQF) and the Tertiary Education 

Quality Standards Authority (TEQSA) came into being. The attributing of such 

awards without formal accreditation, according to several research interview 

participants, was common practice in Gestalt institutes of the time. 

GTB’s Strategic Plan (2018) records that GAQI, following a decision from its 

directors, entered the higher education sector which at the time was administered at a 

state level by the Queensland Office of Higher Education. Initially, the GAQI 

program was accredited to deliver a Graduate Certificate and a Graduate Diploma 

(1997) and later a Master of Gestalt Therapy (2004) (GTB Strategic Plan, 2017-2021). 
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The decision to position GAQI within the higher education sector was driven by Mac 

Hamilton and supported by the academic staff at the time (G. White, personal 

communication, May 18, 2017). The director of GTB, attributed several motivations 

for that decision to Mac Hamilton. She commented that, as an educator in a university 

setting, he linked the higher education sector with the program’s accountability and 

rigour. She asserted that he saw the formalisation of the program as balancing the 

delivery of theory and practice within the curriculum, thus enhancing its quality. 

Documents including the GTB Strategic Plan (2018) and a BGI archived web 

page (2001) indicate that both institutes were accredited by the professional 

association, the Gestalt Association of Australia and New Zealand (GANZ). GANZ 

was under the auspice of the umbrella professional association, the Psychotherapists 

and Counselling Federation of Australia (PACFA). Accreditation by GANZ and 

PACFA, was achieved through an external assessment process. It permitted 

graduating students’ eligibility for membership of those professional associations (G. 

White, personal communication, May 18, 2017). Mac Hamilton resigned from GTB 

and ultimately was replaced by Dr Greer White. Yaro Starak also left BGI leaving 

Maria Vogt solely in charge (G. White, personal communication, May 18, 2017). 

According to the Operational Plan (GTB, 2018), GTB originated from these institutes 

in 2008. 

GTB’s 2018 Operational Plan recorded that Dr Greer White and Maria Vogt 

drew on GAQI's existing higher education accreditation to provide a one-year 

Graduate Certificate in Gestalt Therapy and a four-year Master of Gestalt Therapy. Dr 

White recalls that there was some disagreement regarding GTB’s joining the Higher 

Education sector, with Maria Vogt wanting to keep the Institute aligned to 

GANZ/PACFA rather than engaging in what was seen as the large task of 

reaccreditation as a higher education provider. However, according to the Director of 

GTB, the advantages of building the sustainability of the Institute by co-opting the 

benefits of higher education, especially the FEE-HELP scheme (an income-contingent 

student loan scheme for approved programs) were seen as influencing Ms Vogt to 

reconsider her position. The Director of GTB asserted that she and Ms Vogt also saw 

the FEE-HELP scheme as providing funds for a more sustainable and profitable 

business. 
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According to its 2018 strategic plan, GTB was accredited to provide a higher 

education credential in 2009 by the then new Federal body, the Tertiary Education 

Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA). It was then reaccredited in 2014 for a period of 

7 years (GTB Strategic Plan, 2018). Maria Vogt died in 2010 and subsequently the 

directorship of GTB had developed to incorporate three directors (G. White, personal 

communication, May 18, 2017). Dr White was joined in GTB’s directorship by 

Sharon Gray and Patrick (Paddy) O’Regan in 2014. Sharon Gray resigned as a 

Director from 31 December 2017 and Christine (Tine) Mueller joined GTB as a 

Director in 2018 (GTB Strategic Plan, 2018). Paddy O’Regan resigned as Director 

from 30 November 2019 leaving Dr White and Tine Mueller as directors.  

Following accreditation to provide a program through TEQSA in 2014, GTB 

continued to provide a four-year education program in accordance with its 2018 

Strategic Plan. That program encompassed the academic qualification, Master of 

Gestalt Therapy and a one-year introductory education course leading to a Graduate 

Certificate in Gestalt Therapy (GTB strategic Plan, 2018). According to the Director 

of The Relational Institute Australia (TRIA), GTB partnered with Gestalt Therapy 

Sydney (GTS), subsequently called TRIA, to provide those programs in Sydney until 

the beginning of 2018. She recalled that the partnership arrangement ceased at the 

beginning of 2018 because the leadership of the Sydney Institute wished to move out 

of the higher education sector. 

In addition to the higher education accreditation, GTB’s Strategic Plan 

document (2018) records that it maintained its membership of the professional 

association, PACFA. The same document also noted that GANZ had relinquished its 

professional accreditation role in June 2017 (GTB Strategic Plan, 2018). The 

association with PACFA’s professional accreditation required GTB to provide a 

minimum number of clinical training hours to students over the course of the degree. 

This required supervised therapy sessions between students and volunteer clients 

across the four-year program (PACFA, Training Standards, 2018). 

According to the Director of GTB, the institute belonged to a special group of 

providers in Australia, a non-university, non-self-accrediting higher education 

provider. She commented that it was a small institute with an upper limit of its first-

year intake at 26-28 students. While access to the one-year Graduate Certificate 

course did not require extensive undergraduate experience, the Master’s program 
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required appropriate prior qualifications or experience as articulated in GTB's 

Admissions Policy (2017): 

Students who wish to gain entry to be eligible to receive the academic award 

of Master of Gestalt Therapy, are required to have Undergraduate 

qualifications (Bachelor level) or post graduate qualifications in fields such as 

Social Work, Psychology, Counselling, or other allied fields. Other TAFE 

qualifications together with relevant employment experience may be 

considered. 

 GTB will consider people for admission into the course without an approved 

3- or 4-year Bachelor Degree if they have an Advanced Diploma, Diploma or 

higher-level vocational Certificate in a relevant area of study, together with 

extensive relevant work experience. Applicants must also demonstrate through 

a presentation of past assessment work and/or referee inclusion the potential to 

undertake work at Master level. The Directors will assess people on these 

criteria. (p. 47) 

According to GTB’s admissions policy (2017), personal criteria were used as 

well in assessing applicants for a place in the Master’s program. GTB Admissions policy 

(2017). 

 

Personal requirements: 

• A commitment to developing awareness of own and others’ processes of 

communicating and making contact; 

• An ability to give and receive personal feedback; 

• An ability to relate to others in a receptive and reflective way; 

• A capacity to work dialogically and relationally with another; 

• A capacity to understand and practice ethical behaviour and preparedness to 

follow a code of practice. (pp-44 -45) 

Further, it was reported that those requirements reflected the relational nature of the 

teaching program, particularly the group-based, interactional nature of Gestalt 

professional education (G. White, personal communication, May 18, 2017). 

The Institute’s Director reported that its program followed a prepared 

academic curriculum which articulated the subject matter to be taught. She noted that 

the corresponding assessment tasks were aligned to the curriculum that academic staff 

were required to teach. She stated that the approval of that curriculum formed part of 
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the accreditation process for both TEQSA and PACFA. She commented that the 

Institute’s student outcomes, as written in curriculum documents, were required to be 

matched closely with the curriculum delivered by academic staff. Additionally, 

GTB’s policy documents illustrated that TEQSA required GTB to establish several 

bodies to oversee corporate governance, academic governance, and educational 

processes (GTB Strategic Plan; 2017-2021). While the Director of GTB saw these 

requirements as sometimes unnecessary or futile, they were understood by her to be 

mostly useful. She asserted that the leadership of GTB highly valued its status within 

the higher education sector and intended to apply for reaccreditation by 2021. 

Gestalt Training Institute West Australia 

The information in this section on The Gestalt Training Institute West Australia 

(GTIWA) was gathered predominantly from interviews with institute directors, 

Claudia Rosenbach-Ziembinski and Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski. Documents also 

informed the following descriptions and are referenced accordingly.  

The GTIWA was based in Perth, Western Australia. According to the 

Director, Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski, the Institute began in response to a developing 

interest in Gestalt therapy in Western Australia from the mid-1970s. He recalled that 

he and several others had become interested in developing further their therapy skills 

in the 1970s, after graduating with a clinical psychology degree. He stated that while 

investigating several modalities of therapy they found Gestalt therapy. A clinical 

psychologist, Rod Green, was seen as being highly influential in starting Gestalt 

training in Perth circa 1980 (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, 

March 15, 2018). The Institute Director recalled that Rod Green visited the New York 

Gestalt Institute meeting with prominent Gestalt practitioners such as Laura Perls and 

Daniel Rosenblatt. Rod Green also met with other prominent Gestaltists such as Bob 

and Rita Resnick (from the Gestalt Institute of Los Angeles), Erv and Miriam Polster 

from La Jolla, California, and Jim Simkin from Los Angeles (Z. Rosenbach-

Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). At about that time, a Gestalt 

trained psychiatrist named James Oldman, who was trained in Toronto Canada and 

living in Melbourne, was invited to Perth to facilitate a Gestalt workshop (Z. 

Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). Following that 

workshop and upon Rod Green’s return from overseas in 1980, a group of people in 
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Perth were recruited to open an Institute (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal 

communication, March 15, 2018). During that time some American Gestalt trainers 

were invited to Perth to conduct workshops (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal 

communication, March 15, 2018). A not-for-profit organisation (a training Institute) 

was then founded comprising a management board (separate to the academic staff) (Z. 

Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). The Institute was 

named the Gestalt Institute of Perth (GIP). It began the first year of training in 1981 

and Rod Green was the Executive Director (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal 

communication, March 15, 2018). 

Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski remembered that GIP originally conducted a 

three-year program that was solely facilitated by overseas trainers including: Daniel 

Rosenblatt from New York; David Hoban from Santa Cruz; Bob and Rita Resnick 

and Hunter Beaumont from Los Angeles; Jorge Rosner, Yaro Starak and Harvey 

Freidman from Toronto; and other overseas trainers including Joel Latner, Kath van 

Rou, and Maya Brand. The program held six or seven workshops a year facilitated by 

those trainers (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). 

As the program developed, weekly meetings facilitated by local faculty were 

implemented (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). 

GIP offered no formal qualifications and had limited requirements for entry (Z. 

Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). However, the 

program did require the completion of assessment tasks such as essays, presentations, 

and a final clinical practice exam (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal 

communication, March 15, 2018). 

The Gestalt Institute of Perth underwent significant changes in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s culminating in its dissolution and the inception of the Gestalt 

Training Institute of West Australia (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal 

communication, March 15, 2018). Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski stated that he was an 

original student of GIP and was invited to join the faculty in 1984. The other Director 

of GTIWA, Claudia Rosenbach-Ziembinski, reported that she was originally from 

Germany and was invited to facilitate workshops at GIP in 1986 and 1987 and then 

joined its academic staff in 1989. Claudia Rosenbach-Ziembinski recalled that she 

agitated (successfully) for GIP to reflect the European standards of the time by 

extending to a four-year program in 1989. She stated that the program also required, 
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rather than recommended (as was previously the case), 25 sessions of therapy per year 

for its students. Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski remembered that in 1990 Rod Green left 

the Institute. Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski recalled that he was invited by the 

Institute’s board become the Director of GIP. He reports that the relationship between 

the academic staff and the board became unsustainable. In 1991 Zish Rosenbach-

Ziembinski, Claudia Rosenbach-Ziembinski, and faculty members Richard Hester and 

Lynn Durham formed a separate organisation (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal 

communication, March 15, 2018). Zish Rosenbach-Ziembinski stated that the whole 

GIP student cohort joined the new Institute. That Institute became the Gestalt 

Training Institute West Australia (GTIWA) in 1991 (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, 

personal communication, March 15, 2018).  

Zish and Claudia Rosenbach-Ziembinski explained that the GTIWA 

developed its program through the 1990s developing the skills of local academic staff. 

It became less reliant on overseas trainers. That development of local trainers was 

facilitated mainly by the formation of an organisation, the Gestalt Association of 

Australia and New Zealand (GANZ) in the late 1990s (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, 

personal communication, March 15, 2018). Both directors recalled that in the late 

1990s the leaders of Gestalt institutes became interested in developing an organisation 

to represent all Gestalt institutes in Australia. The directors of GTIWA stated that they 

were influential in these developments and, following an initial meeting of the 

institute Directors of Training (DoTs) in 1997, GANZ was launched. The founding of 

GANZ gave the directors of the GTIWA opportunity to invite academic staff from 

other Australian Gestalt institutes to Perth in order to facilitate training there (Z. 

Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). 

The directors recalled that the connections forged in GANZ contributed to 

academic staff from each institute delivering training at other institutes within 

Australia. The directors of GTIWA said that they invited faculty from Melbourne, 

Sydney, and Brisbane to Perth, and that they provided training at those locations as 

well as others such as the now defunct Northern Rivers Gestalt Institute. 

The members of GANZ began writing standards of training and accreditation 

documents (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). 

All the leaders of Gestalt institutes at the time were influenced by the Perth Institute 

Directors to provide four-year training programs (an increase from two or three years 
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for most other institutes) (Z. Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 

15, 2018). The directors of GTIWA reported that (at the time) they saw the GANZ 

standards as guides rather than requirements of training. However, as the standards of 

training became more aligned to joining the professional association: the 

Psychotherapist and Counsellors Federation of Australia (PACFA), the directors of 

GTIWA decided not to continue pursuing accreditation with GANZ or PACFA (Z. 

Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018). Several reasons 

were cited for that decision: the requirements became too burdensome; most students 

of their Institute were not members of GANZ; a general cultural sense from students 

and academic staff in Western Australia of separateness from the rest of Australia; 

and a personal stance of the directors resisting “being told what to do” (Z. Rosenbach-

Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018).  

GTIWA had a non-credentialing and non-accredited program. According to 

their website (2018) GTIWA offered a training program that was a: 

four-year training programme … provided in a group workshop setting, with 

emphasis on personal learning, enhancing personal awareness and capacity for 

relationship, group process, development of practical skills through 

supervision of trainee's work in group, as well as theory-based seminars and 

discussions. Offers of a place in the training programme are based on 

professional qualifications, work experience and personal suitability. 

Preference is given to applicants with training in a Mental Health Profession 

such as Psychology, Social Work, Occupational Therapy, Medicine & 

Psychiatry, and other Health Care Professions. The training is also well suited 

to individuals working in the fields of training/education and human 

resource/management. 

The Institute’s website (2018) indicated that the training program emphasised 

an initial developing of students’ dispositional attributes, namely: personal awareness; 

self-support; and relationship building capacities. Those attributes were, according to 

the website, located within a fully (100%) experiential learning model during the first 

year of training. In the second year, Gestalt therapy skills are developed in a largely 

(70%) experiential practice model, the balance being supervised practice (“Training 

program”, 2018). In the third- and fourth-year, emphasis was placed on underpinning 

Gestalt theories and, in addition, workshops, theory evenings, presentations, and 

essays were introduced into the program (“Training program”, 2018). According to 
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one Director, the Institute removed the final clinical evaluation because it was 

believed that such an assessment was a poor indicator of a therapist’s actual skill. The 

directors stated that a student’s skill was better understood in the context of their 

engagement in the whole program. The Institute capped its student intake at 14 people 

and provided a structured, non-credentialed, and non-accredited program (Z. 

Rosenbach-Ziembinski, personal communication, March 15, 2018).  

The Relational Institute of Australia 

The information in this section describing The Relational Institute of Australia 

(TRIA) was gathered from research interviews with the Director of TRIA, Ashleigh 

Power. It also draws on selected documents.  

TRIA was based in Sydney and began operation in 2015 (A. Power, personal 

communication, March 8, 2018). It can trace its roots from two Sydney-based 

institutes, the Gestalt Practitioners Training Sydney (GPTS) and Gestalt Therapy 

Sydney (GTS) (A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018). GPTS was 

founded by Mike Reed and Judy Leung in 2004 and operated until 2009 (A. Power, 

personal communication, March 8, 2018). It offered a four-year Gestalt training 

program of 600 training hours (A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018). 

According to an archived website, the Institute awarded an Advanced Diploma in 

Gestalt Therapy and advised students that they were be eligible to apply for 

acceptance into a Master of Gestalt Therapy at La Trobe University following 

successful completion of their four-year program (“Programs”, 2008). 

Ashleigh Power recalled that by 2009 several changes in the leadership 

structure of GPTS created a crisis leading to the dissolution of the Institute and the 

creation of Gestalt Therapy Sydney (GTS). In 2009, Ashleigh Power was invited to 

join the faculty of GPTS to teach the first-year cohort (A. Power, personal 

communication, March 8, 2018). She recalled that, at that time, Judy Leung had 

stepped down from the directorship of the Institute. According to the Institute’s 

advertising materials, Sally Brooks became a Director along with Mike Reed 

(“Extending your edge”, 2009). By 2009, the GPTS was a small Institute with three or 

four academic staff members and less than the equivalent of one years’ worth of 

students in the whole four-year program (A. Power, personal communication, March 

8, 2018). Ashleigh stated that in mid- to- late 2009 Sally Brooks stood down from the 
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director position. At the same time Mike Reed resigned his position and chose to 

close the Institute (A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018). Ashleigh 

recalled that she and another academic staff member, Maria Dolenc, were concerned 

that consequently, the remaining cohort of students would be unable to complete their 

studies given the Institutes imminent closure. Ashleigh Power recalled promising the 

first-year cohort of GPTS that she would find a way for them to complete their 

training. She and Maria then purchased the Gestalt library and the PACFA accredited 

program from Mike Reed and set up a new entity named Gestalt Therapy Sydney 

(GTS) (A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018). 

Gestalt Therapy Sydney began with an existing second, third, and fourth year 

cohort (from GPTS) and recruited first year students (A. Power, personal 

communication, March 8, 2018). GTS delivered the same four-year program as GPTS 

(A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018). Ashleigh recalled that after a 

few months of operation, the directors of GTS questioned the sustainability of the 

program, mainly because GTS was in direct competition with another Institute 

operating in Sydney. This was the Sydney Gestalt Institute (SGI) which, according to 

an archived web page, was affiliated with the East Coast Gestalt Group who offered 

FEE-HELP (an income-contingent student loan) and awarded a Graduate Diploma of 

Gestalt Therapy (“The Institute”, 2009).  

Ashleigh reported that there were heavy impositions on the time and energy 

for the directors of GTS in overseeing the operations of the Institute. She stated that, 

at this time, Greer White, one of the directors of Gestalt therapy Brisbane (GTB), 

visited GTS to offer support. Ashleigh recalled that the idea of GTS providing GTB’s 

Master of Gestalt Therapy was mooted, however the financial situation of GTS at the 

time discouraged the directors of GTB following through with that idea. In 2009, 

Maria Dolenc resigned from GTS and sold her share to Ashleigh Power (A. Power, 

personal communication, March 8, 2018). Ashleigh Power recalled, that she entered 

into an agreement allowing GTS to deliver GTB’s program. Subsequently, a new 

legal entity was established as the owner of Gestalt Therapy Sydney, with Directors 

Greer White, Forrest James, and Ashleigh Power in 2010 (A. Power, personal 

communication, March 8, 2018).  

Following approval by the New South Wales Office of Higher Education in 

2011, GTS taught the GTB program comprising a one-year Graduate Certificate of 
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Gestalt Therapy and a four-year Master of Gestalt Therapy (A. Power, personal 

communication, March 8, 2018). That program was offered from 2012 until the end of 

the 2017 academic year. Ashleigh stated that GTB initially had a five-year agreement 

with GTS to provide the Master’s Program, to be reviewed at the end of 2016. 

According to Ashleigh, the decision to partner with GTB and gain access to FEE-

HELP made a significant positive contribution to student numbers and the income of 

the Institute. She noted that these benefits contributed to the GTS program becoming 

financially sustainable. She recalled that the Sydney Gestalt Institute closed in about 

2013 and that many students from that Institute joined GTS. According to official 

correspondence, the East Coast Institute’s higher education accreditation was revoked 

in 2011 (McAuslan, 2011).  

Ashleigh Power, Forrest James, Greer White, and Susanna (Zan) Goodrich 

have been directors over various times at GTS, with Ashleigh recalling that she was a 

Director through the whole life of the Institute. She stated that GTS continued the 

delivery of the GTB academic program until the end of the 2017 academic year. 

However, she recalled that several tensions and challenges emerged within GTS 

during the delivery of the GTB program which led to reconsideration of the program 

delivery. The Director of TRIA saw those challenges as the impetus for the 

restructuring of the Institute. She stated that the restructuring resulted in the Institute’s 

name change from GTS to TRIA.  

Ashleigh Power listed several reasons for GTS restructuring to TRIA. Firstly, 

the accrediting body responsible for Higher Education shifted from a New South 

Wales state-based entity to a federal body: the Tertiary Education Quality Standards 

Authority (TEQSA). The effects of that change were experienced by the some of 

GTS’ directors as the demand for extensive paperwork and increased requirements for 

academic assessment (A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018). Directors 

and academic staff reported “push back” from students wanting more process-oriented 

learning and less assignment work (A. Power, personal communication, March 8, 

2018). Secondly, one of TRIA’s directors noted the increasing influence of Mark 

Fairfield (a Gestalt informed social activist). His influence resulted in the directors 

questioning what they perceived as the consumerist nature of current models of higher 

education and the ethics of contributing to what they saw was an enormous 

commonwealth FEE-HELP debt being carried by each student (A. Power, personal 
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communication, March 8, 2018). Consequently, the directors of GTS liaised with 

GTB to begin a ‘teach-out’ of the Master’s program finishing at the end of 2017 (A. 

Power, personal communication, March 8, 2018).  

According to its website, TRIA was founded by Ashleigh Power and Forrest 

James. From 2016, it provided a two-year post-graduate Advanced Clinical Training 

in Contemporary Gestalt Therapy accredited by the Psychotherapists and Counsellors 

Federation of Australia (PACFA) (“Gestalt training”, 2018). Then, from 2018, it 

provided an introductory Experiential Training in Contemporary Gestalt Therapy in 

eight weekends over one year (“Foundational training”, 2018).  

Gestalt Therapy Australia 

Most of the information in this section on Gestalt Therapy Australia was gathered 

from research interviews with Tony Jackson. Further information was gathered from 

the archived website of the Institute and other documents which are referenced 

accordingly. 

GTA was based in Melbourne, Australia. It began its operation in 1996 and 

was most recently directed and owned by Tony Jackson, with Camille McDonald 

working in the position of Director of Training. GTA was formed by Gabe Philips and 

Claire Taubert who were trainers in the now defunct Gestalt Institute of Melbourne 

(GIM) (T. Jackson, personal communication, July 21 2017). Tony Jackson recalled 

that GIM was started in 1989 by Ruth Dunn and Larry Kallander. He stated that as a 

result of ideological differences (which he described as the ‘relational turn’), Gabe 

Phillips and Claire Taubert left GIM and founded GTA as a business, becoming 

directors. He recalled that several academic staff and students from GIM joined GTA 

at that time. In addition, Gabe Phillips and Claire Taubert started recruiting and 

training their own staff (T. Jackson, personal communication, July 21 2017). Since 

then the directorship of GTA has changed several times with Gabe Phillips resigning 

from directorship in about 2010, at which time a management committee was formed 

with Claire Taubert (as sole owner) and with Camille McDonald, Richie Robertson 

and Carolyn Stewart as members (T. Jackson, personal communication, July 21 

2017). Two years later, Claire Taubert offered to sell the business. It was purchased 

by the remaining three managers and Tony Jackson (T. Jackson, personal 

communication, July 21 2017). In the next two years, Richie Robertson and Carolyn 
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Stewart resigned from ownership leaving Tony and Camille McDonald as owners (T. 

Jackson, personal communication, July 21 2017). At the end of 2017, Camille 

McDonald sold her share to Tony Jackson leaving him as sole Director (T. Jackson, 

personal communication, July 21 2017). 

Tony Jackson stated that historically GTA had offered a non-credentialing 

program, accredited with professional associations, and without any direct affiliation 

with the higher educator sector. He recalled that, from its inception, GTA provided a 

four-year training program and was accredited with GANZ and later, when it was 

formed, with PACFA. He said that for some years in the 2000s GTA affiliated was 

with La Trobe University (Melbourne, Victoria) to award a Master of Gestalt Therapy 

(MGT) degree. An archived website revealed that the MGT was offered by the School 

of Public Health in the Faculty of Health Sciences and required the successful 

completion of a research methods subject and the successful submission of a minor 

thesis (15,000 words) (“Master of Gestalt Therapy”, 2011). A review of the university 

website indicated that La Trobe University no longer offered this program beyond 

2014. Tony Jackson stated that GTA continued to offer a four-year non-credentialing 

program and in more recent times GTA had developed a psychotherapy practice 

clinic. 

According to its website (2018), GTA offered a four-year program in Gestalt 

therapy totalling 600 hours. In years one and two, an Advanced Certificate of 

Relational Gestalt Counselling was offered introducing students to the exploration of 

Gestalt theory and practice. In years three and four, an Advanced Clinical Training in 

Relational Gestalt Psychotherapy expanded on the previous two years. It aimed  to 

develop each student’s personal abilities, knowledge of Gestalt theory, and methods, 

skill development, and specialist practice in the fields of mental health or trauma 

complexities (“Education”, 2018). GTA summarised its teaching process in the 

document Personal abilities framework (2017): 

In summary, the learning trajectory (though never linear) can be represented 

in the following way:  

Self – How am I in the world. What do I sense, feel and think?  

Self & Other – Who am I with you and who are you with me?  
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Self in Context – How do the contexts from which I have emerged shape who I 

am?  

Self & Other in Context – Who am I as an emerging gestalt therapist? (p. 4) 

GTA’s website indicated that its program was accredited by the professional 

association: The Psychotherapists and Counsellors Federation of Australia (PACFA) 

and that graduating students were eligible for entry level membership (“Education”, 

2018). The program was non-credentialed and was not aligned to any formal provider 

of education (“Education”, 2018). However, the Director of GTA stated that he was 

beginning discussions with the directors of GTB to map an agreed pathway from the 

four-year GTA program through to a one-year Graduate entry program to attain the 

Master of Gestalt Therapy through GTB. 

A student clinic named ConnectGround was an important strategic evolution 

in GTA’s operation (T. Jackson, personal communication, July 21 2017). According 

to its marketing material, ConnectGround was a low cost, community-based 

psychotherapy centre located at GTA offering internships to students, recent 

graduates, and other professionals (“ConnectGround”, 2018). The Institute’s Director 

saw it as part of GTA’s future strategy which included emphasising the service 

delivery opportunities of ConnectGround and promoting Gestalt therapy-related 

activities beyond (while still including) the education program. 

Gestalt Institute New Zealand 

The information in this section on the Gestalt Institute of New Zealand (GINZ) was 

gathered predominantly from interviews with former students and a Director of 

Training, Brenda Levien. The further information was gathered from the archived 

website of the Institute and other documents which are referenced accordingly. 

GINZ was, as its name indicates, a Gestalt training Institute servicing New 

Zealand. An archived website, published by GINZ, described a meeting in 1989 

between Dr Fred Grosse, Anne MacLean, and Dr. Gill Caradoc Davis in the city of 

Dunedin where a plan was reported to have been made to develop a Gestalt training 

program in New Zealand (“Training Programme”, July 2014). The same document 

(2014) explains that GINZ was registered as an incorporated entity under the 

Charitable Trusts Act and established a training program in 1991. GINZ provided a 
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diploma-level of education for six or seven years before applying for recognition with 

the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA), initially for accreditation as a 

training organisation (focused on the institute’s governance and finances), and later to 

accredit the program’s “unit standards” (focused on the structure and quality for the 

program) (B. Levien, personal communication, September 4, 2017). From the late 

1990s, the unit standards accreditation allowed GINZ to access a financial subsidy for 

private training institutes known as Private Training Establishments or PTEs (B. 

Levien, personal communication, September 4, 2017). That subsidy allowed GINZ to 

cap its fees for students, yet required substantial compliance requirements (B. Levien, 

personal communication, September 4, 2017).  

Dr Gill Caradoc Davies was the Dean of GINZ from 1991 to 2001 (B. Levien, 

personal communication, September 4, 2017). Brenda Levien was made Director of 

Training in 2000 and held that role until November 2016 when GINZ completed its 

last training program (B. Levien, personal communication, September 4, 2017). She 

stated that in 2017 she maintained the role of Director of Training in name only as 

GINZ completed the final stages of winding the Institute down. She stated she had 

hoped that in 2017 and 2018 GINZ might have been able to deliver some short 

courses but that staffing issues denied that happening. 

The leadership of GINZ was involved in founding and developing the Gestalt 

Australia and New Zealand professional association (GANZ) (B. Levien, personal 

communication, September 4, 2017). Brenda Levien recalled personally attending 

several meetings in Australia from 1996, once with Margaret Bannister (an academic 

staff member at GINZ), and later with Dr Gill Caradoc Davis. Brenda Levien 

remembered becoming Secretary on the first council and the President of GANZ for 

two terms and serving for ten years on the GANZ council. GANZ developed training 

standards for Gestalt institutes and the Institute’s archived website describes that, in 

1999, “GINZ became an accredited training centre with the professional association: 

The Gestalt Australia and New Zealand (GANZ), adhering to a Trans-Tasman set of 

Gestalt minimum training standards” (Training Programme, July 2014). 

An external audit report notes that GINZ was accredited to deliver a Level 

Seven Diploma in Gestalt therapy (Report of External Evaluation and Review, 2010). 

According to the New Zealand Qualifications Framework, a Level Seven qualification 

is awarded to Tertiary Institutes. In New Zealand, this qualification is equivalent to a 
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graduate certificate, graduate diploma, or bachelor degree (The New Zealand 

Qualifications Framework, May 2016). GINZ was situated within the New Zealand 

higher education sector as the Institute was regulated by the Tertiary Education 

Commission (B. Levien, personal communication, September 4, 2017). 

The Institute’s program structure was described in the archived website (2014) 

as comprising an introductory year “focussed on personal growth, providing an 

introduction to Gestalt Psychotherapy theory and practice and is the first-year 

component of our diploma qualification.” The training was structured with three five-

day workshops held in Christchurch. These workshops were combined with ongoing 

local small group training of 60 hours per year in Christchurch, Wellington, and 

Dunedin (“Training program”, 2014). The Institute’s website (2014) stated that local 

group training continued in between the three Christchurch workshops. The archived 

website described the successful completion of the first-year course allowing students 

to be invited into the Diploma program (“Training Program”, 2014). The program 

outline described that each training stage included personal growth, academic 

assignments on Gestalt theory and practice, and practical skills in the Gestalt method 

of psychotherapy. The program outline identified the four stages of training: 

The Diploma qualification was delivered in four states: 

• Introductory Certificate Course 

• Stage 11a 

• Stage 11b 

• Senior Stage (graduating year) 

Progression and graduation are dependent on competency in all areas. It can, in some 

instances, take a Trainee two years to complete one or more of the stages of the 

training. 

According to the Director, GINZ continued to provide a Diploma of Gestalt 

Therapy until 2016. She stated that, following the exposure of several unscrupulous 

operators in the VET sector, the Tertiary Education Commission drastically increased 

the requirements of accreditation for higher education providers. She stated that in 

2013 a change in New Zealand’s national government policy led to a withdrawal of 

two thirds of funding for the private training sector. Consequently, the board of GINZ 

wanted to close down the Institute. (B. Levien, personal communication, September 4, 
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2017). Brenda Levien recalled her commitment to those students already in the 

program to ensure their completion. GINZ did not accept new students in 2014 and 

did not offer further study to those students who had only completed the first year of 

the program (a stand-alone certificate year) (B. Levien, personal communication, 

September 4, 2017). The Director stated that private funding was secured to ensure 

completion by the remaining students and all but two were graduated in 2014/2015. 

She said that one of the remaining students needed to complete her final thesis and 

clinical hours which were provided by weekly clinical supervision plus academic 

supervision of her thesis and external marking of her work. According to the Director, 

that student graduated at the end of 2016. The other remaining student was able to 

complete his coursework within another Gestalt training establishment in Australia 

(B. Levien, personal communication, September 4, 2017). While GINZ was not 

engaged in training at the time of this research, several participants described the 

Institute as ‘in recess’ and the Director stated that the entity still existed as a trust. 

Categorising Institutes into Modes 

This research project was designed to explore the decisions and experiences of key 

stakeholders within Gestalt professional education. A multiple case-study design 

(Yin, 2018) was chosen as the method by which to explore these decisions and 

experiences. This section briefly draws on relevant academic literature and selected 

research data to organise each of the five institutes described above into three modes 

for a presentation and discussion of the research findings in the following chapters. It 

does so by firstly listing and briefly describing three categories or modes of Gestalt 

education and then organising the five institutes into those categories. 

Gestalt professional education tends to be practised within private institutes 

(Brownell & Melnick, 2008). There is a large variety of training modes that those 

institutes occupy (Brown, Mintz, S. Nevis & Smith, 1987) which range from loosely-

structured learning communities to credentialing higher education settings (O’Regan 

et al., 2017). Individual Gestalt institutes typically fall into one of three categories 

based on the nature of their teaching approach, the level of the qualification they 

award graduates, and their level of accreditation with relevant professional 

associations (O’Regan et al., 2017).  
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Non-accredited institutes do not provide formal qualifications and do not offer 

access to membership of professional associations. There is no formal moment (such 

as a graduation) when a student is recognised as a Gestalt therapist. Training tends to 

be mainly experiential rather than programmed in a fixed curriculum (Bloom et al., 

2014; O’Regan et al., 2017). Non-accredited institutes have no access to state 

incentives such as income-contingent loans (O’Regan et al., 2017).  

Professionally accredited institutes tend to offer multi-year programs designed 

to allow entry-level membership to recognised professional associations. They offer a 

structured curriculum that conforms to the accreditation requirements of selected 

professional associations (O’Regan et al., 2017). Graduates are understood to be ready 

to practise as Gestalt therapists by those professional associations, yet no formal 

higher education credentials are awarded by the institutes. Consequently, state-based 

incentives such as income-contingent loans are not available to students.  

Higher Education Institutes provide state-recognised programs and awards 

formal higher education credentials to graduating students. Typically, they also allow 

graduates to apply for admission into professional associations. Such programs have 

structured curricula and students have access to state-based incentives such as 

income-contingent loans (O’Regan et al., 2017).  

The characteristics of each of the five Gestalt training institutes used in this 

research project resulted in their distribution across those three applicable categories, 

as follows.  

• The Gestalt Training Institute West Australia (GTIWA) offered a structured 

four-year program that included substantial experiential components 

emphasising experiential learning in its curriculum. It was not accredited by, 

nor did it provide graduate entry into a professional association. It did not 

offer credentials and was not eligible for state-based incentives such as 

income-contingent loans (FEE-HELP in the Australian context). It was seen as 

falling into the Non-accredited category.  

• The Relational Institute of Australia (TRIA) and Gestalt Therapy Australia 

(GTA) offered structured multi-year programs accredited with a professional 

association – the Psychotherapists and Counsellors Association of Australia 

(PACFA). They did not offer a formal, academic, credentialed program and 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

93  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

were not eligible for state-based incentives, such as income-contingent loans. 

Therefore, these institutes were seen as falling into the Professionally 

accredited category.  

• Gestalt Therapy Brisbane and Gestalt Institute New Zealand each offered 

formal credentialing programs accredited by their state bodies, the Tertiary 

Education Quality Standards Authority (TEQSA) for GTB, and the New 

Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA), and the Tertiary Education 

Commission for GINZ. Both programs allowed graduates entry into their 

relevant professional associations. The students of each institute were eligible 

for state-based incentives including income-contingent loans (FEE-HELP in 

the Australian context and the Student Loan Scheme in New Zealand). GTB 

and GINZ were seen as falling into the Higher Education category.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

NON-ACCREDITED PROVISION 

Introduction 

Chapter Three explained that each Gestalt training institute was understood to be a case in 

this multiple case-study research. Chapter Four provided an introduction to those training 

institutes followed by the rationale for grouping each institute into a broader mode. Three 

modes of Gestalt professional education were identified to display the research findings in 

accordance with a multiple case-study method (Yin, 2018). This chapter is concerned 

with identifying and describing selected responses of the research participants vis-à-vis 

the mode of non-accredited provision. That mode describes a broad range of Gestalt 

education institutes that offer training programs to students. Institutes within the mode 

range from those offering fixed multi-year programs to those that allow students to design 

their own programs. The original Gestalt therapy institute, The New York Institute for 

Gestalt Therapy, is situated in this mode. In contrast to the other Institutes, those in this 

mode are not accredited to offer a formal training program in a post-compulsory 

education setting. They do not award any academic credential to graduates, nor are they 

aligned to or regulated by, a professional association. 

The next section presents considerations used to cluster points made by the 

participants about the advantages and disadvantages of the mode. Those considerations 

are displayed as dimensions, defined below, and are explained in the body of this chapter. 

The Presentation of the Findings 

One target institute within the study was located within the mode of non-accredited 

provision. It was based in Australia and offered a four-year Gestalt therapy course. There 

were two research participants from that institute, both directors, who spoke extensively 

regarding the mode. Also, several participants from other institutes (and in other 

educational modes) made points regarding the non-accredited mode. Those points were 

directed at the mode of provision, rather than the institute mentioned above and have been 

included where appropriate in the following accounts. Many of those accounts related to 

other well-known institutes such as the New York Institute. My analysis across the three 
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modes of Gestalt professional education led to the identification of seven common 

underlying dimensions which encompass the significant differences and similarities 

identified across the modes. The use of these common dimensions here and in the 

following two chapters was seen as facilitating comparison across the modes. Each 

dimension has been given a descriptive title as follows:  

(1) ‘Philosophical integrity’ – here meaning the extent to which the given 

mode was seen as either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to 

conform to the underlying philosophy of Gestalt therapy; 

(2)  ‘Curricular quality’ – the extent to which the mode was seen as influencing 

the rigour and quality of an institute’s curriculum; 

(3)  ‘Institutional autonomy’– referring to the extent to which the given mode 

was seen as either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to make 

decisions freely and without external restraints; 

(4)  ‘Compliance costs’ – as the extent to which an institute was seen as being 

required to expend resources in order to join or stay within the given mode; 

(5)  ‘Student access’ – to the extent to which the mode was seen as promoting 

a diverse student population within an institute; 

(6)  ‘Institutional sustainability’ – referring to the extent to which the mode 

was seen as enhancing the ongoing financial security of an institute; 

(7)  ‘Graduate marketability’ – the extent to which graduates from the given 

mode were seen as being attractive in their professional sphere.  

The dimensions listed above emerged from my systemic thematic analysis of the 

research data. That iterative and reflexive analysis thus produced the dimensions through 

an interpretive process which was grounded in the data. The ordering of the dimensions 

here is intended to facilitate a cohesive narrative based on my interpretation of the data in 

the presentation of the findings and in their later discussion. 

In this chapter, and the following two, the above labels of the dimensions are used 

as headings in the same order to facilitate comparison across the three modes of 

provision. The majority data identified in this chapter were drawn from participants from 

the participating non-accredited Institute. Participants from other institutes in other modes 

of provision generally spoke of their understanding of the non-accredited mode, rather 
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than the target institute. Individual contributions are, in any event, acknowledged 

appropriately.  

Philosophical Integrity 

Philosophical integrity identifies the extent in which Gestalt professional education 

provision was understood as either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to 

conform to the underlying philosophy of Gestalt therapy. Participants identified several 

key ways in which they saw Gestalt professional education involving the fostering of 

high-quality interpersonal relationships between teaching staff and students as well as 

congruent with the relational philosophy of Gestalt therapy: 

[I appreciate the] non-formality [in a non-accredited institute]. … The not-

academic education … supports the horizontilisation of what we’re doing. And 

that again is something from the heart of what our philosophy is about – human 

beings and about relating – how, ideally, I would like the world to look. 

(Institute Director) 

The articulated notion there of ‘horizontilisation’ referred to the relationships of 

power between academic staff and students: identifying those relationships as having a 

relatively flat hierarchical structure. Such a relationship was evidenced in reports of 

robust conversations between those players: 

I’ve had trainees screaming at me and they are angry at me, and I get why they 

are angry. They wouldn’t do it if I was their university lecturer. They would go 

away and bad mouth me. (Institute Director) 

Participants spoke of the non-accredited Institute promoting robust and authentic 

engagements which encouraged horizontalization: 

What immediately comes to my mind is a sense of safety, perhaps something like that 

where [the students] can be [themselves] more fully. (Institute Director) 

The choice of being a non-accredited institute was presented as being related to its 

facilitation of a relational learning environment: 

One challenge … was the [contemporary] tendency to formalise the training 

in a very strict way … linking them to universities … and [the Co-director] and 

I – we were always clear that we were not interested in having a formal higher 

education program. (Institute Director) 
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That choice was presented as avoiding some of the disadvantages of the constraints of 

higher education (described in Chapter Seven). The non-accredited mode was seen as 

providing conditions integral to keeping true to Gestalt therapy’s philosophical values: 

That [the strict formalising of training] … has nothing to do with Gestalt 

therapy anymore – to formalise it in that way. (Institute Director) 

Participants expressed specific interactions where congruent philosophical 

relationships were promoted within non-accredited institutes. One such interaction 

involved the loose assessment tasks at the Institute which promoted a more educationally 

supportive relationship between staff and students: 

I am reminded of another important aspect of our choice [to leave the 

professionally accredited mode] – that we recognised the difference between 

when you’re running a course where people have to jump hurdles and pass 

exams and do all the stuff. … You have a different relationship to them then if 

you’re there to facilitate their learning. (Institute Director) 

The loose assessment tasks were contrasted with the negative impact of more formal 

assessments on the relationships between students and academic staff. These were found 

particularly in the higher education settings. Here though, the loose assessment tasks were 

seen as creating the conditions for a relational learning environment: 

They [students] are not so threatened … [and they are not just] going along 

with things or presenting what they expect you want. (Institute Director) 

Also, these tasks were presented as fostering a more equal power relationship than that 

found in higher education settings: 

So, it’s a different relationship. We decided [to become a non-accredited 

institute]. … I think it’s easier for trainees to be more open and genuine and 

more visible when they don’t [join more formal education provision]. Of 

course, we are still an authority figure, but it’s lessened. (Institute Director) 

However, the loose assessment task was argued as having disadvantages for the rigour of 

an institute’s program. This scenario is presented later in the ‘curricular quality’ section. 

Another specific engagement that participants identified as promoting the 

philosophical integrity of the institutes was the structure of classroom learning processes 

which was noted as promoting authentic learning engagements between training and 

students. In this context, authenticity was understood as interactions that evidenced an 

appreciation of the unique humanity of one’s interlocutor:  
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When a training group comes together for a weekend, … what’s important to 

happen is that people learn, without the formal guideline, to be present with 

each other. … I need to be completely present-centred, natural and [then I] 

can meet that person. (Institute Director) 

The de-emphasising of formal and pre-planned learning processes was described as 

allowing for authentic learning engagements: 

[How to be authentic with others is] what I learn in the training context. If I 

formalise that [the curriculum] and say, “This weekend we will talk about blah 

blah”, and that [authentic meeting] is not the main focus anymore. … In the 

[training] group, we want to spend the time with people – allowing to happen 

what is there-and-then and to not structure that. (Institute Director) 

Non-accredited institutes were argued to avail academic staff and the directors with the 

freedom to be authentic in their classroom-based teaching engagements with students: 

I, as person, and as a trainer, and as a Co-director of the Institute [I hope] that 

people see me “walk the walk”: … that they see me for who I am – and that I 

live what I teach. (Institute Director) 

while also allowing authentic teaching engagements in the classroom: 

I have an advantage in knowledge and experience, but it doesn’t set me apart 

from the other human – we are … human beings from the same ground and I 

think that is what is most appreciated by our students. … We are not somebody 

better or more – but we are one of them in the group. (Institute Director) 

The choice of being a non-accredited institute was presented as enhancing the 

opportunities for authentic learning engagements relative to Gestalt institutes in higher 

education settings: 

People learn to be natural and present-centred … as who they are, without any 

kind of hiding behind a screen of academia or knowledge. (Institute Director) 

Beyond classroom interactions, participants spoke of Gestalt training promoting 

learning engagements that considered a broad range of each student’s experience. In this 

context, those engagements employed an experiential learning model of skills and theory, 

including the reading of theory: 

What we do emphasise a lot is to read, and to understand the basic theory and 

philosophy of Gestalt theory. (Institute Director) 

Additionally, both the application and discussion of theory in a holistic and experiential 

learning setting were utilised: 
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It’s not a necessarily intellectual way of learning. … If you’re expecting to be 

taught something you’ll be disappointed. … It’s an involvement where you 

participate personally in the training and learn from your own [experience]. 

(Institute Director) 

The employment of professional skills was applied simultaneously with the theoretical 

learning model: 

We talk about that [Gestalt theory concepts] a lot after work2: why we 

emphasise [it] to be dialogic or phenomenological and … relate that back to 

theory. We encourage them to integrate theory after we have done a piece of 

work and show what theoretical aspect … we can … discover in what we saw 

happening just here. (Institute Director) 

Gestalt philosophical concepts were presented as being taught in non-accredited 

institutes through holistic learning methods: 

What we often do is, in the advanced years, … if they’re interested in that piece 

of work, we observe “now let’s get observers” and somebody [would] say “OK 

I’ll do dialogue, [or] I’ll do phenomenology” … and when the work has been 

finished and the feedback given, we start looking at the work through those 

theoretical lenses. (Institute Director) 

The holistic learning experiences were characterised as being evidenced in the 

enhancement of a student’s personal development beyond a set of professional skills: 

You will change. … Your life will probably benefit but there’s no guarantees 

and you’ll reap the benefits personally; but remember this is a training 

program; this is not a therapy program. (Institute Director) 

As well, holistic learning experiences were demonstrated in the explanation of that 

personal development:  

You will find ways to be more of-the-world and to be more fully yourself. 

(Institute Director) 

Those institutes from formal settings of Gestalt education were seen as providing less 

opportunity for holistic types of educational engagement: 

Creativity and spontaneity are significantly reduced, I think. (academic staff 

member) 

 

2 The following (and elsewhere in this section) articulated notion of ‘work’ referred to 

instances of therapy or group work within the learning setting.  
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Curricular Quality 

Curricular quality here identifies the extent to which the mode of provision was seen as 

influencing the rigour and quality of an institute’s curriculum. The non-accredited mode 

of Gestalt professional education employs a wide variety of educational approaches 

within relevant institutes. Non-accredited institutes were presented as having the freedom 

to design their program. That freedom was argued to require institutes to self-regulate the 

quality of their Institute’s curriculum. Participants spoke of the non-accredited Institute 

employing self-regulation to foster a rigorous learning environment through the intrinsic 

motivations of its leadership to provide a quality program: 

We’re accountable to our trainees and we listen to their perspective and their 

feedback, so we shift and change … we have our high standards. (Institute 

Director) 

Such a responsiveness was reported as evidenced by a scholarly curriculum: 

What’s important to me is the standard of training that we maintain in our 

Institute: that people read, that people understand the theory – the philosophy 

of what Gestalt therapy means. (Institute Director) 

Self-regulating in search of high training standards was presented as also involving self-

reflection by the Institute’s leaders on their teaching skills: 

It is important to us that we ourselves, [the other Director] and I – that we are 

up to the mark. (Institute Director) 

Furthermore, this self-reflection was evidenced within the skills of academic staff: 

Our third trainer on-board – [we need to] know that that person … knows what 

he’s teaching and talking about, and [that he’s] also a … very good therapist. 

(Institute Director) 

The choice of being a non-accredited institute was surmised to contribute to the 

sustainability of the Institute: 

And invariably [the students] are delighted. They love the training, and we get 

a lot of positive comments [about our program] made to the [professional] 

community. … That’s the other way we get trainees. People who’ve been 

through the training [are referred] through a colleague or friend. So, we’re 

accountable that way. (Institute Director) 

The freedom of the non-accredited Institute to design its own curriculum, 

unconstrained by regulating bodies, was argued to obligate the Institute to ensure the high 

quality of its curriculum whilst maintaining its humanistic nature. Participants spoke of 
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the need to provide a structured curriculum to ensure the Institute’s quality while also 

allowing experiential and immediate teaching engagements: 

Our ‘unstructured’ training is structured. [That is] one of the five hundred 

paradoxes of Gestalt therapy, but yes, we have a structure. We … do theory 

presentations … in third and fourth year. So, we have a structure – and yet the 

training is unstructured. (Institute Director) 

Such a curriculum was evidenced by differentiating between course requirements and 

classroom practices: 

We have a structure – we need a structure to help them [students]. We have the 

appearance of a structure and it is a structure. … So-many workshops a year; 

so-many hours of therapy a year; so-many hours of supervision – but what 

happens in the workshops is not all that structured, and people go at their own 

pace. (Institute Director) 

A balanced structure within the curriculum also was described as involving a progression 

of tasks through the course which promoted a range of learning experiences: 

We are working fairly personally and experimentally through the four years, 

so we are starting to put a lot of emphasis on skills development in the third 

and fourth year. But it’s not a syllabus. … We have guiding principles. 

(Institute Director) 

The freedom to design the Institute’s program was explained as allowing humanistic 

assessment practices within the curriculum. These involved the provision of a variety of 

assessment opportunities including written, experiential, and skills-based tasks which 

enhanced the quality and the humanistic nature of the curriculum: 

They [students] give us their essay at the end of second year; they give us the 

theory; they …  are sitting in the group or with one of us [when] they do their 

first piece of work as therapist. (Institute Director) 

The choice of being a non-accredited institute was noted as enhancing flexibility in the 

choice of assessment tasks:  

We … had a clinical exam at the end of the training, … but … we dropped 

it…because we just couldn’t see the point in it. (Institute Director) 

Such flexibility also was noted as allowing more structured assessment tasks to enhance 

the quality of the curriculum: 

We have requirements, and they need to attend eighty percent of the [program], 

and they’ve got to write certain essays and if they don’t do any of that they just 

don’t progress. (Institute Director) 
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Delivering relevant assessment was also argued to enhance the quality of 

education by the Institute as evidenced by the rigour of student progression: 

I might even have the capacity to say “sorry we won’t take you on into next 

year, we would like you to take a year off and do individual therapy” – which 

occasionally happens. (Institute Director) 

While the freedom afforded to non-accredited institutes to design their program was 

argued as stemming from their ability to operate without the surveillance of professional 

associations or government regulators, likewise, the lack of surveillance was argued to be 

risking a lower quality curriculum: 

I think you can do it [have a formal structure without accreditation] but it doesn’t 

matter … whether you inspect what you’re doing deeply. There’s no outside force 

that’s saying “Come on what you got? How are you inspecting it?” (Institute Director 

from Gestalt Institute in a higher education setting) 

So, without the constraints of an accreditation process someone could just set 

up site. … I recognise the limitation, that you get some jerks starting up and 

that’s happened – you get some people who are not really competent. There is 

a downside to it too. (Institute Director) 

I think the danger with a non-academic program is you don’t engage rigorously 

enough with the theory. (academic staff member from a professionally 

accredited Gestalt institute) 

Programs were also described as lacking intellectual rigour because of the de-

emphasising of the theoretical components of a curriculum: 

And you are going to be just exposed to your trainer’s [way] of making sense 

of and understanding, … which has its own limitations or biases, whereas there 

is something a bit more direct and rigorous … in having to engage and grapple 

with … Perls, Hefferline3 and … everyone who publishes. (academic staff 

member from a professionally accredited Gestalt institute) 

There is a risk [for non-accredited institutes] – there is something about 

staying close to what’s been published, and again I use ‘published’ because 

it’s gone through a rigorous process. (academic staff member from a 

professionally accredited Gestalt Institute) 

 [Scholarly writing] is different from a weekend workshop … there’s a level 

of accountability from published work … no matter how fabulous the 

 

3 The articulated notion of “Perls and Hefferline” referred to two of the authors of Gestalt 

therapy’s seminal text (Paul Goodman being the third). 
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trainer is … it’s different … it’s about accountability. (academic staff member 

from a professionally accredited institute) 

Institutional Autonomy 

Institutional autonomy here identifies the extent to which provision was seen as either 

facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to make decisions freely and without 

external restraints. The previous sections described how non-accredited institutes were 

seen as leveraging their freedom to design their preferred program. Those institutes 

within the non-accredited mode can be understood as prioritising their autonomy by 

decoupling from external regulators.  

Participants saw non-accredited provision and its lack to external restraints as 

affording them freedom in their operations.  

[The non-accredited mode offers] a lot of liberty, and freedom, to do the work 

that we consider as classic Gestalt therapy, and the training [that we consider] 

as classic Gestalt therapy. (Institute Director) 

There was a liberation when we were no longer allied in with the qualification 

board. … I felt in these older trainers, they were like “Oh thank … God for 

that!” (academic staff member from higher education provision) 

Thus, being non-accredited was presented as allowing the Institute’s autonomy relative to 

other institutes in the professionally accredited setting (such as those explained in Chapter 

Six): 

We [the Institute leaders] said, “look we’re not going to do this [maintain 

accreditation] anymore. We’re not going to be [accredited].” … So that was 

part of it [the reason we left GANZ]. (Institute Director) 

Institutes within the higher education setting (discussed in Chapter Seven) were spoken of 

as restraining an institute’s autonomy:  

[Higher education] would be imprisoning myself in something that’s not me – 

I wouldn’t do it! I would simply not do it! (Institute Director) 

On the other hand, the concept of restraining Gestalt professional education through 

regulating bodies, as occurred in higher education settings, was identified as risking the 

autonomy of an institute: 

[Staff at my Institute asserted that] the anti-establishment notion of Gestalt 

[was that] – “We can’t be regulated! We can’t be doing this [regulatory 

requirement]. We can’t be doing that [regulatory requirement] – we need to 
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be keeping our freedom to do whatever we do … You can’t regulate anything.” 

(Institute Director in higher education provision) 

The autonomy afforded to non-accredited institutes was explained as also 

allowing unscrupulous operators the ability to access the education market:  

[The non-accredited provision is] open to abuse, so without the constraints of 

an accreditation process someone could just set up site. So, I appreciate that 

… I recognise the limitation – that you get some jerks starting up – you get 

some people who are not really competent. There is a downside to it [non-

accredited provision] too. (Institute Director) 

A non-accredited institute’s relatively high degree of autonomy was also presented as 

hindering the emotional safety of students: 

But how do you create a safe [emotional] container for that [a student’s 

experience] [within the non-accredited mode]? That’s my curiosity. It sounds 

a little bit like anarchy. … And I am reminded that everyone’s an anarchist 

until it’s time to be anarchic, when the shit gets real everyone’s got these 

anarchist ideals, and then we want a good authoritarian to tell us how to live. 

(student from higher education provision)4 

Compliance Costs 

Compliance costs here identifies the extent to which the mode of provision was seen as 

requiring resources in order to join or stay within the mode. Those institutes within the 

non-accredited mode did not require any such expenditure to be recognised by an external 

body. However, the participants’ responses included some narratives related to 

compliance costs. One set of narratives involved the advantages of having minimal 

compliance costs. Another identified the resourcing of community groups to support 

graduates while the final narrative identified the cost of being isolated from close 

relationships with members of other institutes by virtue of leaving the professionally 

accredited mode.  

Participants spoke of the advantages to those non-accredited institutes in avoiding 

engagement in activities that were spoken of as wasteful and outside its core business. 

The lack of accrediting oversight was thus advantageous in avoiding such work: 

 

4 The participant referenced above, was not referring to the target Institute’s program, rather 

non-accredited provision in the United States of America. 
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[Accreditation] … would cost a lot of money and time and … we didn’t even 

know that we would get more students because of it. (Institute Director from 

the professionally accredited mode) 

Institutes in other modes of provision were presented as being required to engage in 

excessive work relative to the non-accredited mode: 

But my fantasy is that a lot of the institutes [in other modes of provision] are 

required to write hour-by-hour what … they do in a workshop. (Institute 

Director) 

Work that was wasteful and non-core was identified as a feature of other modes of 

provision: 

The institutes that are aligned [to higher education provision] have to write a 

lot of nonsense. (Institute Director)  

Such institutes were surmised to fabricate evidence for their accrediting bodies and hence 

to be behaving unethically:  

They’re [Gestalt institutes in higher education] compromised. They lie through 

their teeth, and I am not prepared to do that. (Institute Director) 

Although non-accredited institutes were argued to have no compliance costs, they 

were described as needing to expend resources on developing enduring professional 

groups of Gestalt practitioners after graduation: 

We’ve got a lot of people in [city name] – we’ve saturated the system. We’ve 

built up [a community] over the last 25 years so that [the] community supports 

… the Institute. (Institute Director) 

Such resourcing was explained as meeting the professional needs of graduates without the 

need for affiliation to a professional association: 

When people graduate from here, they tend to form graduate groups … There’s 

ongoing training … which satisfies their need. And they don’t have a sense of 

wanting too much connection with a broader field. (Institute Director) 

That focus on resourcing the local community within the non-accredited mode was 

presented as offering advantages in the professional education marketplace: 

We don’t advertise. (Institute Director) 

While non-accredited institutes may have had no direct compliance costs, 

participants described a cost for a non-accredited institute in being deprived of access to 
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the professional and social benefits of belonging to a professional body, and in severing 

those links: 

Although we reacted against [accreditation] – we had very deep and personal 

connections with a lot of people – and to move away, we knew we would lose 

those connections. (Institute Director) 

The directors [of training institutes] would meet. … We had a wonderful time 

and we got to know each other really well. You could ring-up anybody, anytime. 

So, we lost a lot of that … So that was our personal tension – knowing we were 

going to lose that connection [by withdrawing from professional 

accreditation]. (Institute Director) 

Student Access 

In this study, student access identifies the extent to which the mode of provision was seen 

as providing support for students from a diverse range of environments to access an 

institute. The particular Institute within the non-accredited mode did not have access to 

government-funded income-contingent loans, such as FEE-HELP (in the Australian 

context).  

Non-accredited institutes were characterised as requiring students to pay for their 

own education without government support. Hence, these institutes were perceived to 

provide exclusive entry to students with sufficient financial resources: 

We … have [students] who … work and earn money … and many struggle to 

have the money for training. … Sometimes they have to wait a year because 

they can’t continue because they have expenses … that don’t allow them to 

continue in the following year. (Institute Director) 

Thus that lack of financial support was argued to shape the nature of the of student 

population: 

We don’t have people in the Institute who live on ‘Centrelink5’ so they can’t 

afford the training. (Institute Director) 

Although on occasion, some institutional support was provided: 

Occasionally we have a scholarship to do with the training. (Institute Director) 

They can pay by instalments. (Institute Director) 

 

5 The above articulated notion of Centrelink referred to the Australian Government agency 

responsible for welfare support. 
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However, students learning engagements were understood as being influenced negatively 

when they were supported financially by the Institute: 

Occasionally we have a scholarship to do with the training. Their [students’] 

relationship to the training is different. … There’s not the deep personal 

investment. (Institute Director) 

The general lack of support for students to access a non-accredited institute was argued to 

limit the diversity of their student body due to its exclusion of students of lower socio-

economic status: 

[In higher education provision there] was … FEE-HELP … [which is] 

affordable and [has] accessibility [for students]. So, people [within non-

accredited institutes] … need to be well-educated already and you have to have 

a good amount of cash. (academic staff member in higher education provision) 

Such an exclusion was argued as promoting elitism within the mode: 

In [non-accredited provision] you need to be well-educated already, and you 

have to have a good amount of cash in order to engage. … Who gets to be part 

of that [engagement], and who gets left out of that [engagement]? (academic 

staff member in higher education provision) 

The risk of elitism was characterised in the focus group interview as a legacy of Gestalt 

therapy’s origins while being an issue for contemporary institutes: 

Gestalt was quite elite in the early days – very much so. (academic staff 

member in higher education provision) 

Because you needed money to engage in the training. (Institute Director in 

higher education provision) 

 I’m imagining – I don’t know, but I’m making up that in the … [non-

accredited] model that would still be quite true. [That non-accredited provision 

is] still quite elite. (academic staff member in higher education provision) 

That elitism was characterised as being attractive to students who were already financially 

resourced: 

I am a heterosexual, well-educated, white man … I think that [that 

characterisation] … strongly colours my answer to your question [which is] 

“sign me up to the [non-accredited mode]” because I’ve got a PhD. I’ve got a 

fair amount of economic … social, and cultural capital. (student from a 

professionally accredited institute) 

The following excerpt elaborates on the above extract: 
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I want to be an elitist. I want to be aware of my own privilege … and mitigate 

the abuses of that privilege. …[However,] I can imagine loving to do 

psychotherapy work with people who are very articulate about their internal 

experiences, and who identified as being on a kind spiritual path which is 

something that you can often do if you’ve got a fair amount of privilege. 

(student from a professionally accredited institute) 

While the user-pays model of provision was described as limiting diversity, it was also 

argued to enhance preferred attributes in students by leveraging the user-pays nature of 

the non-accredited Institute: 

I think it’s better that people pay for their training. … In the university they can 

get away with … HECS6 for … training and for their psychotherapy and I don’t 

think that’s a good model. (Institute Director) 

In contrast to the positions taken in the above extracts, the user-pays aspect of the 

non-accredited mode was considered to enhance a student’s learning attributes: 

[A user-pays model enhances a student’s] self-responsibility. … [As a student] 

you get more if you put more in. (Institute Director) 

As evidenced by the student’s motivation to engage in, and take responsibility for 

humanist learning engagements:  

The advantage [of non-accredited training] for me is that it does really support 

… the student led [curriculum]. [Such a curriculum is] really their thing [and 

promotes] a kind of collective interest and responsibility for what we’re doing. 

(academic staff member in higher education provision) 

The high level of responsibility taken by students in the non-accredited mode was 

identified as contrary to how the motivation of students was seen in the higher education 

sector (described further in Chapter Seven): 

[As opposed to students with] FEE HELP. … [The Director of a professionally 

accredited institute] was … saying … that she notices the difference between 

the students who … are paying and their attitude towards their study, and their 

responsibility towards education [which] is different to some of the students 

that are got the FEE-HELP. … [She identified] subtle differences in the level 

of how they approach their education - whether they are passive or active … 

or what they are they expecting [to] see there’s a difference in the way that 

students … engage. (academic staff member in higher education provision) 

Non-accredited institutes were presented as using their autonomy to select their 

 

6 The acronym ‘HECS’ referred to an income contingent loan scheme. 
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student intake and hence to limit the diversity of their students: 

[The intake interview is] a screening device … I want [students] to be relatively 

intelligent and educated with a sense of the world. … So, it’s a way of screening 

our people – [in order to encourage those] who are intellectually sophisticated 

[and are] perhaps interested in self-learning. (Institute Director) 

As evidenced by a relatively uniform base of students with pre-existing professional 

qualifications: 

We mostly attract people with those sorts of qualifications [psychology or 

social work]. Ninety-five percent of our trainees have a university degree or a 

post-graduate degree. (Institute Director) 

We didn’t want to be attracting carpenters who wanted to ‘help people’. We 

didn’t think that an Institute could provide enough comprehensive training for 

someone to work independently as a psychotherapist. We wanted people who 

[already] had a solid training in mental health, in different traditions, who 

could learn a bit more about how to relate to people, and how to maximise their 

usefulness. (Institute Director) 

Institutional Sustainability 

Institutional sustainability in this context identifies the extent to which the mode of 

provision was understood by participants as enhancing the ongoing financial security of 

an institute. Participants spoke of the poor institutional sustainability of institutes in the 

non-accredited mode: 

I don’t know if Gestalt would survive in Australia if we didn’t train people to 

be Gestalt therapists in either [professionally accredited or higher education 

modes]. (Institute Director from the higher education mode) 

Participants asserted that only institutes with a high market standing and a large market 

supply of potential students were able to survive in the non-accredited mode. One such 

characteristic was the prestige of a well-known institute:  

I understand that it is awesome [to have the freedom to be in the non-accredited 

mode] … to have that support, but [it is only because of their institute’s] 

tradition [which is] so strong there that they can just do that [be sustainable]. 

(academic staff member in higher education provision) 

And it’s New York anyway (academic staff member in higher education 

provision) 

And it’s New York! (academic staff member in higher education provision) 
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And it could only happen in New York! (Institute Director in higher education 

provision) 

The above articulated notion of ‘New York’ that was referred to during an exchange in a 

focus group, pertained to the original Gestalt Institute. That Institute was in the non-

accredited mode and was described as having unique qualities facilitating its 

sustainability:  

You imagine that you can only exist in … the particular circumstances … where 

Laura and Fritz began and the big names who wrote the textbooks. (Institute 

Director in higher education provision) 

Those features were described as supporting such an institute’s sustainability: 

It’s such a solid position to be in. (academic staff member) 

The poor institutional sustainability of non-accredited institutes was related to the lack of 

financial support available to students: 

[The leadership of my Institute in the higher education mode] didn’t believe 

that people would want to come and pay private fees [at a non-accredited 

Institute] for something that was relatively expensive. When at their [potential 

students] end, they didn’t get a qualification that meant anything. (Institute 

Director in the higher education mode) 

If [the] Gestalt [course] hadn’t been accredited, I wouldn’t have done it. 

(student from the higher education mode) 

 [Potential students] ask me … ‘do you offer a qualification?’ … [They ask that 

question] maybe twenty or thirty percent of the time, and a lot of those people 

don’t get back to me when I say, ‘No we don’t’. (Institute Director) 

In particular, the non-accredited provision of Gestalt education was argued to be 

inappropriate in the contemporary Australasian context:  

I don’t think it [non-accredited provision] really works in this part of the world. 

There’s not a big enough population centre. I mean if you’re in New York with 

twelve or fifteen million people within an hour’s commute. And a tradition of 

people interested in analysis and therapy … and maybe they’re used to being 

reliant on private funds and donations – more than the Australian and New 

Zealand model. (student from higher education provision) 

I wouldn’t want to start an institute today. [Our sustainability is contingent on] 

many years of training people … in the community. (Institute Director) 

The risks to an institute’s sustainability in the non-accredited mode were contended to 

require individual providers to support their incomes from other sources, given the 
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limited financial income from their operations: 

We’ve never relied on it [the Institute as a single source of income]. (Institute 

Director) 

We never considered the Institute as a main income source … my income was 

always [drawn from my] being a Gestalt therapist in private practice … it was 

never my thinking that the Institute would be providing me a sole income. 

(Institute Director) 

Graduate Marketability 

Graduate marketability here describes the extent to which graduates from institutes in the 

mode of provision were seen as being attractive to their professional sphere. The choice 

of being a non-accredited institute was argued to provide limited marketability of 

graduates in the broader professional context: 

It would be very difficult for[graduates] to work …  without a professional 

background and the possibility to get a Medicare refund … there is a lot of 

competition in the market. … A lot of people who work in private practice … 

actually have got another [relevant professional] background or acquire it 

while they are doing the training or even after. (Institute Director) 

The articulated notion of Medicare referred to a government rebate for members 

of professional groups such as psychologists and social workers. Graduates from the non-

accredited institutes were not eligible for Medicare rebates without other relevant 

qualifications. Such a professional context was presented as limiting the professional 

acceptability of graduates:  

When Medicare came in it was a disaster for [unqualified graduates] because 

they just could not get going. (Institute Director) 

None of the modes of Gestalt professional education described in this research project 

provided access to the Medicare rebate. That limited marketability of graduates from non-

accredited institutes was reported as being addressed, in part, by the selective admission 

of students: 

In selecting our trainees, we give preference to people with qualifications in 

mental health. … We’re trying to attract people who … [have qualifications] 

in psychology, social work, psychiatry, mental health nursing, and so on. 

(Institute Director) 

We were telling [potential students]: ‘If you want to be a therapist you need to 

do a psych degree as well you know?’ (Institute Director) 
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The problem was also reported as being addressed through the nurturing of 

professional groups for graduates. Participants spoke of the building of those 

communities of practice supporting the professional acceptance of Gestalt graduates from 

within the non-accredited Institute:  

We have post-graduate groups: … five or six or them and the oldest is seven 

years. (Institute Director) 

Such groups were described as providing opportunities for graduates to practise and be 

accepted professionally: 

Many of those people [in practice groups] are also on the list of therapists, for 

trainees, because they are experienced people and do ongoing training. 

(Institute Director) 

Facilitating a graduate community also involved promoting networks for 

graduates which enhanced their professional standing: 

 We have a community that feeds itself. (Institute Director) 

While an institute’s response to mitigate the risks of a low marketability was 

characterised as valuable, participants described the limits of graduate acceptability 

within the professional sphere: 

We say … from the beginning, that doing the training alone … we don’t 

consider … that is enough for you to work as a therapist. (Institute Director) 

Summary 

In summary, the non-accredited mode of provision presents the following picture of 

participants’ views on each of the seven dimensions of variability.  

(1) Non-accredited provision facilitated interactions in concert with Gestalt 

therapy’s philosophical underpinnings. Those interactions were concerned with 

humans relating within a relatively flat hierarchical structure. The mode provided 

freedom for institutes to prioritise practices valued by Gestalt’s philosophy. Authentic 

interaction between players within the institute encouraged the development of the 

whole person and supported a fuller expression of student experience. The freedom 

afforded in the non-accredited mode was associated directly with an institute’s 

congruence to the undergirding values of Gestalt.  

(2) Non-accredited provision provided the freedom and institutional autonomy to 
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develop a curriculum of good quality, that is:  one that was structured yet flexible; 

incorporated set tasks; and developed students’ skills through experiential and 

individualised learning engagements. Institutional autonomy also presented a risk to the 

rigour of a program stemming from the lack of external surveillance and accountability 

through an accrediting body. A further contribution to this risk was a lack of student 

engagement with scholarly theorising and other published works as well as an over-

reliance on a particular trainer’s views. Leaders within the non-accredited mode highly 

valued the freedom to provide a strongly humanist curriculum, believing that such a 

curriculum required flexibility in its production. However, the lack of surveillance found 

in non-accredited provision compromised its accountability and therefore its quality.  

(3) Non-accredited provision provided a high degree of autonomy. A lack of 

accountability to professional regulators or government bodies allowed the leaders of 

institutes the freedom to operate their institutes as they saw fit. However, it risked an 

institute’s integrity and quality because of a lack of an external surveillance 

mechanism allowing adverse practices to continue unchecked within an institute.  

(4) Based on their independence from external regulators and government 

bodies, non-accredited provision had limited compliance costs. Non-accredited 

institutes were free to direct their resources as they saw fit rather than on the basis of 

compliance costs. The target Institute’s leaders did, though, acknowledge that they 

funded the development of communities of practice for graduating students. This 

funding mitigated the disadvantages of a lack of formal training in the mode by 

enhancing professional support among graduates. 

(5) Non-accredited provision limited student diversity through its provision of 

only minimal financial support for its students. That lack of student support arose from 

students’ ineligibility for government-sponsored income-contingent loans as well as the 

user-pays model in non-accredited provision. This model encouraged access for those 

students from more advantaged socio-economic backgrounds. The financial investment 

required of the students may also have enhanced their commitment to and self-

responsibility for their learning. The leaders of non-accredited institutes also tended to 

encourage the enrolment of students who had completed relevant formal professional 

education previously. This condition further limited the diversity of students within the 

mode.  
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(6) Non-accredited provision compromised the sustainability of providing 

institute sustainability. The lack of government support required institutes to rely on 

limited sources of income. Institute leaders identified the need for them to rely on sources 

of income to supplement that which was generated through their institute. Provider 

institute income was essentially from student tuition fees but the lack of awarding 

credentials presented a significant barrier to student recruitment. Consequently, 

sustainability within the mode was linked directly to the prestige of an institute.  

(7) Non-accredited provision produced graduates of limited marketability.  In 

particular, this state arose from the lack of attractive professional qualifications attainable 

and the exclusion of graduate practitioners from eligibility for a Medicare rebate. 

Providers of professional education responded to the challenges of limited graduate 

marketability by focusing on recruiting students who were already working in relevant 

professional settings. Additionally, graduates were encouraged to build and maintain 

mutually supportive communities of practice after graduation. 
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CHAPTER SIX  

 

PROFESSIONALLY ACCREDITED PROVISION 

Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with identifying and describing selected responses of the 

research participants regarding the mode of professionally accredited provision. That 

mode includes those Gestalt education institutes that are accredited by a professional 

association but are not able to offer formal credentials. The two target Institutes in this 

study offered programs that were accredited by the Psychotherapists and Counsellors 

Federation of Australia (PACFA). This chapter draws on the seven dimensions 

introduced and used in the previous chapter cluster points which were made by the 

participants about the advantages and disadvantages across the modes of provision. The 

dimensions present in the same order as previously and are explained in the body of this 

chapter. The chapter concludes with a summary of each dimension.  

All participants from the professionally accredited institutes contributed to the 

narratives below while several participants from other institutes (in other educational 

modes) made points regarding the professionally accredited mode. Those points were 

directed mostly at the mode of provision rather than the target institutes in this study. 

Individual contributions are acknowledged. The points displayed and described below 

were drawn from the individual interviews, the focus group at the Gestalt Australia and 

New Zealand conference in 2017, and the focus group comprising the academic staff and 

directors of one Institute from the higher education mode conducted in 2017. 

Philosophical Integrity 

Philosophical integrity identifies the extent to which professionally accredited provision 

was understood as either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to conform to the 

underlying philosophy of Gestalt therapy. The previous chapter explained that non-

accredited institutes felt free to prioritise their philosophical integrity. Similarly, the 

professionally accredited mode of provision was described as allowing freedom to 

foreground conformity to the underlying philosophy of Gestalt therapy theory. 
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Participants predominantly spoke of the freedom to promote teaching engagements that 

were congruent with Gestalt’s philosophical underpinnings. 

Participants within professionally accredited institutes spoke of the importance of 

conforming to the philosophy of Gestalt therapy. They described the Gestalt training that 

they provided as involving the fostering of an integrated learning experience congruent 

with Gestalt therapy theory:  

The philosophy of dialogue, the philosophy of phenomenology, and field theory 

– those ideas support an interest in the things we’re teaching, it's not like the 

theory is over there, and this presence thing is over there, and they are entirely 

separate, but actually they speak to each other very directly. (Institute Director) 

That theory was characterised through the lens of four pillars7 of Gestalt theory and was 

described as being essential in the delivery of Gestalt professional education in the 

professionally accredited mode. The facilitation of Gestalt therapy theory was presented 

as foregrounding Gestalt principles in teaching engagements:  

Field theory is [an] interest in the full context of the person who's sitting in 

front of you. It’s an engaged response to the person. It is not the first thing that 

comes into your mind about the first thing that they say. … So that there is a 

constant way of encouraging [students] to contextualise … this moment, but 

also … in the broader social [context], so … that's the quality of listening and 

relating that's quite different. (Institute Director) 

It was also presented through the core aspects of Gestalt therapy theory (here articulated 

as the four pillars) which were identified as the essential elements to be modelled 

experientially to students within the mode: 

What’s important to keep from the Gestalt methodology when training people 

in Gestalt? All the principles. … There is a focus on present-centred experience 

in relationship and yes, there’s a capacity – and an invitation, and support, to 

play with new ways of organising that experience, i.e. [through] experiments 

and all of that – absolutely well designed. (academic staff member) 

Additionally, the application of Gestalt principles in all aspects of educational design was 

evidenced within the mode: 

The dialogical elements are important [within Gestalt professional education] 

and … the group work, and … the one-to-one work, and the continued being in 

 

7 The four pillars of Gestalt therapy – phenomenological enquiry, dialogical relating, an 

experimental attitude, and field sensitivity – are referenced in some literature (e.g. Yontef, 1993) as 

defining and constraining features of Gestalt therapy 
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therapy while [students] are in training [is] very important, … and the more 

contemporary stuff around shame sensitivity and … relational sensitivity. 

(academic staff member) 

The professionally accredited mode was referred to as having the freedom to facilitate 

Gestalt’s principles beyond the traditional constraints of educational models of 

psychotherapy education (such as within higher education). Thus, it involved an ethical 

community of practice: 

In part of the modules, we talk about doing a social impact project … where 

there's … a positive social change impact. So … that [students are] able to … 

[take Gestalt principles] into the community, and … [the] fundamental 

principles support that well. … Field theory, the phenomenological method, 

relationship; how can you take them into context of building a garden with 

Aboriginal children? – Easily! (Institute Director) 

That freedom to foreground philosophical integrity can be understood in contrast to what 

was argued as the more restrictive context of the higher education mode (described in 

Chapter Seven). 

 The ability to foreground philosophical integrity in professionally accredited 

provision was identified as allowing authentic interactions between players within an 

institute. In this context, authenticity was characterised as those interactions that 

evidenced an appreciation of the unique humanity of a person. Participants described 

Gestalt training in the professionally accredited institutes as implementing the conditions 

promoting genuine human interactions between people, in contrast to the conditions 

found in higher education settings: 

I've got lots of people who have done it [higher education] and they will tell 

me the difference [between higher education and the training here] and that’s 

[why] they come from that … to Gestalt [in the professionally-accredited 

mode] in order to have the real juice, … the real thing. (student) 

The modelling and emphasising of authentic learning engagements by relevant players 

was argued as a core feature of education in the mode: 

Modelling is part of that [authentic education] I think. So how we speak to each 

other and we speak to the students, how we encourage the students to speak to 

each other. I think they’re pretty crucial. (Institute Director) 

I came back to train [at the Institute] and I was like: “Okay this is very different 

to that [a university]. This is quite unique. Unique in the amounts in which you 

are expected to bring yourself and … how much is asked of you in terms of how 

much you bring yourself into the training”. (student) 
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In explanation of those engagements, another student expanded on the concept: 

I have been asked to … be more honest and be more authentic and … that feels 

like a path towards … the kind of wisdom … for me to experiment with different 

ways of being [and] that's … very important. (student) 

Participants across all the modes of provision explained that experiential learning was a 

core feature of a congruent Gestalt educational experience. In reference to professionally 

accredited institutes, participants spoke of Gestalt training providing participative 

educational engagements that emphasised the doing of practices by relevant players 

within the mode. Such engagements were presented as fulfilling the underpinning nature 

of Gestalt-informed professional education: 

[The Gestalt program is] very experiential because it is teaching us both with 

the head and with the heart. So, for me, it's perfect because I function like that. 

So, … both aspects of my nature are fed: I can use my head; I can be as 

intellectual as I wish. (student) 

Facilitating experiential learning was explained as emphasising the design and 

implementation of those learning engagements within the professionally accredited mode: 

The framework is important … for the ideas that I'm talking about. … There is 

a kind of experimental ethos and anti-reductionist ethos [and] the holism is … 

important as well. (student) 

These comments were made as points where the freedom of this mode was 

surmised as being more favourable than the constrained higher education setting. 

Providers in professionally accredited institutes explained that Gestalt professional 

education was required to include broad political underpinnings to maintain its 

philosophical integrity. Facilitating the Gestalt political movement was presented as a 

foundational aspect of Gestalt professional education within relevant institutes: 

[There is] something organically intrinsic about how Gestalt came about and 

everything Fritz8 was about and everything Laura was about. … They were 

German Jews escaping [persecution], and Paul Goodman and his social 

ecology – that's Gestalt. (Institute Director) 

The legacy of the founders was surmised as informing a contemporary political response 

to the context within which Gestalt professional education rested: 

 

8 The individuals articulated in this narrative extract are identified as the founders of Gestalt 

therapy 
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The machine [the contemporary cultural context] don’t give a shit about that 

[human relating]: … there's the machine and the people. … You’re either run 

by the machine or you’re run as the people. … It comes back to that; all the 

people need to up-rise in order for shit to change. (Institute Director) 

The choice to join the professionally accredited mode was presented as involving the 

freedom and imperative to embrace the Gestalt political movement: 

We gotta get that [the Gestalt therapy movement] alive again, and turn that 

into what the hell are we doing? (Institute Director) 

That movement was evidenced by broader learning engagements in the mode: 

I believe that there is a big movement, [a] grassroots movement … that takes 

the direction of authenticity and honesty, … which is driving away from all this 

reductionism [found in other modes of education] – it's in the air. (student) 

Furthermore, it was contrasted with other settings of Gestalt professional education: 

[Higher Education is] fundamentally opposed to [the principles of Gestalt]. … In 

the curriculum [within higher education] there would be not really any space for 

discourses about the machine by the machine. … And the actual conclusion of any 

kind of agitated content I imagine would not be that welcome. (Institute Director) 

The final narrative critiques the conditions found in higher education which was seen as 

being incompatible with the underpinning philosophy of Gestalt therapy theory.  

Curricular Quality 

Curricular quality identifies the extent to which the rigour and quality of an institute’s 

curriculum was seen as being influenced by the mode of provision. The professionally 

accredited mode of provision was described as delivering a strongly professional 

curricula which aimed to develop the skills and disposition required in professional 

settings.  

Institutes situated in the professionally accredited mode were presented as being 

required to comply with standards of relevant professional bodies. However, the quality 

of education was recognised as being promoted through the efforts of the institute 

directors as it was in the non-accredited institutes: 

I think … the history of [Institute name] is based on the philosophy of [its 

founders who instilled a] really intellectually rigorous [academic culture] and 
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they [had] quite strong thoughts about how the education of Gestalt [should be 

approached]. (Institute Director) 

The choice to belong to be a professionally accredited institute was surmised as involving 

the development of a rigorous curriculum which incorporates a stronger professional 

focus over time: 

[Previous Institute name] was very [experiential]. … We’d get half a session 

on group process and … there was theory, but it was a lot more … flowing. … 

Our curriculum's much tighter now because I think over the years, we've 

started to fashion the organisation as … a training Institute. We are training 

people to be Gestalt therapists and that's what we do. (academic staff member) 

Such a curriculum was seen as building strong professional standards for student 

progression through the program: 

 

[There] is a tension between how therapeutic our model might be [and the 

emphasis on rigorous learning within the Institute]. … If there is an issue with 

the student. … I'm leaning towards [deciding that] … [the course] just isn't 

right for them. Maybe they should pause. … I don't want to risk the whole 

groups’ [learning experience] or safety just to hold a student who might not be 

cutting it so to speak. (Institute Director)  

The strong professional focus of the curriculum within the mode was described as being 

evidenced by an emphasis of practical learning engagements within Gestalt training. Such 

engagements were supported structurally by institutes providing a low-cost 

psychotherapy clinic for students to offer therapy to members of the public. While 

previously, an institute’s freedom to design their program was identified, here the 

emphasis on skills-based training was presented as complying with the requirements of 

the relevant professional body: 

[PACFA9 indicated that] we had to do something different than live pieces of 

work. … The original way we examined [final year students] was that the 

fourth-year student … got set up [to do a therapy session] with a first-year 

student and there were two examiners … in that room … and then [they] got 

examined on [one session, once a year]. I think there was something about the 

PACFA accreditation [process] that may [have] wanted us to move to video 

recording or trying to do pieces of work without the facilitators in the room. … 

We brought in the idea of the video recording [in a practice clinic]. (Institute 

Director) 

 

9 The Psychotherapists and Counsellors Association of Australia. 
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That compliance was also identified as allowing the freedom to structure an institute’s 

education program to enhance the opportunities for professional practice and associated 

assessment within the curriculum: 

[Students] who enter the [Institute’s practice] clinic usually have three clients 

per week and then they start to … seek out one or two clients to see if they are 

prepared to be videoed … in the sessions over a period of time. And then we 

started to see if we could use that material as an examination point. … It's 

really much more integrated into the work that they are doing across the year, 

rather than this one random client … coming in at the end of the year. (Institute 

Director) 

The choice to join the professionally accredited mode was presented as a way to leverage 

that freedom in order to promote opportunities for professional skills-based practice. 

Here, the professional focus of the curriculum was described as comparing favourably 

with the more constricted higher education environs: 

The clinic … is in some ways … an opportunity that is … better than a Masters 

… in terms of … doing the work with the … [high] level of support that we 

offer. It doesn't give them a qualification, but it's pretty meaningful, and I've 

noticed that our graduates are getting jobs in a way that they didn't used to. 

(Institute Director) 

The professionally accredited mode was spoken of as enhancing the quality of the 

curriculum by imbuing extensive professional-practice training within an institute’s 

program:  

I have noticed, working with other clinicians that were around my age, or just 

out of university, [that] the preparedness … around the practice work that I’ve 

had, and even the countless hours [of practice and supervision] I’ve had at 

[Institute name]. The 100 hours of [practice] work that I’ve … completed. … 

I’ve had a lot of supervisorial feedback … [which] has really prepared me and 

put me in a really good stance with my clients. (student) 

As explained in reference to non-accredited provision, a humanistic approach is 

central to Gestalt education. In addition to the professional focus of the program, 

participants indicated that relevant institutes had the freedom to design a program 

emphasising Gestalt’s principles. In particular, joining professionally accredited settings 

was articulated as allowing for a humanistic curriculum which emphasised personal 

development in an experiential learning setting: 

We don't teach in rows facing forward, we teach in a circle facing each other. 

Even if we're teaching theory – as if theory can be separated from the process! 

– Mostly it can't. [Students are] working in a circle, working stuff out. [Our 
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program invites students to question] “What do you know about yourself? 

What can you know about yourself?” Or, “What don't you know about yourself 

that you need to know about yourself?” … I don't think you can teach Gestalt 

any other way. (Institute Director) 

The humanistic elements of the curriculum were spoken of as being valued more than the 

credentials gained from higher education settings:  

That sense of self development, … no paper [credential] can give that, and 

there’s something beautiful about that. (student) 

 So, you're going through the training with the group and it's … as much 

about your personal development as it is about … getting a certificate or 

getting the Gestalt stamp of approval. (student) 

 Personal development, also, was recognised as a key feature in the quality of 

professional education: 

[That students] really understand themselves so they can sit in this complex 

work is a key for us. (Institute Director)  

Experiential learning lends itself beautifully to self-reflection, self-awareness, 

[which is] another really good argument for giving [those features] an 

emphasis in the delivery [of the program]. (academic staff member) 

That attention to personal development was presented as promoting another element of  a 

humanistic curriculum – the valued disposition in students – self-reflection and self-

knowing. Therefore, the curriculum was enhanced whereby it is both congruent with 

Gestalt principles and of good quality: 

[The aspect that] I think is very useful about the training program is that 

[students] self-concept gets knocked around – their idea of who they are gets 

knocked around. So, there is something about … [how students are] seen and 

how [they] might be seen and how that’s different to how [they] want to be 

seen. … I think [those reflections are] all possible incarnations in the 

therapeutic relationship. But if the training [does not] include the sort of 

interactive interaction, … [students] might not know [their psychological 

impact on client] until [they’re therapists, after graduation]. (Institute 

Director)  

Professionally accredited institutes were described as enjoying the freedom to build a 

curriculum that is both congruent with Gestalt principles and of good quality by balancing 

professional and humanistic elements, developing skills, disposition, and academic 

reflection:  
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We've got free reign to actually prioritise the skills development, and to teach 

it in a skills-orientated way, and then get them to go and write a paper about 

that – rather than the other way around. (Institute Director)  

The freedom was evidenced by the practice of a Gestalt-congruent curriculum 

emphasising a student’s authentic relating to others: 

There is an alignment [that] I'm being asked [to attend to] in this course. I've 

been asked to be more honest and be more authentic … and that feels … very 

important. That feels like a path towards … wisdom … and … the support that's 

offered here … for me to experiment with different ways of being. That's very 

important. (student) 

The curriculum within the professionally accredited mode was argued as having 

advantages in providing a professional humanistic, good-quality curriculum relative to the 

more constrained higher education setting: 

I would rather do something that’s intrinsically valued, … [rather than] 

something that conforms to the dictates of a bureaucratic system that's … not 

necessarily concerned with living a life of wisdom. (student) 

As in the non-accredited mode, participants from the professionally accredited 

mode said the higher education setting was risking the integrity of a Gestalt curriculum:  

Fundamentally, I think that [positioning our Institute into higher education 

would] change our curriculum and it would change how we’re able to teach. 

(Institute Director) 

That risk was evidenced by viewing the advantages of a freer curriculum relative to those 

found in higher education: 

Because I have trained [in professionally accredited settings, … there is a 

freedom involved, there’s a certain freedom and there’s a certain possibility of 

play. I think there is a certain freedom lost to play [in higher education 

settings] and, when I say play, I mean it in the sense of to be expansive in ways 

that would not be otherwise possible if there wasn’t some of the … higher 

educational constraints. Creativity and spontaneity are significantly reduced 

[in higher education]. (academic staff member) 

The focus on designing a strongly professional curriculum was identified as 

enhancing a student’s personal and professional dispositions within the training setting. 

Such as curriculum was presented as responding to the need to develop a rigorous and 

Gestalt-congruent professional program by incorporating the teaching of preferred 
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abilities10 of students into the curriculum: 

[The documented abilities are] based on Malcolm Parlett’s11 work originally, 

and [then the Institute founder] developed it further, and we have just done 

another incarnation of it. … Basically, it's [seven] personal qualities or … a 

personal ability is what they’re formally called, including capacity for self-

awareness and embodiment. … So, the move that has been towards [building 

the teaching of those attributes into the curriculum] … [means that] in first 

year we’re actually teaching them [the attributes]. (Institute Director) 

The freedom to develop a curriculum based on a student’s attributes was argued as a way 

to build professional rigour into teaching engagements within the professionally 

accredited mode: 

What will change [in our teaching of the curriculum] is the level of inquiry that 

we expect: … the depth of inquiry. …. I think what I would like us to do is to 

get to the point where [students] are actually assessed [in their ability to 

display the abilities] like the other [assessment] tasks [used at the Institute]. 

(Institute Director) 

That professional rigour was described as being demonstrated by using a student’s 

disposition in addition to their academic prowess to inform their progression through a 

course: 

You can end up in a situation with [a student] who doesn't have those personal 

abilities, personal competencies, and [they can] sit the exams and write the 

essays, and they can pass the tasks but actually [they might] not necessarily 

embody the qualities. … They’ve passed the tasks and we still had to fail 

someone. Or even refuse them admission to the next year. (Institute Director) 

The choice to develop such a curriculum in the professionally accredited mode was 

presented as a way of enhancing the prestige of the course: 

[Developing the Personal Abilities Framework has] been a big piece of work 

that we've been working on for the last twelve months really, by the faculty, 

because I think one of [the]things you want [is for] the qualification to mean 

something. (Institute Director) 

While the freedom of an institute to design its program was asserted as promoting 

a strong professional focus, it was also presented as risking its rigour. Here, participants 

 

10 This section is referring to a curriculum document Personal Abilities Framework. The seven 

personal abilities are: self-recognizing, embodying, responding, interrelating, experimenting, 

contextualizing and presence. 

11 Malcom Parlett is a leading figure in Gestalt therapy, known for his writing regarding Field 

theory (1991). 
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referred to relevant institutes having elements that limited the quality of their education, 

particularly in contrast to those institutes within higher education. The absence of an 

external accrediting process was described as relaxing the accountability for designing 

and implementing a quality curriculum: 

I think you can do it [have a formal structure without accreditation] but it 

doesn't matter … whether you inspect what you're doing deeply [or not]. 

There’s no outside force that [is] saying “Come on what’ve you got? How are 

you inspecting it?” (Institute Director in the higher education mode) 

That lack of rigour was presented as negatively impacting of the quality of a course: 

I could critique the [professionally accredited Institute’s] program [by 

asking]: “What is the level of people that we are sending out into the world as 

therapists?” Because the … system of grading [means that a student] could … 

go from year to year to year [without failing] and [at graduation] call 

[themselves] a psychotherapist. (student) 

Consequently, a response was required to ensure the rigour and prestige of training within 

the professionally accredited setting: 

So, if we don’t have a kind of accreditation program to say, “They’ve gone 

through all this and we think they’re going to be a really good therapist”, what 

you … have [instead] is word of mouth. … So, my sense is we need to be very, 

very careful if we’re not accredited … [to ensure] that every single therapist 

that comes out of [the professionally accredited Institute] is a really good one. 

(student) 

In contrast to higher education settings, professionally accredited provision was 

described as risking a reduced emphasis on the theoretical aspects of the curriculum. 

I think there is a risk … [in settings outside higher education of not] staying 

close to what’s been published [in scholarly writing.] … I use published 

because it’s gone through a rigorous process. (academic staff member)  

That risk was argued as reducing the quality of the curriculum relative to that found in 

higher education: 

There’s a level of accountability from published work that’s just not [present 

when relying solely on trainer-student interactions] no matter how fabulous 

the trainer is. So, there’s something about the risk of not … rigorously 

engaging with the underpinning theory [in settings outside of higher 

education]. (academic staff member) 

Academic rigour was presented as being at risk in relevant institutes: 
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I had a student [who completed her training in a professionally accredited 

program] who [joined our higher education Institute] to do the graduate entry. 

… She declared that her experience of Gestalt [at her previous institute] was 

very experiential, and she hadn't done any of the theory and … the implications 

was [that it] isn’t very necessary. I think … [they have the] understanding that 

we don't need that theory if we’re good Gestalt therapists. … I don't agree with 

that, but it's there. … I didn’t try to argue I just said, “your practice will be 

better for being theory informed” (Institute Director from the higher education 

mode) 

There was also identified the risk of not staying abreast of contemporary changes 

in the theorising and practise of Gestalt therapy within the curriculum: 

So, [the issue within professionally accredited provision is] about 

accountability and I feel strongly about staying engaged [with] emerging … 

ideas. … If you read early Gestalt literature and [then] you read the last three 

publications, you’re gonna get a very different emphasis. … If you introduce 

[contemporary theory and its implications for practice] at the training level … 

you have a better chance of instilling that value, or practice, or behaviour than 

if you don’t. (academic staff member)  

These risks were exemplified as limiting the development of a well-rounded graduate 

practitioner: 

[By transferring from the professionally accredited to a higher education 

setting], I could add a whole new dynamism to myself as a theoretician, but 

[here] I do not have the confidence or the backing as one. I think one part [of 

therapy] I do very well… is the experiential stuff, there’s that bit that would 

really help become more holistic [if I learnt more theory]. … I am trying to say 

… that higher education [and its attention to scholarly theorising] I [would] 

find helpful to ground a sense of certainty that I value. (student) 

The lack of recourse to scholarly theorising and writing was seen as risking the 

credibility of Gestalt therapy within the professional context: 

I have [a concern] about [professionally accredited training] weighing in on 

that level [of scholarly writing]. If you only do training [in the professionally-

accredited mode], … where you are not teaching Gestalt therapists how to 

write at that level on their theory and to weigh into it and to develop it more – 

something is lost potentially, and we do become more fringe and [are] taken 

less seriously. (academic staff member) 

As explained earlier, while participants valued the attention paid to the personal 

development of students within the curriculum, some spoke of this as risking their 

educational development. That risk was presented as being particularly relevant during 

experiential learning episodes: 
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We are training people to be Gestalt therapists and that's what we do … but 

that is a tension between how therapeutic our [teaching] model might be. 

(Institute Director)  

The quality of the curriculum within the professionally accredited mode was presented as 

requiring an emphasis on the professional skills of students rather than attending only to 

their personal development: 

Learning in a group, and experientially, … [while important, also presents 

challenges] for training [Gestalt students]. I think it’s incredibly important that 

you [are] not doing group therapy, but you are facilitating a group in the 

service of Gestalt training. I think it can be a real stumbling block, but there’s 

a risk, … if we are not really clear about what sort of group we are facilitating. 

(academic staff member) 

The response to that risk involved academic staff foregrounding the professional 

education of students over personal development:  

So, any individual or group process that takes place in that learning community 

has to always be in the service of the training not the other way around. … I 

think it’s a real developmental process for a Gestalt trainer to really start to 

get clear on what they’re doing and how and how to grasp that … in the service 

of experiential learning. (academic staff member) 

It [attending professional development] got me thinking really clearly about 

what is my role? What are the roles of facilitators? Who are we? Well, we're 

actually, specifically a training Institute. (Institute Director) 

Enhancing the quality of the curriculum by foregrounding the professional 

education of students was explained as a challenge for institutes within the mode because 

of student expectations: 

We're not a personal development Institute but a lot of people still come for 

that reason. (Institute Director) 

Institute leaders identified challenges in finding the balance between professional and 

humanistic foci within the program:  

Since becoming … Director of Training, and my background in education …. 

It does play on my mind quite a bit about what are we doing as a training 

Institute, and how we teach, and what we teach, and how we deliver the 

teaching, and how much we reveal of ourselves, and how transparent we are, 

and … it's quite a minefield actually. (Institute Director) 
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 The foregrounding of a professional curriculum was posited as being enhanced by 

providing post-graduate training to students who were already working in professional 

settings:  

I've always wondered if we should only teach graduates anyway. … Let’s do 

two years training for people who are already psychologists, social workers, 

and OTs [occupational therapists]. (Institute Director) 

The benefit of providing Gestalt as a ‘second training’ emerged as a common 

understanding across the participants It was described as a response to the shortcomings 

of non-credentialed training because it relied on undergraduate courses within higher 

education to provide appropriate credentialing: 

Before [joining our Institute, students are] going to get a structure that already 

has a system. They’ve been accredited by somebody else. (Institute Director) 

So, we were starting to notice that we were getting a lot of graduates coming 

who wanted to continue their studies with us, but they didn't actually need 

another degree. So that's when we thought, “Actually let's start targeting that 

market, where they need their hours for PACFA accreditation, but they want 

to learn a Psychotherapy modality”. And so that's why we decided to go for 

that PACFA accreditation. (Institute Director) 

Relative to those in higher education, professionally accredited institutes were 

described as having the advantage of a flexible curriculum because of students having 

received their formal structured training previously: 

So, in a masters for example, [students] might have a bachelor of counselling 

but because it’s in an accredited higher Ed. [qualification. Institutes in higher 

education] still have to step them through the same [fixed curriculum]. It’s not 

as flexible [as professionally accredited training]. So, in [our professionally 

accredited institute], if you had … a learning group [of post-graduate students] 

who’ve all got five years’ [professional] experience and they’ve got all the 

basics [allowing more professional flexibility for our program]. (academic 

staff member) 

That flexibility was surmised as enhancing the quality and adaptability of a professionally 

accredited Gestalt training curriculum: 

Then you’ve got the flexibility to really meet them at their level and capacity in 

the group.  You don’t have to muck around with sitting with the client for the 

first time or suicide assessment. … There’s flexibility … in professional 

training that is a little more hindered in a higher education delivery. (academic 

staff member) 

It is a quality that was evidenced by efficient and advanced teaching engagements: 
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You know there’s something different about teaching people that have had a 

bit of work done rather than [teaching them] all the way from the beginning. 

[It takes a lot of time and effort to teach novice students through the] 

developmental process of the four years of training program, of deconstructing 

the self, … and then [facilitating] people getting into whatever enormous 

amount of their own regressive process, and then having to sit with another 

[sitting with a client], and so we noticed a real difference in teaching [students 

who had already worked through those issues in prior training] the program 

where that was quite different. (academic staff member) 

The professionally focused specialised curriculum found in professionally accredited 

institutes was presented also as benefiting those students who had an existing 

undergraduate education: 

I think there is a need for honed training that emphasises the clinical work [at 

an advanced level] … because there’s so many bachelors of counselling and 

things like that. That’s [undergraduate training] where they get a good 

introduction and theoretical orientation to what … counselling is.  But … then 

there’s this next stage [in your career that] you enter into … of new skills, and 

there is focusing in on the clinical work and there is something exciting that I 

think Gestalt has to contribute to as a second training. (academic staff 

member)  

Institutional Autonomy 

Institutional autonomy identifies the extent to which provision was identified as either 

facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to make decisions freely and without 

external restraints. As in the non-accredited mode, professionally accredited provision 

was identified as having no accountability to government regulating bodies. Participants 

described institutes in the professionally accredited mode as having the ability to provide 

learning engagements unfettered by external restraints, in contrast to what was seen as the 

more restrained higher education provision: 

There is a freedom involved [in the professionally accredited mode] … and 

there’s a certain possibility of play … and, when I say play [I mean] … to be 

expansive in ways that would not be otherwise possible [in other settings]. 

(academic staff member) 

That freedom was evidenced by an emphasis on learning engagements that 

enhanced the disposition of relevant institutional players, rather than other more 

instrumental outcomes: 
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You're going through the training with the group and it's … as much about 

your personal development as it is about … getting a certificate or getting the 

Gestalt stamp of approval. (student) 

Professionally accredited provision was described as providing freedom in 

teaching engagements in contrast to those found in more restrained higher education 

settings: 

I'm really glad that [my Institute] resisted [joining higher education] … 

[where] we [would] have these bureaucratic frameworks … which are forcing 

practice into a specific mould. At what point do you completely lose the art 

because there is so much compromise? (student) 

The upside is we have almost total control over our curriculum both in 

construction and delivery. (Institute Director) 

That provision was evidenced by an institute’s ability to emphasise a 

professionally skills-based training, in contrast to the restraints of other more 

regulated higher education provision: It looked to me like going down the 

TEQSA12 path would … effectively change what was good about our course – 

the clinic, the 50 hours therapy, all of these things would have to be packaged 

and ‘curriculumised’ in ways that felt like it would be a loss. (Institute Director) 

The autonomy to design a program was identified as a shared feature of non-

accredited and professionally accredited provision. However, the professional focus of the 

curriculum here was explained as a challenge which involved the promotion of 

humanistic education within an institute while also co-opting the benefits of the prestige 

found from adhering to the requirements of professional accreditation: 

[Professionally accredited provision is] a blend of conservatism and growth, 

[incorporating] the conservatism of … accreditation but, within that, you 

implement some change. … So, [the mode works best as being] neither 

completely a change agent … nor completely conservative. (student) 

Such a balance was presented as being advantageous for the holistic development of a 

student: 

[I value the Institute] teaching us both with the head and with the heart. So, for 

me it’s perfect because I function like that, so can have both aspects of my 

nature fed. (student) 

 

12 TEQSA refers to the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Authority and in this case was 

understood as symbolising the higher education sector. 
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Balancing autonomy and recognition within the professionally accredited mode was 

argued as involving an emphasis on teaching valued skills in the training program 

while minimising the barriers to an institute’s autonomy: 

We’ve developed an Advanced Training in Gestalt Therapy. … The idea was 

to offer training for people who already have a baseline qualification, so you’re 

not drawn to all the rigmarole and administration that [attaining 

accreditation] requires. (Institute Director) 

That emphasis on professional skills was described as involving the opportunity for 

institutes to lessen their reliance on professional bodies and to increase their 

autonomy: 

[In our course] we want to teach to personal attributes [of a therapist]. … I 

think about what makes a good therapist … and [that is] … someone who really 

understands themselves, so they can sit in this complex work. [That] is a key 

for us. … I don't have a strong opinion either way [about the value of 

accreditation]. (Institute Director) 

In contrast to non-accredited provision, programs here were identified as being 

restrained by virtue of their alignment to a professional association. The requirements of 

accreditation in joining a professional association were surmised as restraining the 

autonomy of an institute. Some requirements were illustrated as being instrumentally 

irrelevant to a relational psychotherapy course:  

There is a bit of attention [from the accrediting body] around teaching students 

how to do things like telephone counselling … but [our training is] … not 

[a]counselling course. (Institute Director) 

Those and other restraints were presented as being detrimental to an institute’s 

operations: 

We would've been better off getting out of [the professional association and to] 

de-formalise – more like [an Institute in the non-accredited mode] and say: 

“fuck it, it's too hard, we’re not going to do it [reaccredit with the professional 

association]”. … Probably five years ago I would've said let's leave the 

accrediting business. (Institute Director) 

The disadvantages of those restraints were evidenced by the choice to steer away from 

the professionally accredited mode in order to have more institutional autonomy: 

[The professional association] started moving in the direction of accreditation 

and it became a control body rather than an association. … We said, “we’re 

not going to do this [stay in the professionally-accredited mode] anymore”. 

(Institute Director in a non-accredited Institute) 
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Compliance Costs 

Compliance costs identify the extent to which an institute was seen as requiring resources 

in order to join or stay within the given mode. The professionally accredited institutes 

were identified as having minimal costs relative to those in higher education as they were 

not required to comply with government accreditation requirements. Gestalt 

professionally accredited provision emerged here as acceptance of the choice to position 

an institute in order to minimise the burden on its resources. That choice was suggested as 

moving (or staying) away from higher education provision. It was described as being 

informed by a motivation to conserve the resources seen as required to join the higher 

education mode of provision: 

We [the leaders of the Institute] never quite found the decision to go down the 

higher education path. … There was a sense of waning passion and it was a 

big job – it was a huge job. … We'd heard scary stories on the grapevine about 

how time consuming and expensive the process was. (Institute Director) 

That choice was articulated as being facilitated by the changing and increasing 

compliance costs required to maintain accreditation as a higher education provider. In the 

Australian context, that choice was identified as avoiding the federally based Tertiary 

Education Quality Standards Authority (TEQSA) accreditation process: 

We may have [joined the higher education sector] before it became [auspiced 

by] TEQSA. But when it became TEQSA it became apparent just how big it was 

– as a beast. (Institute Director) 

The choice was also explained by a perception that the resourcing required to join 

higher education gave dubious returns: 

[Joining the higher education sector] would cost a lot of money, and time, … 

and we didn't even know that we would get more students because of it. 

(Institute Director) 

Steering away from higher education was described as recognising that small 

institutes, such as those found in Gestalt professional education, have limited resources: 

[I did not want to join higher education because,] … apart from all the extra 

work [involved in accrediting to a higher education body] … I know where it 

[the work] would fall: to “moi”! (Institute Director) 

The disadvantages of resource intensive processes were evidenced by the motivation 

to steer institutes away from the instrumental accreditation processes present in higher 

education:  
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The requirement to maintain compliance with the … department and so on, was 

just so [contributing to] burnout, tiring and so on. So, in my role I became an 

administrator of all of that, rather than what I am actually in this for. (Institute 

Director who reposition from higher education to professionally accredited 

provision) 

Earlier, the freedom to design a course within professionally accredited institutes was 

explained. That freedom was presented as demanding a high degree of responsibly and 

work in leading an institute within the mode. That responsibility made extensive 

demands on institute directors with the institutes being described as small businesses 

with minimal staff and limited resources. Leadership in such a setting was argued as 

resource-intensive which required extensive multitasking: 

The really difficult thing … in this role is that you have to think, … “what's 

happening now? What’s happening in two weeks? What's happening in 18 

months?” – and try and juggle all those things: … attend to this [problem] 

here, and we had a crisis about what happened last week, … and we’ve got to 

renew in three years, and it’s the leaking of the roof, and there's faculty to 

attend to. I recognise that I actually have to do something about it because of 

the stress. (Institute Director) 

Those tasks were presented as requiring a complex mix of demanding leadership 

skills:  

[Leading an institute] certainly takes a lot … of concern and worry associated 

in the running of the business. … It’s almost like [managing] a community 

service, being in this role. (Institute Director) 

Those demands were experienced as stress: 

I think [being a director of a Gestalt institute is] a tough gig. … I remember 

saying: “If I'd known how difficult it was going to be, I would never have done 

this”. … It's thankless. (Institute Director) 

The discourse of resource intensity and the associated stress within the professionally 

accredited institutes were suggested as resulting from a broader social discourse: 

I was letting him [my mentor] know how isolated and burdened, and 

overwhelmed I was feeling in my directorial role, and he said: "But of course 

you are, it's oppressive, you should be feeling like that!" (Institute Director) 

That broader discourse and its resultant resource intensity were described as part of a 

broader dynamic within the contemporary cultural context: 

So, [the reflective question] was “what are the discourses that you're in contact 

with that say that leadership should be like that – the people who are expecting 
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that of you? What are the discourses they're in contact with?” (Institute 

Director) 

Another cost identified by participants involved professionally accredited 

institutes employing the resources required to identify, recruit, develop, and retain 

academic staff. The lack of succession planning for academic staff was spoken of as a 

risk for institutes: 

I just want to flag … that … we don’t have any new trainers being mentored-

up, to step in, so that someone else might take over the Gestalt institute. 

(academic staff member) 

That risk was argued as being exacerbated by the extensive skills required to teach in 

the Gestalt modality: 

I see it [being an academic staff member in a professionally accredited institute] 

as a unique role. … You really need several years to train into being a Gestalt 

trainer, and that’s problematic too because of lack of resources. (academic 

staff member) 

Investing time in succession planning was surmised as an unavoidable drain on 

already extended resources: 

We’ve introduced an intern program this year, but again that also puts another 

demand on the trainer. It’s another thing for them to watch. I think it’s really 

necessary. You need new trainers coming up through the ranks, not the ‘same 

old-same old’ doing it. … [You need to] get new ideas and you’ll keep it [the 

training] vital and dynamic. (Institute Director) 

Student Access 

Student access identifies the extent to which the mode was described as promoting a 

diverse student population within an institute. Typically, those institutes within the 

professionally accredited mode did not have access to state-funded income contingent 

loans, such as FEE-HELP (in the Australian context) and were identified as limiting the 

diversity of students. In the professionally accredited mode of provision, participants 

saw limited financial support for students. The lack of financial support was seen as 

limiting the diversity of the student body within the mode, although some informal 

financial support was offered to some students. Some participants also saw the user-

pays process as enhancing ethical practice as well as student motivation within institutes.  

Participants explained that professionally accredited institutes lacked the access to 

financial resources for students to subsidise their training. The lack of access to benefits, 
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such as income contingent loans (FEE-HELP in the Australian context), was presented as 

limiting students’ access to financial support. This situation necessitated their resort to 

diverse forms of income in order to resource themselves financially: 

Students need to have money in order to do our course because they get no 

FEE-HELP. (Institute Director) 

When I did my training, we began with no support, no student loan or anything. 

We had to provide all our money, so I worked three jobs so I could do it. 

(academic staff member) 

That limited financial support was surmised as hindering some students from accessing 

training within professionally accredited institutes: 

In [professionally accredited provision] you have to have a good amount of 

cash in order to engage [in the course]. (academic staff member from higher 

education provision) 

[I know of] students that already wanted to do it [train in a professionally 

accredited course] but couldn’t afford to because our training was about $5000 

a year. (student) 

Correspondingly, professional-accredited institutes were seen as allowing access 

for already resourced students: 

Everyone can't do it [the course]. It is the privileged people who can do it. 

(student) 

The professionally accredited mode was, accordingly, described as providing training for 

those were financially secure thus minimising the diversity of the student cohort: 

But does that [lack of access to training in the professionally accredited mode] 

take away from the fact that everyone can't do it [the training]? It is the 

privileged people who can do it. (student from higher education) 

The limited access for some students was argued as being associated with institutes 

providing an elitist education despite staying congruent with Gestalt principles: 

If we want to keep our pure Gestalt flavours, … we will be little private 

institutes in civil society that people will need a lot of money to get into, and 

that's how it will work. It is kind of like a capitalist Gestalt training if you like. 

(student) 

As a result, professionally accredited institutes were described as limiting the diversity of 

the student cohort relative to higher education settings: 
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People that don't have money [have challenges joining professionally 

accredited provision], and people ... in [professionally accredited education] 

… need to be well-educated already and … have to have a good amount of cash 

in order to engage [in the training]. … Who gets to be part of that? ... Who gets 

left out of that? And [these issues occur] in [professionally accredited training] 

too actually. … In [higher education] there is some possibility for [the course] 

being more accessible, in terms of educational background in general [and in 

terms of] cultural situation and [the students’] financial … viability, which 

kind of democratises the training a little and that really matters to me. 

(academic staff member in higher education)  

That choice, it was reasoned, risked undermining the aims of Gestalt therapy as an 

inclusive social movement: 

Does [constraining access to training] take away from the value of this 

experiment in living and connecting that [students] are doing? That's the 

question for me it … is something that I'm grappling with. (student) 

Consequently, participants identified the enhancement of access to those from well-

resourced backgrounds whilst limiting those from less resourced  backgrounds as a 

disadvantage of the professionally accredited mode. They provided narratives regarding 

marginalisation extending beyond economic barriers to training: 

If [institutes are] just self-funded, you will end up with white, middle-class 

practitioners. (student)  

That limiting of diversity was described as restrictive to the ability of graduates to 

practice inclusively:  

If [training is] just self-funded you will end up with white, middle-class 

practitioners within institutes who may not be well suited to deal with the 

segment of society [who suffer the most distress, which] … tends to be in a 

minority [for example], women. (student) 

The leaders of professionally accredited providers were presented as requiring 

additional capabilities to compensate for the limited opportunities available for a diverse 

student cohort to access training: 

The indigenous [-focused training program within the course] I [have] wanted 

to get off the ground for a few years because we wanted to … weave through 

[the course] how to get more … people of diverse backgrounds and indigenous 

people … into our training because. … [Those students have been 

disadvantaged because they] need to have money in order to do our course 

because they get no FEE-HELP. (Institute Director) 
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Some participants also observed that professionally accredited institutes provided some 

financial support for identified students: 

We would offer some financial support for existing students who are already in 

the program. If a student had begun with us, was engaged in the program and 

then had financial issues, we would offer them support on a case-by-case basis. 

(Institute Director) 

We wanted to … weave through [our business planning] how to get more 

people of diverse … backgrounds [into our course]. (Institute Director) 

It is also possible that it [a user pays system] results [in] a reduced student 

‘diversity’, but we have a reasonably diverse student group and have come to 

some other arrangements to support some students from diverse backgrounds 

to participate including offering partial or full scholarships. (Institute 

Director) 

The purpose of that action was presented to encourage diversity in the professional 

community through the diversity of graduates: 

And that [providing financial access to students] produces more diversity of 

therapist doesn't it? I mean it really does. (academic staff member) 

It was exemplified as an important feature of enhancing the quality of teaching 

engagements within institutes: 

It would be great if there were many different streams [of education] and 

people will have different [options of educational settings]. … I think access to 

training should be flexible and in order to fish wide, because the wider you fish 

the better [the] chance you had to have good students. (student) 

While the lack of income contingent loans was presented as limiting the diversity 

of the student body, participants saw that limitation as the manner in which institute 

leaders responded to their ethical concerns about FEE-HELP. The potential privatisation 

of FEE-HELP was argued to be an ethical problem that was incompatible with Gestalt’s 

underpinning values. However, this issue was raised by just one participating Institute 

Director: 

They're [the federal government is] going to sell off [the FEE-HELP debt] to 

the banks and put a compound interest, knowing that a lot of the students will 

probably never pay off their FEE-HELP debt, and … [I’ve been] thinking: 

“how is that in its integrity with Gestalt's political origins?” … So, I started to 

feel conflicted about that [the FEE-HELP debt] and I started to feel like we are 

adding to this great vacuous landfill. (Institute Director) 
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This whole illusion that they're [students] not paying for [their education] when 

I get this massive debt at the end of it. It's the kind of “24 months free” 

mentality isn't it? (Institute Director) 

The ethical concern regarding FEE-HELP was explained as an important reason to 

withdraw from that type of financial support for students: 

I didn't feel so comfortable about that [the FEE-HELP debt]. Even though, of 

course … from my perspective it's great to have the FEE-HELP because I know 

that the money's there. I just started to feel like I was out-of-integrity, 

increasingly, and to do that [continuing to provide FEE-HELP] going forward 

I was concerned. (Institute Director) 

As in the non-accredited mode, participants here described students’ self-funding of their 

education as an indicator of their motivation to engage in learning: 

They're [students] not getting FEE-HELP and we've noticed that because 

they're not getting [the training] for free, they invest in it very differently. 

(Institute Director) 

Say some more about that, what did you notice? (researcher) 

Well you know there was definitely people [when their training was subsidised] 

who just didn't take the responsibility [for their learning to the extent] that we 

would have expected and hoped for in their training. You could see that a lot 

of that was: “So what? It's not like I'm paying for it". (Institute Director) 

That choice to join the professionally accredited mode and withdraw from higher 

education was presented as involving an enhanced responsibility for learning in the 

student body: 

We noticed [that] the people that we have in this new program [since leaving 

higher education and joining professionally accredited provision], and [the] 

people this year, … [have] come with a different level of maturity. … I can say 

that they really want this. You’re going to make it work for them, they’re 

invested, they participate, fully themselves. I'm not saying that the others 

didn’t, but it was just a little bit different. (Institute Director) 

These students don't need to be training, they might be drawn to the training 

[for its own sake] and if you’re drawn to the training you might enjoy it. 

(academic staff member) 

One participant spoke of the benefits from a user-pays education system in order to 

engage in elite education that would not usually attract government support through 

income-contingent loans:  



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

139  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

I want to be an elitist. I want to be aware of my own privilege and work and 

mitigate the abuses of that privilege, … but I have a bit to say about … the art 

of psychotherapy. I can imagine loving to do psychotherapy work with people 

who are very articulate about their internal experiences and who identified as 

being on a kind spiritual path. …Which is something that you can [only] do of 

if you’ve got a fair amount of privilege. (student)  

Institutional Sustainability 

Institutional sustainability identifies the extent to which the mode of provision was 

seen as enhancing the ongoing financial security of an institute. The professionally 

accredited mode was described as providing only limited sustainability. Unlike higher 

education provision, professionally accredited institutes were unable to benefit from 

income-contingent loans and were required to respond to enhance their marketability 

to attract fee-paying students. 

Institutes within this mode were described as operating as small enterprises 

with minor incomes providing limited resources with which to fulfil their required 

tasks. That combination of limited financial resources and limited capacity for income 

generation was presented as a significant risk to the ongoing financial viability of 

providing institutes: 

I think there are a lot of characteristics [in the Institute] of the church or 

community group, [rather than of] … a business. … One of the biggest things 

for me to get my head around is – what does to mean to run … a business that 

is essentially a break-even business? (Institute Director) 

Such a situation was presented as implying that professionally accredited institutes 

had only minimal financial sustainability: 

[The Institute is] a small break-even concern. (Institute Director) 

Financial sustainability [is a major issue for directors], even though I am not 

exposed to the balance sheets. It’s not difficult for me, working in a small 

institute, to understand the financial [pressures, and] … the sustainability of 

resources and to experience that. It’s huge! (Academic Staff Member) 

That issue was said to be experienced as emotional stress: 

You [as an Institute Director are] holding a bunch of things in mind – the 

viability of the business, plus the training program, plus yourself as a therapist 

 because you actually have to be that [a therapist] if you’re involved in 

directing training, and that’s a whole bunch of stuff to hold, and that’s difficult 

and stressful. (Institute Director) 
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The limited sustainability was evidenced in the demise of Gestalt training institutes 

across Australasia. In stark contrast with the very small number of contemporary 

providers, the following historical observation was made: 

I started [directing an Institute and] I walk into [the national directors of 

training] meeting and … the whole room’s filled. … [There] … would've been 

representatives from Terrigal, Northern Rivers, there was Zish [in Perth], 

there was Maria [in Brisbane], and Greer [from a different Brisbane Institute]; 

there was Brenda, [in New Zealand]; … there was a lot of people and now 

there's what? Three! And there was a time when there was Rhonda and Phil; 

they were in Sydney and [there was an Institute in Illawarra] … and then there 

was Mike Reed’s and Judy Lueng’s [in Sydney] and [a] whole lot more. 

(Institute Director) 

The lack of success in the marketplace for professionally accredited institutes 

was explained as being caused by the increased competition for students from 

providers in other forms of psychotherapy training: 

My thought is that because there's been all these other [training modalities 

that] have come into being like SE [somatic experiencing] training and SE is a 

flavour of the month, and all of these mindfulness-based [therapies], and ACT 

[Acceptance and Commitment Therapy],  … there's a whole lot more diversity 

and … a whole … bigger menu [of choices] for people too. (Institute Director) 

Professionally accredited institutes emerged as needing to build their marketability to 

enrol a certain number of fee-paying students in their program so that their 

sustainability was ensured. That marketing was argued as creating a tension between 

the recruitment of enough students and a personalised and philosophically congruent 

Gestalt educational experience being maintained: 

You are continually looking to pull people in. Because that allows for the 

economic viability of the business. (Institute Director) 

It seems to be the more you go for the profit, the bigger the scale – the more 

students you start taking and then you start cutting and doing away with things 

like how you engage the students about how they ‘show up13’ in the classroom. 

(Institute Director) 

Having fee-paying students also involved the need for institutes to structure as 

small businesses and to account for efficient classroom practices expected by their 

management. Such efficiency was described as contrasting with the need to instil 

 

13 Here and elsewhere, the articulated term ‘show up’ refers to a person’s dispositional 

qualities in interpersonal interactions. 
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dispositional qualities within students which required time and space Such conditions 

were seen as unimportant to management: 

It’s hard to say to the board of a public company “Well we need time to work 

with what shows up with our students in the classroom you know with their 

behaviour. They’re going to just say ‘What?’” (Institute Director) 

The multitasking required in enhancing the marketability of an institute was described 

experiences of emotional stress for the leaders of professionally accredited institutes: 

I think it [the competing demands] takes away from, potentially, the quality of 

the training in terms of what you are able to provide. … So, then it just not 

healthy. (Institute Director) 

Recruiting fee paying students also involved the challenge of the institute not 

having access to income-contingent loan schemes such as those found in higher 

education provision. That was explained as a reduction in the marketability of 

relevant institutes:  

The fees are much higher [in higher education institutes] but they can afford 

to be because they get the FEE HELP. And every year we think “How are we 

going to get the enrolments?” And “How to make us sustainable?” (Institute 

Director)  

We were … getting calls "I'm interested in studying Gestalt therapy; have you 

got FEE-HELP?" “NO" “Okay, thanks, goodbye". So, it was really concerning 

me how sustainable this [the professionally accredited sector] was. (Institute 

Director) 

Being in a professionally accredited institute also was presented as denying graduates 

access to government-sponsored rebates for their clients. Thus, reducing the 

marketability of an institute: 

I think … about fourteen years ago [when] the Medicare rebate was introduced 

for psychotherapy, [exclusively] for psychologists and social workers, [it] 

changed the sector probably forever. (Institute Director) 

That development was described as a disadvantage in recruiting students into 

professionally accredited institutes relative to other professional education options: 

Some of my friends [who] have done the training [in professionally accredited 

institutes] have said things like … “Gestalt is cutting itself off at the knees 

because … [its graduates do not receive the Medicare rebate]. [In contrast,] 

Social workers can do it [receive the rebate]”. (student) 
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In response to the challenges explained above, leaders of institutes in the 

professionally accredited mode were identified as developing strategies to enhance their 

marketability. A major strategy was explained by participants as involving institutes 

within professionally accredited institutes to form partnerships with higher education 

providers in order to allow credit for students to access credentialed training. Such a 

pathway was presented as a strategy to enhance the sustainability of professionally 

accredited institutes by co-opting the credentialed training offered by other institutes in 

the higher education settings: 

I am hoping we can continue to promote this five-year master through [our 

Institute]in partnership with [a Gestalt Institute in the higher education 

setting] and we will continue to teach a four-year program, basically. That’s 

what I'd like us to be able to do. (Institute Director) 

That pathway was argued to be a way to enhance the marketability of the Institute and 

attract more fee-paying students: 

[I would advise potential students who were not yet qualified as a social worker 

or psychologist to] come and do four years with us, do a fifth year at [the higher 

education Institute] and qualify with a masters and PACFA registration. So, 

you'd have a higher ed. qualification and your accreditation. (Institute 

Director) 

Such partnerships involve students who have completed a four-year program from a 

professionally accredited Institute enrolling in a graduate entry year of study at a 

higher education institute and completing a Master of Gestalt Therapy. One student 

who was considering this pathway spoke of it as being beneficial: 

I like the idea of there being more accessibility to higher ed. if that’s what you 

wish, and I am happy [the masters training is] in [city name] because I get four 

weekends in [that city]. (student)  

However, the requirement to study in another Institute in another town was presented 

as limiting the opportunity to build local professional communities of practice. This 

situation was suggested as a disadvantage:  

It would be really lovely if we could get it [the higher education training] up in 

Melbourne and we have a community that would get it up as well. It would be 

good to roll on from the four year [course] or to have an inclusive fifth year 

that is the master’s program [in my home city]. (student)  
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Graduate Marketability 

Graduate marketability identifies the extent to which graduates of Gestalt professional 

education provision were able to enter their preferred professional workforce. As 

described earlier, although professionally accredited institutes were presented as 

providing the requisite skills and abilities valued in the workplace, in the broader 

professional context – where Gestalt therapy was spoken of as being inferior to other 

contemporary modalities – graduates were challenged in the light of the poor reputational 

legacy of Gestalt. 

 A professionally based curriculum was described by participants as 

providing graduates of the professionally accredited mode with skills in their training that 

were valuable in the workplace. As a result, graduates obtained a strong skills base: 

I have noticed, working with other clinicians that were around my age or just 

out of university, [that] the preparedness that I’ve received around the practice 

work that I’ve had, and even the countless hours I’ve had at the (Institute’s) 

practice clinic, the 100 hours work that I’ve … completed. … I‘ve had a lot of 

supervisorial feedback on that [which] has really prepared me and put me in 

really good stance with my clients. (student) 

That curriculum was presented as offering extensive skills relative to those found in 

higher education settings: 

[Our Institute is] asking students to do 50 hours of therapy and I think it's not 

quite enough and [Gestalt institutes in higher education] have to do therapy as 

a unit and its less than 50 hours. … The clinic … [by its practice skills focus] 

is better than a masters … in terms of … doing the work with the sort of level 

of support that we offer. It doesn't give them a qualification but it's pretty 

meaningful. (Institute Director) 

Those skills were surmised as enhancing graduates’ access to employment: 

The clinic … is in some ways … an opportunity that is … better than a masters 

… in terms of … doing the work with the … [high] level of support that we 

offer. It doesn't give them a qualification, but it's pretty meaningful, and I've 

noticed that our graduates are getting jobs in a way that they didn't used to. 

(Institute Director) 

Beyond the benefits of a professional curriculum, participants explained 

significant challenges for graduates. Gestalt therapy’s professional profile was presented 

as being inferior to other therapy modalities as well as deficient in relation to other 

professional identities such as social work and psychology. Cognitive behavioural therapy 
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(CBT) was described as being of higher value than Gestalt therapy in relevant 

professional contexts: 

It's a real shame that CBT [is valued above Gestalt therapy] and that the 

medical model – the diagnosis-treatment-cure model – [is also valued]. I think 

it is problematic, but I think we have to work with it. (student) 

Furthermore, Gestalt therapy was noted as being of a lesser standing for potential clients: 

I think [there is a perception that] you need to be a CBT practitioner to have 

value to the community. (student) 

That lack of standing was spoken of as being, within the contemporary cultural context, a 

reflection of the valorising of evidence-based therapies such as CBT at the expense of the 

more integrated, holistic approach of Gestalt therapy: 

[The most valued therapy modalities have] been pretty steady and the same for 

quite some time – CBT particularly. Therapies that are pretty much entirely 

based on evidence-based, gold standard studies like CBT … are easy to study 

and easy to get [positive] results for. … They can demonstrate efficacy, not 

necessarily effectiveness but … efficacy so then they become valorised on the 

basis of the data but the problem with them is they are usually de-contextual, 

non-relational, and often not very experiential either. (academic staff member) 

Relative to other modalities, that deficit status was presented as an existential risk for the 

future of Gestalt therapy: 

Being able to … individuate and belong in the thrust and the cut of the practice 

of psychotherapy [is important or else] we can get swallowed up by other 

modalities and become irrelevant. (academic staff member) 

In addition to the diminished view of the modality, some professionals were 

described as having more value than those who had acquired only a Gestalt professionally 

accredited qualification. Those graduates, outside of certain professions such as social 

work or psychology, were not able to gain access to government subsidised counselling 

(Medicare in the Australian context). As noted above, this condition was shared as a 

major disadvantage for graduates from the professionally accredited mode.  It is 

explained as a having similar disadvantages in the following chapter regarding higher 

education provision. Some students, positioning themselves in more advantageous 

training settings, exemplified the situation: 

[Should] I do my masters at [a Gestalt training Institute within higher 

education] next year, or do I do my social work or clin. psych. masters. … 
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There’s a value of being a (Medicare) provider, you see such tremendous 

benefits that you just open up. (student) 

The lack of opportunity for graduates was argued as being a disadvantage by the leaders 

of institutes:  

I think as a fifty something-year-old practitioner of 20 something years’ 

experience … like I’ve worked that shit out for myself and I’m happy to be 

outside the Medicare system but … I’ve been doing this a long time, but we get 

25- or 30-year-old students coming to [the Gestalt Institute] … looking for a 

quick and easy way out into that world [of psychotherapy practice]. I think 

[they would] be better off doing social work. [I would say to them]: “You 

should do psychology”. (Institute Director) 

In addition to having less prestige then other professions, graduates from 

professionally accredited institutes did not receive a higher education credential. The lack 

of a credential was explained as undermining their marketability in professional settings: 

I’m about to complete my four years [of study in a professionally accredited 

institute] and I am querying [that], asides from [the] amazing practice work 

and the development of myself as a therapist, what do I then receive from [my 

training]? And how am I recognised by [my] organisation … [in] community 

services with a … relational Gestalt psychotherapy [certificate]? (student) 

The lack of a higher education credential was spoken of as diminishing the recognition 

and prestige of Gestalt professional training: 

If you don’t go [along] the higher education qualification route, I don’t think 

you have the same profile. There’s something about contending at that level 

that you know the profile of Gestalt therapy: … we do become more fringe and 

[are] … taken less seriously. (academic staff member)  

This absence of recognition was exemplified as being managed by graduates though their 

leveraging other aspects of their professional identity, apart from their Gestalt training in 

order to enhance their professional standing:  

I find myself in points of difference, major points of difference with clinicians 

who have far better, quote-unquote, education than I do. … It kind of creates a 

power unbalance. … Thank God, I have some cultural capital that I have been 

able to create within my industry … that’s taken me five or six years to build. 

… How much weight do [those trained in professionally accredited institutes] 

have in that wider spectrum, in community services, and in clinical practice? 

… I have found [the lack of professional standing] incredibly frustrating, 

especially when working in a cohort of other clinicians. (student) 
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The marketability of graduates was surmised as being diminished by the 

historically negative perception of Gestalt practice. Participants saw contemporary Gestalt 

practitioners as being judged negatively by other professionals. This supposition was 

based on the perceived behaviours of prominent Gestalt practitioners in the past:  

I think that we're misunderstood by our peers … a lot of the time. And that our 

reputation still seems to be linked to the terrible 70s to 90s period. (student) 

Those behaviours were seen as technical practices for example, the empty chair 

technique14 which was developed in the early phases of Gestalt therapy. Practices such as 

these were presented as a symbol of the lack of understanding of contemporary Gestalt 

therapy: 

I am going to sound critical here of Gestalt, when people speak to me and ask 

me what Gestalt is, their automatic thought process is “Oh yeah, so when you 

do empty chair” And I am like: “Man, I have never done empty chair!” And a 

lot of people don’t, and some do and that’s cool too. (student) 

This poor perception of Gestalt therapy was described as being perpetuated in 

contemporary times by professional education engagements outside of Gestalt 

professional education: 

When people go through psychology degrees [they] have [just] one section in 

their books [about] Gestalt and it will be empty chair and it will be Fritz. … 

And how we’re perceived is a massive hindrance to what we can do. (student) 

 Other professional settings also provided examples of this context: 

I went to a professional development [and the presenter] was talking about 

therapy modalities and “lo and behold!” he picked out Gestalt and started 

ripping into Fritz Perls and said, “this is the worst thing I have ever seen”. 

There was myself and another practitioner there, and he didn’t ask for a show 

of hands until after he’d done the damage and I thought, “Christ this is awful, 

it is really awful”. He said, “Is there anyone in the room that is Gestalt 

trained”? (student) 

Those perceptions were suggested as having real disadvantages regarding graduate 

acceptability in professional settings:  

I was trying to get a placement and I would not get a placement for love or 

money because I was studying Gestalt. Had I been doing any one of a number 

 

14 The empty chair technique is a therapeutic exercise developed by Gestalt therapy to 

facilitate a dialogue between split parts of the self. It consists of a client speaking to one of their ‘parts’ 

often imagined in an adjacent empty chair.  
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of mediocre to piss-poor counselling programs, the door would have been wide 

open. (student) 

Summary 

This section summarises the patterns described above on each of the seven 

dimensions. My analysis of the findings indicates that the philosophical integrity of 

institutes within the professionally accredited mode was intact. Participants suggested 

that the core elements of the humanistic and existential strivings of Gestalt therapy, 

including experiential learning and an emphasis on an authentic disposition of all 

institutional players, were present in the educational engagements within the mode. 

The data also indicated that the experiential and didactic teaching of Gestalt principles 

in the classroom was achieved through the lens of the four pillars of Gestalt therapy.  

Furthermore, the more radical elements of Gestalt therapy’s political movement were 

seen as important by some institutional leaders. 

My analysis of the data indicates that the freedom associated with being in the 

professionally accredited mode offered several advantages but some disadvantages 

regarding the quality of curricula produced by institutes. Curricular rigour and integrity 

were enhanced by the freedom to design a curriculum which focused on the personal 

attributes and skills of students. The choice to conduct a low-cost student clinic was a 

strategy to support both the personal and professional skills within the curriculum. The 

emphasis on personal development within the mode was a risk to the quality of a course if 

it was emphasised over educational aims. The lack of surveillance and resultant freedom 

in the mode also risked the quality if the curriculum by diminishing scholarly attention to 

contemporary theory. The quality of the curriculum is an important feature of the 

professional reputation of graduates from institutes in the mode.  

In relation to institutional autonomy, data indications showed that the 

professionally accredited mode allowed significant institutional autonomy, especially 

when compared to higher education provision. That freedom was beneficial to 

providing a curriculum that was congruent with Gestalt principles while also co-

opting the benefits of professional accreditation. Those benefits were recognised in 

the education market. However, the instrumental and controlling elements of 

accreditation were restraining, to some extent. the autonomy of institutes’ teaching 

practices in the mode. The disadvantage of that constraint contrasted with the 
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recognition of being associated with a professional accreditation offered institute. 

While the freedom and recognition afforded within the professionally accredited 

mode was advantageous, the limited financial support offered to those institutes from 

the government was disadvantageous.  

The professionally accredited mode of provision was shown to be resource 

intensive. The time and emotional resources of the directors were stretched as the 

consequence of the need to ensure the financial sustainability of institutes. Although 

professionally accredited provision was less resource intensive than higher education 

provision, it required more resources than the non-accredited mode. 

A strong implication emerged from the data suggesting that institutes within the 

professionally accredited mode allowed access to only limited financial support for 

students. Institutes were not able to access the benefits such as the income contingent 

loans of government-based support. Therefore, only limited support for identified 

individual students could be provided. The lack of access to financial support facilitated 

access by white middle-class students and hindered access by those from lower socio-

economic groups. The resulting lack of student diversity presented an ethical challenge to 

Gestalt’s therapy’s humanistic values of striving for justice and access to education based 

on merit. Institutes found that they needed to develop their own responses to that 

challenge by supporting certain identified students financially as well as by developing 

programs to encourage access to students from identified groups. The lack of 

government-based support for those within the mode resulted in most students needing to 

self-fund their study. FEE-HELP, the opted solution, was seen as an unethical scheme, 

which promoted debt and risked being privatised to the banks. That perception was an 

important consideration which led to one Institute joining the professionally accredited 

mode of provision. 

Institutes in the professionally accredited mode of provision were also shown to 

be challenged in maintaining financial sustainability. Those challenges involved the small 

size of Gestalt institutes, the limited access to government-sponsored rebates, and the 

difficulty in recruiting a sufficient number of fee-paying students. Providers within the 

mode responded to the lack of prestige in non-credentialed training by developing 

partnerships with higher education providers. Fee-paying students were a significant 

source of income. However, student numbers were influenced by market factors such as 
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competition from other forms of psychotherapy training, as well as the lack of access to 

the state-funded rebate for graduates. 

A positive outcome emanating from the data revealed that the skills-based 

training within the professionally accredited mode offered graduates some credibility and 

recognition that was attractive in professional settings. However, in contrast, significant 

barriers to the acceptability of graduates from the mode were apparent. Gestalt therapy 

was seen as having structural disadvantages for graduates because it was devalued 

relative to other modalities such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Some Gestalt 

therapists, who were not also members of certain professions (such as psychology) did 

not have access to benefits such as the Medicare rebate. These disadvantages exemplified 

the limited acceptability of graduates in the professionally accredited mode of provision.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

HIGHER EDUCATION 

Introduction 

This chapter identifies and describes selected responses of the research participants vis-à-

vis the mode of Higher Education provision. That mode describes those Gestalt education 

institutes that are accredited to offer a formal training program in a post-compulsory 

education setting. They are also regulated by a professional association. 

The seven dimensions applied in the previous two chapters to cluster participants’ 

responses about the advantages, disadvantages, challenges, and responses across the 

modes of provision are reapplied here. The same order is maintained in order to facilitate 

comparison across the three modes of provision. The main ideas expressed by the 

participants are explained in the body of this chapter. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of each dimension.  

All participants from higher education institutes contributed to the narratives 

below while participants from each of the other institutes (in other modes of provision) 

made points about the higher education mode. Usually, those points were made about the 

mode of provision rather than the target institutes in this study. They have been included 

where appropriate in the accounts below. The points displayed and described below were 

drawn from the individual interviews, the focus group at the Gestalt Australia and New 

Zealand conference in 2017, and the focus group comprising the academic staff and 

directors of one Institute from the higher education mode conducted in 2017. 

Philosophical Integrity 

Philosophical integrity identifies the extent in which Gestalt professional education 

provision was understood as either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to 

conform to the underlying philosophy of Gestalt therapy. The higher education mode was 

discussed as conforming to some of the philosophical underpinnings of Gestalt therapy 

because it promoted experiential and relational teaching engagements. However, 

participants spoke of a tension between compliance with the constraints of higher 

education and the freedom required to offer a humanistic program. That constraint can be 
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understood in terms of its contrast to the freedoms afforded to those institutes in other 

modes of provision as explained in the previous two chapters.  

As was the case in the other two modes of provision (explained in the previous 

two chapters) for higher education providers, experiential training was presented as the 

core underpinning feature of an education congruent with Gestalt education: 

Gestalt is an experiential approach. … It's a humanistic approach – but its guts 

for me happen in its ability to centre an experience comfortably, and work with 

the experience of another person comfortably and you only do that through 

having experiential training. (academic staff member) 

Experiential learning was identified as a core aspect of Gestalt education’s philosophy: 

The most important [aspect of Gestalt education is] that it's experiential, that 

it's embodied, it’s ‘in the room’, so, it's experiential. It is embodied. (student) 

Philosophical integrity within higher education institutes was described as an 

important feature of their education programs.  As a result, these institutes were required 

to teach explicitly using Gestalt principles in their program:  

[Institutes need] to be true to the method as you're teaching it – so [it]is 

phenomenological – and to build awareness. (Institute Director) 

Also, it was argued that the teaching of Gestalt principles ensured dedication to the 

undergirding philosophy in the face of pressures to downplay its importance: 

I do believe, even more now, as a practising Gestalt therapist, that it is 

important that we still engage over-and-over with these fundamental concepts 

of Gestalt therapy – and get more clarity – and not turn away from it. Because, 

… if you turn away from these concepts and philosophy you will turn away 

from Gestalt as well! (Institute Director) 

Additionally, it was asserted that the teaching of the underpinning principles of Gestalt 

within higher education institutes was an essential element of a congruent program: 

I think what we do is – we have a very sophisticated base. … In order to be a 

Gestalt therapist – to be here and now, dialogical, phenomenological, 

relational, field sensitive, and … experiential … and you got to have a holistic 

approach – which is another theoretical base, you’ve got to have an existential 

understanding of what it means to be human – that’s another base. … [Gestalt 

therapy has] a whole sophisticated complex way of engaging with the other, 

that’s what’s unique. (Institute Director) 

The features of such a philosophically coherent Gestalt education program were presented 

as being common across the modes of provision, especially experiential learning with 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

152  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

reference to the ‘four pillars’15 of Gestalt therapy. The balancing of theory and practice 

was illustrated as contributing to the philosophical integrity of an institute’s program. 

Integrated learning engagements that entwined experiential learning and more didactic 

teaching episodes were understood to enhance the insight of a student: 

I feel that [my Institute] bridges that [balancing the teaching of theory and 

experiential learning] very well. We do both, … you get given experiential 

learning, you get given process experiences that will help you … find your a-

ha's. (academic staff member)  

That balance was argued as enhancing a program’s philosophical integrity by honouring 

the rich history of Gestalt theory: 

And you're also going to be strongly resourced in a whole body of literature 

and theory that … encompasses the last sixty years. (academic staff member) 

Balancing theory and practice were explained as an essential feature of Gestalt 

professional education within higher education as well as a unique relative to other 

education settings: 

I'll start with the style of teaching because I have a particular bias – I am an 

absolute believer in experiential learning – so I think there has to be a lot of 

experiential learning … not just exercises. … So I'm passionate about that and 

one of my sadness’s about having to let go of the whole place here, and having 

had it disbanded – is that [that is lost] … and unless we recreate something it's 

hard to find a place to have that. (Institute Director) 

Previous explanations regarding the two other modes of provision indicated that 

authentic learning engagements were a valued feature of philosophical integrity within 

institutes. Similarly, the implementation of conditions promoting genuine encounters 

between students and academic staff were described as facilitating that integrity. Those 

conditions included the practice of teachers engaging with students beyond the 

instrumental limits of their role: 

And it's also something for me, Paddy, about being congruent. So, I come back 

to the personal and professional. … I … want to model to students that this isn't 

just about transacting money – that if we care, we care – and there might be a 

cost involved in that. … I feel like if I go the extra mile, people can see … how 

that works in community … and what a difference a bit of love and a bit of extra 

 

15 The four pillars are principles that, according to some literature (Yontef & Jacobs, 2005) 

define and constrain the practice of Gestalt therapy. They are, phenomenology, field theory, existential 

dialogue, and experimentation. 

 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

153  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

care made for them, … so that has a bigger more congruent piece about that 

for me too. (academic staff member) 

Authentic teaching engagements were exemplified also as important signifiers of a 

congruent practice congruent with Gestalt philosophy: 

That was definitely a more of a supportive, collaborative way of teaching – 

which is very Gestalt, it is not “I am lecturer and … I know everything” … and 

that the facilitator or leader is … very much bringing themselves – every single 

year with every single facilitator it's been like that. There is transparency – an 

emotional transparency – that's what it is – an emotional transparency. 

(student) 

Authenticity was presented as a defining feature of Gestalt professional education:  

Yes, and the transparency of the facilitators, in the walking of the talk, and the 

experience of the facilitators cannot be replaced, otherwise the training will 

lose its essence. (student) 

Reports from participants regarding the other modes, explained in previous 

chapters, suggested that the personal development of a students was an essential aspect of 

a program congruent with Gestalt philosophy. Moreover, higher education institutes were 

explained as promoting self-awareness and personal growth in students through 

therapeutic group-work and personal therapy. Those practices were exemplified as a 

valued aspect of Gestalt professional education:  

I think for me, in the beginning, the most important part [of my training] was 

the self-healing, realisation and actualisation: … really getting into myself and 

having a safe place to do that. (student) 

Individualistic therapy was presented as an essential part of philosophically sound Gestalt 

therapist training: 

Because I think being an effective therapist … it's not just a matter of 

frameworks … it's actually a human meeting. … I think the focus on personal 

therapy is … if I was going to design a psychotherapy course program – it's a 

baseline requirement, non-negotiable. … The significant thing that I valued in 

the training is personal therapy. (student) 

Facilitating self-awareness was asserted to be an avenue to the development of preferred 

attributes for students: 

I think it's incredibly important in Gestalt education to sensitise people to who 

they are … and … what is so precious for me about Gestalt [is that] … the 

education provides that experience – of students being inquiring into 

themselves and raising their own awareness. (academic staff member) 
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In contrast to programs found in a university, higher education Gestalt institutes 

were illustrated as offering curricula that allowed conditions favourable to philosophical 

integrity. Gestalt higher education provision was described as being aligned to Gestalt’s 

collaborative strivings and preferable to university settings: 

I feel like [Institute name] does a really good job of making it collaborative 

and not competitive, so there is no academic prize which is fucking great! … 

No academic medal is really good … so … we all share articles … we have the 

study group which is brilliant. … There gets a real comradery. (student) 

Maintaining philosophical integrity was spoken of as involving institutes in practices that 

supported Gestalt’s emphasis on human relationships as opposed to some practices 

evident in other higher education settings:  

The strength of our program is that’s its face-to-face. That’s the strength of our 

program because so much learning [in other higher education settings] is 

going online. … Much of it is online. … [Those educational settings] are 

sucking the communal, relational out of education – so that it’s become an 

individual effort to achieve a degree. And it doesn’t really matter if there’s any 

personal growth. (Institute Director) 

That contrast was further presented as enhancing the structures of teaching and the 

disposition of academic staff during learning engagements: 

There's a lot of learning that happens in the group. In the group dynamic its 

huge, it’s huge, it's a different way. I mean, just sitting in a circle to learn is 

very un-university. … There is something … about facilitators and teachers 

being very open to many different forms of knowledge. … It's very dynamic in 

that way. It's not rigid. … [There’s] a space for spirituality, and for people’s 

sexuality and for … different ways of being in the world which is how the world 

is. (student) 

Thus, the philosophically Gestalt-congruent practices were presented in 

contradistinction to the constraints found in higher education settings. Participants argued 

that Gestalt within higher education provision involved teaching processes that shaped 

and restrained learning engagements in the classroom in ways that were contrary to those 

of Gestalt therapy theory. It was understood that the requirements of accrediting bodies 

were contrary to the more experimental practices valued in Gestalt therapy:  

It [the requirements of accreditation] sucks the life out of it [the Institute’s 

curriculum]. (academic staff member) 

Likewise, the outcome-driven nature of the higher education curriculum was spoken of as 

being at odds with process-orientated practices valued in Gestalt therapy: 
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It was quite outcome-driven. …. Outcome-driven within the particular time-

frames. So, we were trying to run a developmental model and they wanted an 

outcome model. (Institute Director) 

 The limiting nature of higher education was illustrated through a polarity between 

Gestalt therapy’s humanistic learning processes and the requirements of the government 

regulators:  

We were trying to have this free-flowing creative approach to working with 

others and [we were being] expansive and creative … and at the same moment 

we're trying to tick small boxes with small squares to meet our compliance 

requirements and how crazy-making that process gets to be when you put it out 

to its extremes. (Institute Director)  

That polarity was illustrated as holding incompatible positions:  

I think that tension between try to do this [humanistic education] and that at 

the same time [we were] a square peg in the round hole. [We tried to teach 

the] flowy stuff all at the same time! [It all] got to feel really constraining and 

confusing for some people and too hard, which is my words, not the words they 

would have used. It’s a bit sad really. (Institute Director) 

 What do they value in terms of their checkboxes? (Researcher) 

The basic fundamental educational principles, and by that, I mean it was quite 

outcome-driven. So … outcome-driven within the particular timeframes. … We 

were trying to run a developmental model and they wanted an outcome model. 

And I'm sure this is not unfamiliar to you. (Institute Director) 

The need for higher education institutes to comply with government-regulated processes 

was exemplified as a constraining and difficult aspect of their operation: 

There was a liberation when we were no longer allied in with the qualification 

board. … I felt in these older trainers they were like “Oh thank … God for 

that!” (academic staff member) 

In addition to those broader constraints, the curriculum in higher education institutes was 

described as limiting providers’ ability to maintain philosophical integrity. That limitation 

was surmised to be a tension between adhering to a fixed curriculum and facilitating 

emergent experiential learning engagements: 

[I have] been a guardian, or maybe a safe-guarder of the year-level 

curriculum. There's a degree of stress and responsibility in that … and there's 

[also a] responsibility [that results in] … a choice not [to adhere to a 

curriculum] too [in the service of working with an immediate group process]. 

[But if] I do that, there’ll be a consequence for what else doesn't get taught. 

(academic staff member) 
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Higher education was described as constraining Gestalt teaching processes and requiring 

adherence to the demands of the curriculum: 

[There is a] tension as an educator – between … here I am in the moment and 

what emerges [from immediate experience] – the spontaneity – and the 

structures of the master’s program … in the syllabus. (academic staff member) 

That tension was exemplified further by the challenge of balancing spontaneous learning 

processes and adherence to a fixed structure when teaching the same content multiple 

times:  

This tension … in my experience … [is in] the way that it’s [the curriculum] 

structured. I get to repeat the experience I’ve just had with one group, and the 

next group and … [there is] something very particular about that – where 

[there’s] something about honouring the emergent, the experiential, the 

creative – and something very structural about having to repeat it and do it 

again straight away the second time. … The second time is always less good 

for me. (academic staff member) 

The curriculum within higher education institutes was argued to be a limiting factor in the 

student learning experience. The requirements of a structured curriculum with a program 

presented as lacking enlivening learning engagements. As well, it undermined the 

energising and cathartic elements of Gestalt professional education: 

I know that Gestalt has its roots in some really crazy stuff. … We've gone there 

sometimes – but I know that I feel like I … would like it to be a bit more–wild: 

…  more of the music, more of the psycho-drama, more of the dream 

interpretation, more of that. I know you've got to tick boxes as well. … I know 

you've got your criteria to meet, so sometimes for me there's a bit too much 

dryness. It did feel like university sometimes: it felt like … we’ve got to learn 

about this particular topic because this is part of what the government wants 

the institute to do. (student) 

The higher education setting was spoken of as being incompatible with Gestalt’s more 

radical practices:  

The advantage of Gestalt therapy for me was about taking risks, being 

unedited, being intense, being experimental, ... but those don't fit well within 

structured education. … It's a crazy, wild practice. (student) 

One student, who had experienced training in other Gestalt institutes, remarked how 

higher education provision emphasised a curriculum’s content and limited 

experiential learning: 
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There's a bit more content that needs to be taught overall. I can see the juggling 

act … and I can see that at times our process focus has shrunk a little bit. I can 

see that because content needs to be taught, that the time spent on process has 

shrunk, and that can become an issue if it takes away from … the essence of … 

Gestalt therapy. (student) 

The regulatory requirements for those institutes within higher education were described 

as compromising its philosophical integrity: 

So, we're trying to have this free-flowing creative approach to working with 

others: … expansive and creative. … And at the same moment we're trying to 

tick small boxes with small squares to meet our compliance requirements and 

how crazy-making that process gets to be when you put it out to its extremes. 

(Institute Director) 

Such requirements were considered to be risking the authenticity of an institute’s 

reporting processes:  

Yeah and I actually wonder … about the authenticity of this [reporting to the 

regulating body] and still do that authentically and thoroughly – that would 

just be easy to tick-the-boxes. (Institute Director) 

They were illustrated as contrary to the practices of Gestalt therapy: 

I think we got to the point where even the trainees started to feel, and the 

trainers were certainly starting to feel, we're trying to do this [Gestalt practice] 

while we are filling in forms that look like that. … It was moving that way and 

the trainers didn't like it and I know that some trainers didn't like it to such an 

extent that they decided to leave. (academic staff member) 

The accreditation process was shown to be emphasising the structural elements of the 

institute’s program rather than its teaching practices: 

They are concerned about the instrumentality of education. So, they're 

concerned that you have got curriculum that you deliver; that you have got the 

appropriate number of faculty, academic staff; that you have got suitable 

assessment process; that you that you've got suitable economic processes; that 

you've got the body that oversee you. So, they're concerned about the value of 

the degree, and they're concerned about student welfare. I think, and students 

not getting a raw deal. So, it's an instrumental process rather than a 

pedagogical process. (Institute Director)  

As a counterpoint, one participant commented that the compliance requirements 

of higher education provision did not impact negatively on an institute’s ability to teach a 

balanced, philosophically congruent curriculum:  
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Well, I want to say that I don't think they [TEQSA16] inspect our pedagogy. I 

think … the way we teach – I don't think [that is] inspected … I think the 

regulatory authorities are incredibly satisfied with the way we teach the 

pedagogy. So, our program is experiential, it is field sensitive, it is dialogical, 

it's relational, it is phenomenological. (Institute Director) 

While higher education settings were argued to be constraining Gestalt education’s ability 

to promote its philosophical integrity, participants also saw broader contextual causes for 

such an impact. The values of the contemporary culture were presented as not favouring 

the holism promoted in Gestalt therapy theory: 

There’s the risks involved [in good Gestalt education] and it's important to 

have a place … to take risks. So, risks in moving [the body], and embodiment. 

… And, of course, that's not well understood at all in our culture. (academic 

staff member) 

 Furthermore, contemporary education practices were described as valuing practices 

different to those in Gestalt professional education, especially within the higher education 

sector: 

I think [contemporary higher education is] done for the most part from the 

position of expert, didactically not so much experientially. (student) 

The modern-day emphasis of cognitive understanding in contemporary education models 

was postulated to be limiting the holistic education valued in Gestalt theory: 

In our culture, I would say that the intellectual mind is valued greatly. … [That 

is] content and knowledge – and the person receiving the knowledge is not so 

important. … It [education in higher education settings] is also very much 

based on cognition and the head, rather than “What else is there? What is the 

person made of? What else [do we need] to learn – you know?” It’s like only 

my head can learn. There’s maybe so much more in me that can learn – that 

can receive. (student) 

That emphasis on cognitive education in the contemporary cultural context was asserted 

to be limiting the relational quality of professional psychotherapy education:  

The role of the educators in our culture is to find ways to help people to learn 

cognitively: to breakdown … knowledge to little bits. … [In the] psychotherapy 

education [context]… [there] may be some role-plays to make it more 

applicable. However, the role-play is not real and all of that just focuses on 

how the teacher can pass knowledge – cognitive knowledge – … on to the 

 

16 TEQSA is the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Authority, responsible for accrediting 

Higher education providers in Australia. 
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student. I think in a way that the educator is also disengaged. The educator is 

also disengaged from students as well. (academic staff member) 

The importance of efficiency in education (and therapy) was also emphasised in 

the contemporary culture. Such an emphasis was surmised as both a threat to, and 

different from, the typical practice of Gestalt professional education. Some research 

participants linked the efficiency of education with the contemporary emphasis on 

efficient therapy: 

What’s valued is expertise, and what people want is to be fixed. … My sense is, 

in that kind of transactional model – “I have a problem, I'm short on time, I've 

got some cash, and I'd like you to fix me and fix the problem by making it go 

away”. (academic staff member) 

Practices valued in Gestalt therapy were presented as being undervalued in the 

contemporary culture. Some Gestalt practitioners were exemplified as responding to that 

diminished valuing by engaging in more efficient and commercial practices: 

Models of therapy, which values uncertainty and values the relationship – 

values the use of self – and values existential enquiry. It is not bloody time or 

resource efficient – so it's pretty unsexy – and you know I think some people 

kind of turn Gestalt therapy into that. Some of our students have turned Gestalt 

therapy into something that you can blog about and something … you can turn 

into bite size pieces – and I get why they do that. (academic staff member) 

One participant saw these issues differently from others, in recognising a multifaceted 

response to the contemporary culture. She asserted that those practices emphasised in 

Gestalt education were valued by individuals in her community. She also noted the 

difference between Gestalt education and some of the values of the culture in which her 

institute was located: 

It’s interesting. … I think the community value our way of educating. I think 

the broad community want to be seen and want to engage with others, but it’s 

not efficient. It is not pragmatic … It’s not instrumental to business. But it’s 

absolutely instrumental for business, but people don’t know that and other 

institutions don’t know it! (Institute Director) 

The features of constraint explained above were presented as necessitating a 

response from Gestalt educators. Like those in the other modes of provision, participants 

in this case saw that response as providing integrity to Gestalt teaching during classes. 

Providing a philosophically congruent education was described as being important:  
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I think our method of education … is based on our method of Gestalt therapy, 

so we honour the dialogical and relational between students. We get too much 

of it, it drives us crazy! But we honour it. We honour that they’re all adults in 

their world and their incredible challenges and life issues – and they are 

engaging in education and we honour the field they come from. Yeah, we 

honour the holism of it. (Institute Director) 

Teaching with philosophical integrity was considered as managing the balance of external 

requirements along with immediate interactions with students: 

The word that comes up for me is ‘dance’. Dance between both places, the 

place between “okay I'm just going to move between responsive and what's 

happening now moving with that”. And then the part of me where I got to 

remember what I've got to do what I've got to say and what I've got to teach. 

… It's like a dance and … holding that [tension] in my own awareness but that's 

what I'm doing. (academic staff member) 

Congruent classroom engagements were proposed as a strategy by educators to weave 

experiential learning into their teaching engagements within set curricula: 

[I work by] teaching from the method – what that means for me is that I'm 

curious and engaged in how I as the … teacher make contact with the people 

that are there – and how they make contact – and even with a didactic delivery 

[I ensure that I am] referencing again and again and again about what they're 

aware of [experientially].… As the facilitator, I'm interested in how I'm in 

relationship [with them] and how they are in a relationship with one another 

and how there [is a] relationship to the [theoretical] content. (academic staff 

member) 

It was illustrated as a key teaching strategy in promoting philosophical integrity in Gestalt 

professional education: 

There's … a sense of some fixed body of knowledge that we value and then 

bring it into the relationship. It has an emergent equality: … the environment 

keeps developing and I think our content's a little like that. … We bring content 

as … it emerges in a group, and in the relationship and the environment there's 

a reflective quality about the way it develops and deepens. (academic staff 

member) 

 Coherent classroom engagements were identified as being valued for their 

emphasis on the development of students’ experience within a constructivist 

epistemology: 

[The students] need to understand and feel that experience, … and this cannot 

be done anywhere else – so for me teaching content is very important: … to 

have meaning-making around these different processes that happen. … 
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However, [content] cannot ever take precedence over the experience of being 

a Gestalt therapist. (academic staff member) 

The classroom was described as the venue to promote authentic teaching engagements: 

And for me there's something important about … my … transparency in the 

processes as well. … That's the complexity of how the methodology is … 

informing concurrently, the different aspects, the pillars if you like, and then 

[I] try to see … in a fairly transparent way [that] I’m teaching or facilitating 

or so they’re actually learning what's happening while they’re experiencing 

what's happening. (academic staff member) 

The philosophical integrity of classroom engagements was identified as being enhanced 

by the structure of the classroom. That structure was described as a group setting where 

experiential interpersonal engagements and holistic learning were emphasised: 

[Group processes are] very important … and there's a lot of learning that 

happens in the group, in the group dynamic – it’s huge! … I think there is 

something … about … teachers being very open to many different forms of 

knowledge … openness to all different ways of being or thinking – it's very 

dynamic in that way, it's not rigid.… [There is] a space for spirituality and for 

people’s sexuality and for … different ways of being in the world. (student) 

The structure also allowed for a relational style of learning exemplified by the set-up of 

the classroom space at the institute: 

It's a different way [of learning]. I mean, just sitting in a circle to learn is very 

un-university. It is quite opposite to [having] someone in the front. I know they 

try to do the circular tables – but it's not quite same you know. (student) 

That group structure was presented as a vehicle allowing academic staff to promote 

philosophically congruent experiential episodes in the classroom: 

Participant One:   And another thing. The importance of group process, where you 

learn to live with difference rather than [to] try to smash it. (academic staff 

member) 

Participant Two:  Yes absolutely! And to move … through that confluence. 

[From] “I love everyone” – to, “oh we are different! How do we then be with 

one another when there’s difference?” It’s fantastic learning. (Institute Director) 

Curricular Quality 

Curricular quality identifies the extent to which the mode of provision was understood as 

influencing the rigour and quality of an institute’s curriculum.  The higher education 

mode of provision was presented as providing advantages through a more structured and 
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formal curriculum relative to the other modes: 

[The founder of the Institute] was an educator as well – he used to teach the 

theory of ideas at [university]. He was an educator, so he wasn’t just a 

therapist. …I think formalising [through joining higher education] what was 

delivered was important to him and balancing the theory and the process was 

important to him. (Institute Director) 

Higher education providers, by virtue of their accreditation, were described as 

having accountability for their curriculum to external regulating bodies. That 

accountability was explained as both beneficial and disadvantageous to the quality 

curricula. The curricula were recognised as being formal and structured: contributing to a 

good quality education; incorporating fundamental professional skills; and academic 

rigour:  

So new practitioners to the field, I think, need a good structured – quite highly 

structured, education around things like basic counselling skills … most of 

them don’t even know that! And also, things around academic bodies of 

knowledge which are relevant like developmental psychology, [and 

psychological] assessment practices. (academic staff member) 

The higher education setting was portrayed as promoting a rigorous curriculum relative to 

that in other modes of provision: 

If we didn't have the higher education accreditation, you know I think our 

program would be the poorer for it. (Institute Director) 

Say some more about that. (Researcher) 

I think we wouldn't be as robust in the content-delivery [or] in the development 

of the practice. I noticed that with the students [from another professionally 

accredited Institute]. [They had limited knowledge of the developments that we 

taught] with those three notes that we present on the changes in Gestalt 

therapy. (Institute Director) 

The balance of theoretical knowledge and professional skills were narrated as enhancing 

the quality of an institute’s curriculum: 

I do think it’s [having a structured curriculum] been one of our strengths 

because the students learn to recognise: what are the cardinal signs of 

depression, schizophrenia, what are the signs you’re looking for in a 

borderline personality disorder and other personality disorders? (Institute 

Director) 

The emphasis on theoretical knowledge was argued as building the rigour of an institute’s 

curriculum: 
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[Best practice education tends to] formalise the theory so that it sits beside the 

practice. So that you can reflect on your practice with your theory, and your 

theory with your practice, and to know that this is a complex process, and ever-

changing – our theory develops. So, you know what’s the new [contemporary 

information]? How does it challenge the old? Well, you’ve got to know your 

theory. You’ve got to keep up to date. (Institute Director) 

That focus on theoretical knowledge was exemplified as being aligned to professional 

skills enhancing the rigour of a program: 

Unless you understand what you are doing, I don’t think you can be a good 

therapist. … Unless you understand the theory that’s behind your practice and 

to formalise that theory so [that] it’s complete is important. You know those 

people who say “I work intuitively” – that really shits me because you’re 

dangerous, because how do you know that your intuition isn’t just something 

coming out of your past? (Institute Director) 

The higher education setting was recalled as providing a more rigourous education than 

that within institutes from other modes: 

I think some of the benefits [in my Gestalt higher education experience] 

compared to when I did my Gestalt training [in a professionally-accredited 

Institute] are … the structure [which] also supports the students and … [a] 

little bit more structure – there’s more clarity; … there are more materials 

available to them now; … there is just much more information available to the 

students; and the academic rigour is also helpful. (student) 

The structured program of the higher education setting was described as providing 

support for learning: 

I know how I like things to be taught … I like actually starting with systematic 

frameworks and actually having things laid out and then going to the 

experience. I think if I go to straight for the experiential, I feel a little bit lost 

and … I can feel like I'm being asked to trust the teacher. I feel a little bit 

disorientated and I can't situate what we are doing … in relation to some 

greater whole. … I want … to know what's the meta – the framework that I 

have been subjected to. (student) 

In addition, the importance of academic writing in higher education was illustrated as 

enhancing professional practice and the rigour of a curriculum: 

That's right in the writing, it's … integrative of whole experience, and I think 

as therapists we do have a challenge to communicate what we know … as well 

as the written form and there are some uneducated people who, again, I've had 

to up-skill and we need to support… but you were going to have to 

communicate with a wide range of people. (academic staff member) 
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Higher education institutes were portrayed as building that rigour through assessment 

processes: 

But I guess that's what we do with the assessment and … the assignments. [It 

develops] … the cognitive work to integrate … on the cognitive level what has 

been experienced and not just leave the experience as it is. … And they can 

integrate more cognitive information through books or notes you know. 

(academic staff member) 

I feel like I've been primed the whole time to do this last assessment, this live 

supervision. All the criteria we have to [support] meeting that. [It] is the most 

rigorous thing I've ever done. (student) 

 The rigour of an institute’s curriculum was also recalled as being related to its 

enhanced scholarly resources:  

There are more materials available to them now … the library – there is just 

much more information available to the students, and the academic rigour is 

also helpful. (academic staff member) 

That resourcing was portrayed as being a consequence of the accountability to 

government regulators: 

One of the requirements is that we have a good library, that's the higher 

education requirement, we can meet that requirement with enthusiasm. 

(Institute Director) 

Such resourcing was described as exemplifying a syncretic training, merging 

understanding and cognition with embodied sensory learning for students.: 

[The Institute’s resources are] also an important part of being a Gestalt 

therapist and I think maybe it wasn’t as valued in the past because as 

profession … there was a need to be radical and turn away from that ... I think 

moving towards an integration of the mind and the cognition and you know the 

way we work with ourselves as a therapist and how we work with our body and 

our sensing and all that, and I think the integration of the two is a really 

important thing and it can lead to more, rather than less. (academic staff 

member) 

The rigour of a program was argued to be strengthened by its curriculum drawing on 

scholarly resources: 

Because the text holds the theory and the reflection on the practice, and we can 

always learn from others who are experienced. So, it’s the tradition of 

education … the tradition of education is to have a library that you draw from 

and you engage with. I, and you, engage with ideas of the past, and of the 

present, … [so] you can understand the context of what you are doing in the 
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now, because you've looked at the past, that's education. (academic staff 

member) 

I know part of my motivation for the program is to ensure that it is very 

professionally run. We’ve got a fantastic library – as soon as I got on the 

training team, I took responsibility for that. (Institute Director) 

The quality of a program was recounted as being enhanced by the institute’s academic 

resources relative to those found in other modes of Gestalt provision: 

I went to [the higher education Institute and] I felt like I was encountering more 

engagement with the recent literature [compared to the professionally 

accredited Institute]. I really appreciated that – that more effort had been put 

in, that there was a real effort in curating a library. I think that was a real 

strength of [the Institute]. (student) 

Above and previous chapters have explained how higher education provision was 

seen as having a restricted curriculum because of institute’s compliance with the external 

requirements of accreditation. One participant, though, argued that the higher education 

accreditation process enhanced her surveillance of her program’s quality: 

I think you can [have informal training institutes], but I don't think you're 

inspected … I think you can do it, but it doesn't matter a lot whether you inspect 

what you're doing deeply. There’s no outside force that’s saying, “Come on! 

What you got, what have you got? How are you inspecting it?” Even though 

it's a nuisance … an outside force asking you to. … The regulatory bodies are 

bloody nuisance but I never … looked at them as useless. I've only ever looked 

at them and what they ask in a way that will make me inspect my program. Not 

just jumping the hoops. (Institute Director) 

Institutional Autonomy 

Institutional autonomy identifies the extent to which a mode of provision was seen as 

either facilitating or inhibiting an institute’s ability to make decisions freely and without 

external restraints. Each of the institutes involved in higher education provision was 

required to comply with the demands of its relevant authority in order to attain and 

maintain its status as a higher education provider. They were identified as experiencing 

the restraining nature of the relevant government regulating body’s requirements on 

institute’s workings. Those requirements were presented as controlling, restrictive, and 

adversely impacting the running of their institutes. That restraint was recalled as being 

incompatible with the spirit of Gestalt therapy: 
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I think it [a resistance in staff to support the Institute joining the higher 

education sector] was the anti-establishment notion of Gestalt – “we can't be 

regulated … we need to be keeping our freedom to do whatever we do”. 

(Institute Director) 

Institutional autonomy was illustrated as limited by consequence of an increasing 

set of compliance obligations required from the government regulator. These obligations 

were as a result of unscrupulous practices from institutes located in the Vocational 

Education and Training (VET) sector: 

[There] was the next tyranny [for our Institute] which was [that] the 

compliance levels go up. The regulations tighten, and tighten, and tighten 

about these fees – because what happened in the bigger picture of things is 

there’s scurrilous characters out there in the world. [It was] discovered that 

[student fee support] was an absolute gem for making money in hairdressing 

institutes. (Institute Director) 

The diminishing autonomy for Gestalt institutes was described as a result of unscrupulous 

behaviour in the VET sector: 

I think [the increasing demands of accreditation stem from, not so much the 

higher education sector] … [but] the VET sector and the corruption that was 

in that sector. I think that adds a layer of … complexity and that is not good for 

anyone, but … it's necessary to protect students and … some of the changes 

and what they’re doing is trying to protect students. … I can understand why 

that is on our shoulders too – because there's corruption in the education 

system. (Institute Director) 

The previous chapters explained that Gestalt institutes in the other two modes of 

provision often delayed the progression of a student from one year to the next for 

relatively subjective reasons. Higher education provision, on the other hand, was 

perceived to prevent them from allowing student progression to be based on factors other 

than academic performance: 

Maybe [the students] had had a whole lot of personal development to do … so 

they had decided that they would ease off doing some of the academic work. … 

They actually negotiated with us [to work with a reduced academic load]… or 

“I'm having a personal crisis in my world” … or they haven't completed 

enough clinical hours … which was part of their academic requirements in the 

year. And if they did not complete all of those they could not go to the next 

stage – and sometimes it was the vagaries around the [Institute determining 

that they were] regarded as not personally ready [to progress]. (student) 

The regulators were posited as being indifferent to those factors, restraining an institute’s 

autonomy in managing such students: 
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Well the powers-that-be do not get that. "What do you mean ‘not personally 

ready’?" (Institute Director) 

The reported delays in the progression of students were regarded as related to the more 

humanistic aspects of education, that is, seeing a person’s dispositional development as an 

important feature of their progression. The compliance with regulations was exemplified 

as a risk to those aspects: 

It was good [for students] to go away for two years and come back again just 

in terms of their own development and where they are, or even as a trainer, or 

as a trainee trainer. I think [the regulation] sucks the life out of [students] 

because it demands that you move through the stages; … there's a sense of 

failure if you don't. (academic staff member) 

The structures of regulation and reporting were recalled as another element that 

prevented an institute’s autonomy to manage students in their preferred manner: 

I know that that [delaying student progression for non-academic reasons] 

caused [the Institute] problems when they were interfacing with the 

government funding body because the government body would say “well we're 

providing government co-funding for students to do this year – to do the 

academic work – we expect them to progress to the next year.” [The Institute’s] 

response was something like, “I think … it is not only academic acumen that 

we're preparing people for – we're also looking for a personal developmental 

thing – which would be much harder for us to articulate in terms of the 

framework that you require us to report our activities through.” (academic 

staff member) 

Such requirements were considered as restraints upon the desired practices of institutes:  

I do think it is a very strange edge of how much do you do [to comply with the 

regulators] before you get so controlled that you can't do what you're supposed 

to be doing. (Institute Director) 

 An Institute’s autonomy was recalled as being restrained in its lack of influence 

over the decisions of the regulation body: 

I couldn't find a way of getting them [the Higher Education Regulators] to 

accept the outcome measures in that way [accessing student progression on 

both dispositional and academic factors]. (Institute Director) 

The diminishment of an institute’s autonomy was illustrated as being benign by one 

participant who saw that those demands did not impact the actual teaching practices of the 

institute: 
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They [the regulating body] are concerned about the instrumentality of 

education. So, they're concerned that you have got a curriculum that you 

deliver; that you have got the appropriate number of … academic staff; that 

you have got suitable assessment processes; that you that you've got suitable 

economic processes; that you've got the [governance] body that oversees you. 

So, they're concerned about the value of the degree and they're concerned 

about student welfare … and [that] students are not getting a raw deal. So, it's 

an instrumental process rather than a pedagogical process. (Institute Director) 

Some restraints to autonomy through regulatory requirements, while portrayed as 

being different to core Gestalt practices, were spoken of as being valued by, and 

promoted in, an Institute: 

The [authorities] who were our funding body and the [qualifications authority 

are] interrelated and intertwined. But also, the psychotherapy association 

[require you to have] a bicultural philosophy and practice, and so does the 

counselling association. So, there are tick-boxes within those places. They say 

“do you know how to … work with Maori? Have that have you had a ‘Marae’ 

experience?” ... So [that is] the residential they live in, they do have these 

‘Noho Marae’ experiences so you have to live-in and do the whole welcoming 

and learn about general ‘Taha Maori’ which is Maori cultural thinking. … So 

that was very much something that was driven by us but also pushed heavily 

from outside. (Institute Director) 

Compliance Costs 

Compliance costs identify the extent to which an institute was seen as requiring resources 

in order to join or stay within the given mode. Higher education institutes were reported 

as being required to expend money, time, and effort to gain and maintain accreditation. 

The leaders and academic staff of the institutes also reported an emotional cost of relating 

with students in higher education settings. 

The benefits of higher education accreditation were described earlier in relation to 

curricular rigour. They were positioned in opposition to what were understood as the 

human and financial costs of the arduous requirements of adhering to requirements 

imposed by the government as well as reporting evidence of that compliance to 

accrediting bodies. Those compliance requirements were exemplified as increasingly 

demanding and restricting over time: 

The whole [regulating authority], who were a nightmare, whose compliance 

stuff just went up, and up, and up, and up, and the tick-the-boxes and then the 

registration process. You know the legislation around registration and what 

that looks like! (Institute Director) 
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Expending resources on compliance was described as involving an unwanted and 

escalating process that was imposed on institutes by what was described as an indifferent 

external agency: 

And then … [there] was the next tyranny which was [that] compliance levels 

go up. The regulations tighten and tighten and tighten. (Institute Director) 

Those imposed compliance requirements were recalled as involving most levels of an 

institute’s staffing in an increasingly unpleasant expenditure of time and effort:  

I’m just still [thinking about] … number crunching and ticking boxes. We did 

have a really good administrator who protected us from some of that, but I 

think more and more … is demanded of trainers as well to [tick] the boxes … 

and that's your least liked aspect of your work. (academic staff member) 

The cost of compliance was seen as including emotional and financial resources: 

(Our institute is a) business, and business has to make money. It cannot run at 

a loss, so you know, all the governance and everything that is the pressure and 

I mean going through the masters when it was you know seconded when we 

had (two campuses). … What I witnessed (was) it was … quite a gruelling 

process. And I don’t envy anybody who will go through that at all, because it 

takes time, energy, and money. (student) 

Those costs were portrayed as importunately arduous relative to the scale of Gestalt 

institutes: 

Trade-offs: a terrible amount of paperwork and I would say that [Institute 

name] is probably about as small an organisation [as it] is [able to be], any 

smaller and it's already my sense, it's probably presents a significant strain an 

organisation of the size of [Institute name]. Of having to interface with that 

[accreditation process] and to provide documentation in terms of the require-

er and you are always … [a] small provider who has to play by the rules to be 

able to get what’s offered by the state. (student) 

 The playing field of compliance costs was described as being inequitable 

comparative to the economies of scales in other higher education settings: 

A big organisation like this [University], or like UQ and Griffith, have the 

resources to have whole departments of people who just do that [responded to 

compliance requests]. There's a scale issue with … small institutes, that work 

is always shared amongst three or four people who may not, by disposition or 

preference, want to be professional administrators. … One of the costs I think 

it's just the administrative overheads of interfacing with the state. (student) 
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Meeting the governance requirements entailed in being a higher education institute was 

explained as expenditure in both money and time on tasks that were peripheral to the 

education of students:  

It [complying with requirements] makes for hard work, fitting [into] an 

instrumental process, because it costs money. You’ve got to have your 

bookkeeper, accountant, and auditor. … You've got to report on every student, 

and you've got a report on enrolments, and you've got reports on what they 

they’ve enrolled in, and how much it's costing them, and then you have to report 

on what the results are, and who completes [the program] and who doesn’t 

complete. So, that instrumentality costs money, and its hard work, and if you 

didn’t have the higher education [accreditation] you wouldn't have to do that. 

(Institute Director) 

Those requirements were said to be experienced as compromising the autonomy and 

authenticity of teaching engagements: 

I know you've got to tick boxes as well like I know you've got your criteria to 

meet so sometimes for me there's a bit too much dryness; it did feel like 

university. Sometimes it felt like we are we having the day of [a particular 

topic], you know we’ve got to learn about this particular topic because this is 

part of what the government wants [the Institute] to do. (student) 

Compliance costs were presented as including the negative aspects of the stresses 

and anxieties associated with providing education in higher education. That negativity 

was explained as mostly impacting on emotional wellbeing: 

Our educator-fatigue is on a different order [to that found in other types of 

education;] … its psychological. (academic staff member)  

The emotional cost of providing Gestalt professional education in higher education 

institutes was argued as emerging from the effort to be philosophically congruent with 

Gestalt principles: 

We're trying to be congruent and we're turning up in a relationship. … It can't 

be without an impacting cost because, I'm turning up ‘real’ and not in a role 

with the function [of being an inauthentic educator]. (academic staff member)  

I don't know any UQ lecturers who would do level of support that we do for 

students through their academic life. … Not just academic support, it is also 

pastoral support. (academic staff member) 

That relational cost was suggested as a differentiating Gestalt higher education from other 

forms of Gestalt professional education and education more broadly: 
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I think that if we were in with the [rich private institute] demographic but doing 

a [higher education] process, you could feel really different [towards the 

students]. [You would] kind of [tell struggling students to] “fuck off and just 

do it”, rather than [say to the more socio-diverse student cohort, like we have 

at our Institute] “We’re almost there [completing the program], almost over 

the line, hang in there, you can be there [completing the program] one more 

day you can do it”. (academic staff member) 

I remember when you started to do your research, it was around the cost of the 

emotional stuff within our training, I just want to bring that out fully here. … 

It does cost us to work in this way [being congruent with humanistic values]. 

In a way that lecturing at university or even teaching in secondary school 

doesn't. [Our work is most similar to] primary school actually. … The values 

in a primary school support the individual [teacher] being truly present to who 

they are with kids. (Institute Director) 

Moreover, the emotional cost of managing competing demands was exemplified as being 

under-compensated by institutes: 

To be in relational engagement … costs me, and I am not going to become 

wealthy in doing this work because I can’t charge the fees that could be truly 

commensurate with the work and my engagement in the work. … So, personally 

it costs … [and that is] the price of meeting student need as it emerges. 

(academic staff member) 

Maintaining the rigour of the higher education program’s assessment within an 

institute while foregrounding humanising engagements with students was recalled as 

taxing the emotional resources of academic staff: 

[Some] students … are borderline or narcissistic. It’s all part of the package 

isn’t it? You know you don’t get the commensurate money value, and it takes 

time … and the other costs are [our] judgements … [regarding] who will be a 

suitable therapist, and we have to make those judgements. And then the cost of 

grading students [which] has to be done because … I want the student to know 

exactly where they are [in their development]. I want them to know where they 

stand. (Institute Director) 

Responding to the demands of a relational Gestalt engagement and the demands of 

rigorous assessment were illustrated as creating tension for academic staff:  

My job is to help support them [fourth-year students] to write as well as they 

can and to be sophisticated in their articulation of theory and methodology, 

and for them to stick to the genre. … So that's not true of many people who do 

tertiary work, [to] support students with the writing. … I find it excruciating, 

and I get paid a really low hourly rate; … I do that because I want to offer 

student’s feedback … to take the next steps. … As you know a lot of our students 

have some kind of … trauma in their educational background, and so part of 
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my dilemma … [is to] create enough safety and offer enough support to … these 

students to complete this task, and how I do the task well, and in a way that 

someone [the regulating body] will look through it and see what we're doing 

… is of a really good standard. (academic staff member) 

That tension was experienced as a negative emotional cost: 

I sit at my desk and … I get overwhelmed with the enormity [of] that task. 

[When I am] handing back assessment pieces … [I]say to them “just notice 

what happens when I hand those papers back because up till now, I've been the 

person that supports you and who has been facilitating and supporting your 

learning in teaching you and we've been having good time together. This is 

about to change” … I explain to them my excruciating assessment process; 

how hard it is; and how much care I take in offering back what I offer. 

(academic staff member) 

While participants spoke of the cost of accreditation as being high, one participant 

in a leadership position asserted that compliance to the accrediting body, while value-

adding to the institutes running, was not arduous: 

It’s not [a] futile task! I remember in the last change [in the most recent 

accreditation round], they said that we had to have a corporate governance 

body. … We can [actually operate with good governance] without … that 

[body]. That was a jump that we had to do. I don't think that's [too] much, and 

I only think it doesn't add much because of [the] integrity of our directors. 

(Institute Director) 

Student Access 

Student access identifies to the extent to which the mode was described as promoting a 

diverse student population within an institute. Higher education institutes were described 

as supporting access for students by virtue of their ability to access income contingent 

loans. That accessibility was explained as enhancing the diversity of the student body. 

Higher education provision was presented as augmenting student access to relevant 

institutes: 

I want to say that is [within higher education provision] that people are coming 

[because of] … the whole FEE-HELP thing. There's an affordable and an 

accessibility issue. (academic staff member) 

I think you get access to, well it's not guaranteed, but you get, in the … trade-

off of an institute submitting itself [to] all those regulatory processes, you then 

make training financially open to people from a range of backgrounds. So, in 

a sense [higher education provision] preserves the socio-economic diversity of 

the trainees. (student) 
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The access to income contingent loans was exemplified as allowing access for 

those students who would not be able to afford training in the other modes of provision: 

That [FEE-HELP] actually was very supportive for me. I'm not sure, but I 

could have done it [the training], I could have, but I would've had to make 

significant … sacrifices you know, some strong negotiations with my partner 

about can I do this or not yet. I think that the FEE-HELP … was very helpful. 

(student) 

Expanding the diversity of a student body was presented as linked to allowing access for 

less advantaged students to an institute: 

So potentially [access to training] doesn't stay in the domain of the white well-

educated, which is cool. (student) 

The provision of access to Gestalt training by a diverse range of students through income-

contingent loan schemes was presented as a major benefit of attracting a diverse range of 

students: 

So [higher education provision] in a sense preserves the socio-economic 

diversity of the trainees. If it's just self-funded, you will end up with white 

middle-class practitioners – which may not be well-suited to deal with the 

segment of society where there's most distress. … I think that's actually one 

advantage of having … training that is able to access those government funds 

– like the FEE-HELP. I do think that's pretty significant. (student) 

That people are coming to [higher education provision] was [because of] the 

whole FEE-HELP thing. … In [non-accredited provision] you need to be well-

educated already and you have to have a good amount of cash in order to 

engage. So, who gets to be part of that, and who gets left out? … In [higher 

education provision it] kind of democratises the training a little. That kind of 

really matters to me. (academic staff member) 

The increased diversity in higher education provision was proffered as being preferable to 

that found in other modes of provision:  

The strata that can afford to [attend] privately funded things like that [non-

accredited institutes] is pretty middle class. So, diversity collapses … I see that 

in [higher education Institute name] when I go there, it has the same kind of 

diversity of people as those working for the not-for-profit sector. … I think you 

get access to – you then make training financially open to people from a range 

of backgrounds. (student) 

Yeah, so financial stability and heterogeneity in terms of the student body 

which is really important and that's evident to me in [Institute name]. Just the 

range of people who are there because they're able to be funded and have 

loans. And I think you would probably get at least in principle a better, a 
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greater diversity, which is probably a better representation of the population. 

(student) 

Institutional Sustainability  

Institutional sustainability identifies the extent to which the mode of provision was 

observed to increase the ongoing financial security of an institute. Within the higher-

education mode, sustainability was linked to an institute’s ability to attain a monetary 

surplus. That surplus was associated with the recruitment of students to the institute. 

Institutes within higher education seemed exposed to significant vulnerability when 

governmental funding was withdrawn. Financial sustainability was recognised as an 

imperative: 

I think … that … the Institute, … it’s a business – and business has to make 

money. It cannot run at a loss. (academic staff member) 

I think there is something realistic about [the fact that] … you can’t run an 

educational institute in our world without making money. … That’s really 

pragmatic – you have to deliver a program that brings you some return … we 

can’t do what we’re doing without some return. We’ve got to earn a wage. 

(Institute Director) 

The sustainability of Gestalt institutes was posited as under threat in the 

contemporary culture: 

I think that both [higher education and non-accredited institutes] … are 

incredibly precarious in their sustainability. (Institute Director) 

This situation led to an imperative for Gestalt institutes to make a surplus: 

Gestalt institutes [are] really small places to operate that [have] to be financial 

or it would die. (Institute Director) 

Consequently, the sustainability of an institute depended, it seemed, on the number of 

students that it could attract: 

Well that [FEE-HELP] supports students to do it [access the institute] and 

supports us to run the program. … I think of [co-director’s name] and you 

know she didn't want to go down the path of the accreditation, she didn't want 

to have all that formal stuff until she realised what FEE-HELP does for the 

student numbers. (Institute Director) 

Higher education institutes were described as co-opting government income 

contingent loans (FEE-HELP in the Australian context and the Student Loan scheme in 

the New Zealand context) to attract students directly into their programs. Thus, higher 
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education provision (and FEE-HELP) was recalled as enabling sustainability by securing 

the student numbers for their programs: 

Just remembering the roots of [Institute name], and [another Institute name] 

… one was [not in higher education provision] and one was [in higher 

education provision] and … [there were] the pressures [to be sustainable] that 

were there … when we merged. It wasn't until [a co-director’s name] realised 

that [student] numbers would be secured through FEE-HELP that she knew 

[the advantages of joining higher education]. [She said], “ah-ha now I get 

this” – because … Gestalt institutes [are] really small places to operate that 

[have] to be financial or it would die. (Institute Director) 

And what we have, because we have access to higher education, is access to 

the government loan scheme. That’s FEE-HELP – so that ensures … [that] we 

have a business that is sustainable. That’s what it has done. (Institute Director) 

Getting money [from FEE HELP] – we couldn’t survive without it. (student) 

That sustainability was described as involving a compromise (as explained in the 

previous section) with the disadvantages of expending resources to comply with the 

requirements of higher education:  

Financial security – I think you get access to [that], well it's not guaranteed, 

but you get [access to security], in the … trade-off of an institute submitting 

itself all those regulatory processes. (student) 

In addition to the benefits of income-contingent loans, the credentials awarded by 

institutes within higher education were demonstrated as related to their sustainability. 

Such credentials were understood to attract students to institutes: 

Yeah, that was important, definitely important – if Gestalt hadn’t been 

accredited, I wouldn't have done it. … I feel like a need for a qualification that 

is recognised. And I was looking at the Masters of Counselling and in the end 

it was a choice between the Masters of Counselling at [a university] and this. 

And so that's what it was down to – and I felt like I was on par … in terms of 

their accreditation. (student) 

In choosing to join the higher education setting, Institute leaders said that they recognised 

the importance and value of a higher education qualification in attracting fee-paying 

students. Furthermore, the efforts to attain higher education accreditation provided valued 

qualifications to potential students: 

We didn't believe that people would want to come and pay private fees for 

something that was relatively expensive – when at their end, they didn't get a 

qualification that meant anything – so [that] was about the beginning, I think, 
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of the paperchase around pieces of paper for the qualification thing. (Institute 

Director) 

I think most students – and I was probably one of them too – go into it for 

qualification. And as they go on that becomes the least most important thing. 

You know, but that is actually how a lot of people initially, in the way that the 

training was set up here, came in the door. (student) 

One Institute’s reliance on co-opting the benefits of higher education provision exposed 

its vulnerability when those benefits were withdrawn. The New Zealand Institute had 

closed as a result of its loss of fee support for students as recalled by one Institute 

Director: 

The government took money from us and students couldn't get any student 

loans. … That's how we lost our institute. (Institute Director) 

The vulnerability of that Institute was presented in two ways: Firstly, as a result of an 

incompatibility between their institute’s processes with the requirements of the 

Government regulators; and secondly, as a result of broad Government policies. The 

Government was said to have made funding available to the institute, contingent upon 

student numbers. The New Zealand Institute’s eventual defunding was argued to be 

related to its limited size and small class numbers: 

So, the number crunching – again you've got to have the [student] numbers 

because we were low, and it was like – we were a boutique institute specialising 

in something. So, because we didn't have the numbers it [the Government] took 

all of our student loans from all the students. (Institute Director) 

In the last five to ten years [students had] been granted the student loan and 

that supported another group of people to come in the training and then the 

Government … [said], “You haven't got 100 people in your training and so 

sorry” and that's where it brings the life out of you – it starts to limit you – it 

starts to restrict [you]… and we were like “Oh my God! … how are we going 

to financially keep this going? we can't afford this, and how do you structure 

your fees?” … We had heaps of conversations about that as [a] faculty group; 

it was very sorely disappointing to us; actually, it was very gutting. (Institute 

Director) 

Increasing the student numbers in order to comply with the funding body’s requirements 

was presented as risking introducing practices in conflict with the philosophy of Gestalt 

education: 

And that structure [the funding body] wasn't going to support you to do the 

training you wanted because with more than one hundred students, how could 

you run an experiential Gestalt course even if you could? (Institute Director) 
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As referenced in an earlier section, Gestalt therapy training institutes often 

delayed a student’s progression through the course for non-academic reasons. That delay 

was noted as a normal aspect of a student’s progression through the program: 

So, the training in New Zealand is a four-year training program, right? … No 

one ever does it in four years. Most people repeat their second or third year. 

(academic staff member) 

That delay was portrayed as an important aspect of the dispositional development 

of a student. However, it was argued that the Government funding body recorded these 

students as failing which was different to the intent of the delay: 

What happened to the [Institute name ] – the education commission said, “all 

of your students in this year failed!” and we say “well they didn't! What they 

did was beautiful, wonderful practice for our profession”. (student) 

The Institute’s sustainability was explained to be compromised by the 

incompatibility of its practice with the requirements of the Government regulators and 

their inability to allow for that incompatibility: 

[The delayed progress of students] was not allowable – it was just not allowed 

for [by the funding body] and was seen as a ‘did-not-complete’ by the tick-box 

process. (academic staff member) 

The Institute’s continued sustainability was recalled as further compromised by the 

difficultly to influence the regulatory and funding bodies in relation to the purposes for 

the institute’s position on delayed progression: 

I couldn't find a way of getting them to accept the outcome measures in that 

way. (Institute Director) 

 While these specific issues were presented as major factors influencing institute 

sustainability, institutes were also explained as being vulnerable to broad Government 

policy decisions:  

Neoliberalism is … part of our unconsciousness, such that we put money values 

on things first. … So, whenever somebody talks about a policy they will say 

“well how much is that costing?”, which … strips away any other value that 

you could have, apart from an economic value, which is the neoliberal project 

– which is to make the community into an economy. (academic staff member) 

That broad policy context was described as devaluing Gestalt professional education and 

defunding its institutes: 
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And that [neoliberalism] doesn't suit us…well – but that is quite pervasive in 

New Zealand culture and … generally with both left and right governments. 

There has been [a] pulling back of funding for tertiary education …and so, 

there was a sense [that governments] only want to fund doctors and lawyers. 

… Gestalt was always going to have its balls cut-off. (academic staff member) 

The political context was illustrated as being precarious for the sustainability of non-

university higher education providers:  

And it’s how governments here fund education. I don't understand it fully, but 

I think it looks a bit like this – left-wing governments are more likely to fund 

education. But left-wing governments generally don't fund private training 

providers, they like to fund universities more. We have had a right-wing 

government for a long time here, who have actually been chopping back on the 

private trainers because they don't like to spend money. So, there's a real risk 

in being a private trainer with left and right-wing governments. (academic staff 

member) 

Relying on Government support for an institute was presented as a risk in terms 

of the general nature and specific implications of the Government decrease in funding for 

education: 

[The Government at the time] had a sinking ceiling so that if you dropped … 

three [students] – then the next year you couldn't go up again [to the previous 

funding amount]. So that was the first stage of their cost reductions. … They 

were doing it the bit-by-bit like that over the last probably four years – before 

we lost all the funding. – The next bit was the macro-decision that had really 

nothing to do with us all. I mean it had to do with everyone because … all of 

the government departments had a sinking lid on their funding, all of them, not 

just education. … I mean there were civil servants being sacked all over the 

place. It was kind of, it was a nightmare. (Institute Director) 

The removal of funding was recalled as coexisting with an increase in compliance costs 

as illustrated in the previous section: 

The regulations just went like that. Straight up! So, then we weren't allowed to 

put up fees. …   So here we were caught getting money; we couldn’t survive 

about it, the costs were going up, but we couldn't put up the fees anymore.  And 

then they got funny about you couldn't increase the number of students either. 

… You couldn't do anything. … But these are the rules we're stuck with, so it 

came a very conflicted program. (Institute Director) 

The broader policy decisions regarding private training providers were described as 

undermining the sustainability of an institute. One Director recalled the impact of a 

change in Government policy on her institute:  
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In the end of 2013, the National Government canned a third of the financing – 

or two thirds of the financing to private training establishments and so that was 

just across the board. It was a macro-process and we lost our funding 

completely. (Institute Director) 

The closing of one Gestalt Institute was presented as an example of the vulnerability of all 

small Gestalt institutes in the context of changing government policies: 

What happened to [the Institute] is a reflection of a potential vulnerability. 

Even though it was [offering] an accredited or government recognised 

qualification. … And you could get the New Zealand equivalent of FEE-HELP. 

… Then the Government changed its views about what makes a proper training 

institute. It wasn't just [the Institute] it was other private training institutes as 

well – all of a sudden, its vulnerable, [and has to compete as offering] a 

sellable educational product in the marketplace of higher education. … I don't 

think that's the fault of the Institute, but it shows the vulnerability. (student) 

Graduate Marketability 

Graduate Marketability identifies the extent to which graduates from institutes in the 

mode of provision appeared sought-after in their professional sphere. Within the higher-

education mode, participants saw that the academic qualification along with the 

professional skills learned in its attainment enhanced the marketability of graduates. 

However, they were also confronted with a professional culture that devalued humanistic 

therapies. Although the Gestalt higher education qualification was perceived as valuable, 

it was less so than other similar qualifications.  

Participants spoke of enhanced graduate employability as a reason to join and stay 

in higher education provision: 

Students [from other institutes] are also coming [to the named Institute] to just 

get the edge. And the edge is – getting the qualification, the masters … 

qualification. (academic staff member) 

The higher education qualification and associated professional skills as appeared to 

increase employment prospects: 

I feel certain that with this qualification that I can actually [join the workforce]. 

… That has something to do with the way in which the program is designed, 

and how we build on what we learnt – we do the skills – the supervision. 

(student) 

[The training] also supports [students] to do good academic writing in terms 

of the lit. review, and good supervision – in terms of their practice work. So, 

there is some professional edge [from those skills]. I think [that] has been 
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recognised in the field. … It [increases] their employability. (academic staff 

member) 

I think one thing that we do in [Institute name] is that we graduate skilled 

practitioners and the market begins to see that … and so we see our graduates 

getting jobs. (Institute Director) 

But then I have heard other whisperings … [that] things are changing, look at 

neuroscience [which looks like it is] on our side. And you know some 

organisations, which are more cutting edge, are saying: “We want Gestalt 

therapists here, we want social workers and psychologist, but we want Gestalt 

therapists too. We want a mix of all these different modalities” … It's a ‘heart’ 

bet I've taken because … this [Gestalt professional education] really helped me, 

and I want to be able the help other people. (student) 

Higher education provision was presented as sanctioning Gestalt therapy as a 

valid and valuable modality. Many participants described the shift of Gestalt professional 

education into higher education provision as a way of developing its reputation in the 

professional community. Some participants remarked that an augmentation of Gestalt 

therapy’s reputation was needed in the broader professional psychotherapy community: 

[Gestalt therapy is] perceived as being snowflake, you know? – “Gestalt – 

they're all loose units”. (Institute Director) 

Gestalt therapy was described as struggling to be perceived as a legitimate therapy: 

I think that Gestalt people in New Zealand in particular have had a really hard 

time proving themselves – because we haven't had a literary history – like a 

long history traditionally. (student) 

In particular, some participants pointed to the more expressive and anti-intellectual 

practices in Gestalt therapy’s past as leading to its contemporary negative reputation: 

Gestalt therapy has always been seen as a poorer cousin in psychotherapy 

circles… and I think that because … we don't have a history of written stuff … 

and I have a problem with my colleagues who see Gestalt as something in the 

‘70s. I was around then … and there was a few Gestalt practitioners who did 

lots of cathartic stuff. … Everybody did it and so the people who were 

experienced went “You know ‘those’ crazy people who did weird stuff – it's like 

the psycho-dramatists”. (Institute Director) 

In response to these challenges, higher education provision was surmised to 

increase the reputation of Gestalt therapy. The shift to higher education provision was put 

forward as a response to Gestalt’s negative reputation: 
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There's some reputational gains [in joining higher education provision] as 

well. [It increases exposure to] the people that don't know what it is. It offsets 

some of the press around the Gestalt modality as being improvised. “Can I 

really trust this is a serious thing?” You know that sort of Perlsian Legacy17.  

(student) 

Some direct links were identified between an institute’s higher education qualification 

and the legitimising of Gestalt: 

I see that … what we're doing, it does support Gestalt as modality; … [it] 

legitimises what we're doing and we [have] put together something here that 

moves it out to the community in quite a legitimised way. … We have created 

the structure and a qualification and … that … permeates into … my 

community. Gestalt has really solid status as an approach. (academic staff 

member) 

The qualifications awarded in higher education provision (such as a Master’s degree) 

were described as having professional legitimacy more so than Gestalt therapy in the 

broader professional community. Therefore, the higher education degree was explained as 

being valuable in its own right, separate from, and positively influencing the value of the 

Gestalt modality:  

I think [higher education provision] just really supports Gestalt in Australia. I 

think the broader community … doesn't know much about Gestalt therapy. 

Having the masters really helps to show that there's something that was done 

of importance and of value. And [what] … they [students] leave with … at least 

… [is] recognised, even if Gestalt therapy, as such, is not. (academic staff 

member) 

The … reality, as I see it, is that people don't recognise what Gestalt therapy is 

any more, but they might recognise a degree. They might recognise value in 

Gestalt when they see the connection between Gestalt and a masters of Gestalt. 

(academic staff member) 

The higher education qualification was described as already improving the reputation of 

Gestalt in the professional community: 

I think part of the question is also about how in [higher education provision] 

our work is embedded in a professional community, and that great value in 

having that higher level of education. … I've noticed a change over the last ten 

 

17 The comment “Perlsian legacy” refers to Fritz Perls (one of Gestalt’s founders) and how his 

practices are perceived by some as lacking professional rigour. 
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years of people coming through and people having a masters make such a 

difference in terms of employability and competition. (academic staff member) 

The effort involved in gaining higher education accreditation, as explained above 

under ‘compliance costs’, was presented as worthy of the effort to increase the reputation 

of Gestalt therapy. The benefits of engaging in the accreditation process were argued as 

increasing the professional legitimacy of Gestalt therapy while keeping to its humanistic 

underpinnings: 

I feel like it's worth checking those boxes, and doing the criteria, because that 

is the paradigm that we have at the moment – in this world – in society – and 

in the education system. … This is the paradigm we have, and so we need to 

meet it in order to allow ourselves to do all that creative stuff and spontaneous 

stuff – improvisation. We need to meet that other criteria … maybe by doing 

that, we look like we can do both. Yeah, we can do both! (student) 

The effort of accreditation was described as a pragmatic response to the demand to 

maintain the legitimacy of Gestalt therapy in the contemporary context: 

I think the point is that: … given that we’re not going to change the 

way that professionalisation is seen – and we’re not going to change the move 

towards more rigid standards, and … what the regulating bodies are 

requiring. We have to go with that. I think we have a modality that we think 

matters and makes a difference. Then I think we have to play the game and 

meet the requirements of the profession. (academic staff member) 

Gestalt therapy was surmised as being devalued in professional contexts and needing to 

respond to such perceptions by joining higher education: 

Gestalt therapy has a bit of PR problem … but there are moves I guess within 

Gestalt to elevate it … to be out there in the world more – and better known for 

it what actually is. So, in order to do that … we have to jump through some 

hoops, you know. This evidence-based way, … so we have to play the game so 

to speak. (academic staff member) 

 While some advantages were seen in higher education provision, participants 

explained that the contemporary cultural context devalued both Gestalt therapists as a 

profession and Gestalt therapy as a modality. Thus, other professions were described as 

being relatively more marketable in professional settings: 

I've heard a couple of times from some of the Gestalt people [that] it's a hard 

road and you’re not going to make much money and … you’re not going to be 

recognised and you might not get all the good jobs because that’ll go to social 

workers and psychologists. (student) 
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The dispositional feature of a Gestalt therapist was illustrated as lacking value in the 

employment market: 

I see there's a problem … here because it's [Gestalt professional education] 

not valued, is not valued as highly as other … modalities, as other industries 

or … other ways of being, other ways of educating, it is not valued as highly. 

… If go in [to an employer] and say I've had four years training and in that … 

I've had sixty sessions of personal psychotherapy, they’ll just go, “Oh yeah”. I 

don't see them really going, “Wow we're getting someone that's had so much, 

they’ve put a lot of work”. I’ve put a lot of work into ‘me’ and I don't know if 

that's going to be recognised. I'm a little bit concerned about that. (student) 

Also, the Gestalt qualification was portrayed as being insufficient for a satisfactory career 

trajectory: 

[I would like] more employment [and] more access to more government jobs, 

educational jobs [in] large organisations. I notice [that] I won't be able to 

apply for a lot of those jobs and I thought I should have done both [degrees] at 

once. Another student was doing a masters of social work and the masters of 

gestalt the same time. It would mean a hell of a lot of work though; I don't know 

if I could've made it through, to tell the truth. (student) 

It was suggested that some rejoinder was needed from Gestalt practitioners from outside 

of Gestalt professional education in order to counter the perceived insufficiency. 

It would be really good to – I’ve been … looking at maybe doing a masters of 

social work or other mental health [qualification] part-time but … I don't 

[know if I’m] ready for that. I'm studied out! I don’t know if I want to do 

another whole Masters. … I don't feel like I need another whole Masters but 

there are a lot of things about social work I’d love to learn about (student) 

In addition to the devaluing of the Gestalt profession, aspects of the contemporary 

cultural context warranted a response from those in Gestalt higher education institutes. 

Those aspects were described by many participants as being incompatible with the 

principles of Gestalt therapy. While, evidence-based therapy and CBT were presented as 

being highly valued in contemporary culture, there was a devaluing of Gestalt practices: 

[The] stupid path of psychology: it's got to be quantifiable. … I'm quite 

mortified [when] I meet a lot of psychologists and some of them are really good 

… but some of them are not. … I think it's pretty much impossible … to get 

through this [Gestalt] course and not be self-aware. I don't think you're going 

to let people through that, and I've seen it happen through this course where 

you have had to say to people, “you're not ready”. (student) 

Gestalt therapy was put forward as needing to respond to counter the contemporary 

cultural valuing of evidence-based practices: a valuing that negatively impacted on the 
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marketability of Gestalt graduates. In particular, those practices that were linked to CBT 

were said to have most value: 

We live in a society that … values certainty and wants the clear evidence to say 

that this works – this is how it goes – that is evidence … to say so. … People 

say, “how do you know it works?” or “what is it that you actually do?” … If 

Gestalt wants to move ahead, I suppose in the type of world that we live … 

you're saying “CBT all the way” because we know … that we are seeing these 

types of things [the prevalence of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy]. (student) 

The preferred modality of therapy – CBT – was proposed as linked to valued medical 

models of practice. Mental health provision within the contemporary cultural context was 

described as organised around those models and their modalities, thus adversely 

impacting the marketability of Gestalt therapy: 

Our mental health system is structured around privileging cognitive 

behavioural therapy. Right? And a biomedical approach. (academic staff 

member) 

The valuing of the medical model was suggested as being typified in the marketability of 

preferred professions at the expense of Gestalt therapy: 

We do absorb the values of the culture: … it’s better to have therapists who've 

been psychologists, social workers, or doctors, [rather] then other things 

[modalities] – like that's just absorbing the values and hierarchical nature of 

our culture. (Institute Director) 

Gestalt professional education was described as being different to the prevalent values of 

education and therapy found in the contemporary context: 

[The practice of Gestalt education] doesn't fit well with how education is often 

framed, in the post-capitalist economy – it’s a commodity, it’s bought, in the 

mental health field – over here it's seen as a set of easily, kind of verified 

interventions. (academic staff member) 

Furthermore, Gestalt therapy was illustrated as being devalued relative to other 

modalities: 

Well this is where I see there's a problem … here because it's not valued … as 

highly as… other modalities – as other industries or … other ways of being – 

other ways of educating – it is not valued as highly. (student) 

Beyond CBT, Gestalt therapy was described as being devalued relative to other 

psychotherapeutic modalities. One participant explained his view of how Gestalt therapy 

education was devalued in his professional context: 
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It is probably different to how it's set up in your area. But here our 

psychotherapy field, not necessarily our counselling field, but our 

psychotherapy field is dominated by psychodynamic approaches and 

psychoanalytic approaches. So, I don't think while they understand the need 

for sustained relational work, they … don't get the need for a training that is 

embodied. (academic staff member) 

Psychanalytic approaches were presented as being valued in a range of professional 

settings at the expense of Gestalt therapy:  

The psychotherapy association, which is mixed modality … [is] dominated by 

psychoanalytic, no that's a bit unfair, it has a lot of psychodynamic and 

psychoanalytic thinking amongst the members. (Institute Director) 

Earlier in this section it was explained that a higher education qualification was 

presented as enhancing the legitimacy of Gestalt therapy. Conversely, the devaluing and 

under-recognition of Gestalt therapy as a valid modality was promoted as undermining 

the Gestalt higher education credential: 

I think our students are still facing the challenge of not being recognised even 

with the masters. … Unless you have a social work degree or psychology 

degree – a lot of students who come out of that training and will find it very 

very hard to find employment … because nobody knows about what is valuable 

about Gestalt – it is just not known anymore; it’s almost like we need to do the 

rounds again like Fritz Perls used to do! (academic staff member) 

The lack of value ascribed to a Gestalt higher education was described as devaluing of the 

qualification. Employers were identified as not asking for the dispositional qualities 

developed within a Gestalt program: 

Yes [Gestalt training is] less valued … most definitely … I'm noticing that 

because [employment notices] doesn't say “we're looking for someone who has 

had a minimum of forty sessions of personal therapy – we want someone who 

has had live supervision”–you know? “It's not it's not we want – someone who 

thinks creatively” – yeah that's right. (academic staff member) 

That devaluation was illustrated as reflected by the recruitment for professions that were 

more valued than those with Gestalt credentials: 

Yeah, well, I've been … been googling on ‘Seek’ [and] on ‘Ethical Jobs’, and 

with all the jobs that are out there … they are looking for social work degrees 

or psychology degrees. (student) 

While the value of a Gestalt higher education degree was presented as being 

diminished relative to others, additionally the training and qualification graduates 
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received in Gestalt institutes was described as being misunderstood or met with 

indifference within the professional context. One recently-completed student explained 

that the training they received in a Gestalt institute was meaningful but that their 

qualification would be misunderstood in a professional context: 

I did five years of … effectively postgraduate education – I got a [Gestalt] 

diploma. It was probably, … at a personal level, the most thorough thing I've 

ever done. But I don't think that's captured by the word ‘diploma’ … at all. … 

Within the New Zealand psychotherapy community and the government 

registration body, … as soon as you start interfacing with other professions it 

does [matter] because they'll look at it and go: “Well that's just like a one-year 

course that you do at school, after your bachelor’s degree or something” and 

I'm like: “Well I know it sounds like that because that's what the university does 

– a diploma is a one-year postgraduate thing after your bachelor’s degree but 

it was five years part-time – a certificate year and four clinical years!” 

(student) 

Gestalt higher education qualifications were undervalued relative to those found in other 

higher education settings: 

I almost feel like crying because … I want [my Gestalt training] to be valued 

by the greater academic community. I want it! ... But don't have high hopes – 

sometimes I feel – “don't be too optimistic that we going to get really 

recognised.” (student) 

Gestalt professional education was described as usually located in private non-university 

institutions. The argument was put forth that Gestalt professional education needed to 

improve its image and prestige by aligning to more prestigious educational settings, that 

is, to universities: 

I feel like there could be that whole image thing you know? If we were affiliated 

to Griffith University … or whatever university we could affiliate with, [it] 

acknowledges the work we do – maybe [we could develop a] little bit of cross-

pollination between social work and Gestalt. (academic staff member) 

Maybe we could do a double degree – [a] double masters in social working 

and Gestalt. Imagine that! ... So, if you could do a Master of Social Work and 

specialise in Gestalt as your counselling modality – that would be really 

golden! (student) 

Along with explaining some of the challenges found in Gestalt within the higher 

education setting, participants also proffered some mitigating responses. Participants here, 

as in the other modes of provision, said that the Gestalt training within higher education 
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should be a second training, meaning offered to those students who were already 

professionals: 

I'm very torn [about how training should be structured] and I can't land solidly 

with it and I concluded that in New Zealand …  people should not go in at 

entry-level. … It was wrong for people to not come in with previous counselling 

experience or training. It really was a specialist postgraduate training and 

that's how it was pitched. No, that's not how was pitched actually. But that's 

the only way that that type of experiential training really could stand in my 

mind because I think it was too hard otherwise, if you came in with none of the 

background I had. Which is not to say that many other people have not found 

their way through because they have but it's tough. (academic staff member) 

I don't consider Gestalt to be a first education. … I think back in the day when 

Gestalt was founded. People who worked there had an existing base of the 

therapeutic knowledge and academic knowledge, so it wasn't training newbies 

and that meant that … you could take more risks later on and you can develop 

a sort of practice that was a bit more robust and creative and experimental. 

(academic staff member) 

The dilemma of providing a generic education in therapy was presented as being best 

outsourced to another setting while Gestalt was seen as a specialist second training: 

You can't graft [Gestalt training with its emphasis on] a relational base that … 

hasn't been developed well enough. So new practitioners to the field I think 

need a good, structured, quite highly structured, education around things like, 

basic counselling skills. You know, most of them don't even know that. And 

also, things around academic bodies of knowledge which are relevant like 

developmental psychology, assessment practices, working with … cultural 

groups, which are appropriate, but it's just a waste of time if Gestalt institutes 

teach that, and it waters down. That sort of happened with [Institute Name] in 

a way, it waters down the elemental Gestalt flavour of what Gestalt can offer. 

(academic staff member) 

Summary 

In summary, the higher education mode of provision presents the following picture of 

participants’ views on each of the seven dimensions.  

(1) Higher education provision had structures that limited the freedom of 

institutes to be completely true to the philosophy of Gestalt therapy theory. That 

limitation was related to the restriction placed on the freedom to follow a humanistic 

curriculum, rather than following a fixed structure of delivery. It was experienced as: a 

pressure from accrediting bodies to provide structured curriculum; an increase in tension 

for academic staff members; and a diminished learning experience for students. Within 
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that limitation, institutes had valued and promoted experiential learning engagements 

and developed the disposition of students. The limitation itself emanated from the 

regulating bodies and the contemporary cultural context more broadly. Academic staff 

and students recognised their experience of tension in classroom settings as being 

related to the pressure on them to comply with a pre-set teaching plan. However, they 

could also exercise some freedom in employing humanistic learning processes within 

classroom engagements.  

(2) Higher education provision involved institutes in designing and delivering 

structured and formal curricula with embedded theoretical components and assessments. 

However, those features were valuable responses to the requirements of accreditation. 

Additionally, the structured curricula enhanced the rigour of an institute’s programs and 

mitigated some of the risks to program quality found in the other modes of provision.  

(3) Higher education provision limited the autonomy of the providing 

institutes because of the standards of accountability and surveillance from government 

regulating bodies. The issues associated with the controlling nature of regulating bodies 

were understood to be operating in different ways: as a blanket response to unscrupulous 

practice in the VET sector that resulted in an incrementally increasing demand on 

institutes; as a process that did not allow for student progression based on dispositional 

qualities; and as a process that restrained teaching engagements preferred by institutes 

that provided Gestalt professional education.  

(4) Higher education provision had significant compliance costs. Those costs 

involved considerable investments of time, energy, emotion, and finances which were 

expended through the efforts of academic staff and leadership. Some costs were 

experienced as negative emotional states resulting from the ethical tension of 

managing complex relationships with students.  

(5) Higher education provision provided the structures for Gestalt professional 

education students to access institutes by virtue of their ability to receive income-

contingent loans. Those loans then facilitated the development of a diverse student body 

allowing students from lower socio-economic backgrounds to access the training.  

(6) Higher education provision enhanced the financial sustainability of the 

providing institutes by way of the capacity of the providers to attract students with the 

prospect of government income-contingent loans as well as the high professional 
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standing of the awards that they offered. Therefore, fee-paying students allowed 

institutes that provide Gestalt professional education some security in regard to 

maintaining a monetary surplus which is seen as the core component of an institute’s 

sustainability. The reliance on government income contingent student loans was a key 

strategy for the sustainability of institutes in the mode. However, it was also seen as a key 

risk because it exposed institutes to vulnerability when government support was 

withdrawn because of specific policy actions directed toward an institute’s practices and 

broader policies. The sustainability of one target institute in the study was completely 

compromised by such policy actions, resulting in its closure. 

(7) Higher education provision enhanced the marketability of its graduates 

although several factors impeded their attractiveness in professional settings. Graduates 

benefitted from the higher education qualification which was realised as being more 

valuable than the Gestalt modality itself. However, it was noted that the contemporary 

cultural context devalued the skills and traits found in Gestalt-trained graduates especially 

in relation to those found in other more reductive therapeutic modalities. Graduates felt 

the need to expand their employability by engaging in other more valued education even 

though it was at the same academic level. Positioning Gestalt as a second training was 

understood as a pragmatic response to some of the challenges of marketability and as a 

way to allow Gestalt students to build on basic skills learnt. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings articulated in the previous three chapters in 

relation to each other as well as the existing published knowledge that informs their 

interpretation and to which they may contribute. It does so by identifying what the 

study adds to our understanding of how those involved in Gestalt professional 

education understand and respond to the challenges of the contemporary cultural 

context. In that process, I have identified several points related to each dimension. The 

chapter is structured by using the seven dimensions identified in the data analysis and 

in the same order. Under each dimension a broad summary is described prior to a 

discussion which relates to the pertinent literature as well as other findings as they 

were interpreted.  

Philosophical Integrity 

This study suggests that the mode in which a Gestalt institute was located either allowed 

or limited its ability to conform to the philosophical underpinnings of Gestalt therapy. 

That variability was related directly to the extent of regulatory compliance within such 

settings. Institutes within the non-accredited mode were allowed considerable freedom to 

design their programs to incorporate practices that complied with the humanistic process 

orientation of Gestalt therapy. Institutes within the professionally accredited mode were 

more restrained by the requirements of professional bodies yet they retained significant 

freedom to engage in experiential learning practices. However, Institutes within the 

higher education mode were perceived as having restraints placed on their programs. 

Those restraints were exemplified by the perception of relatively prescriptive lesson plans 

impinging on the experiential spontaneity within learning engagements.  

The three modes of provision are aligned with the evolution of Gestalt 

professional education and psychotherapy. Mainly, leaders have positioned their institutes 

within different modes of provision because of their professional identity (academic staff 

of a university) or in response to the changing nature of the cultural context.  The original 
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Gestalt Institute in New York, founded in 1952, does not identify as a training institute as 

such and maintains it anarchical, non-accredited, and non-credentialing status (Bloom et 

al., 2014). The Cleveland institute which was founded shortly after developed a program 

that offers aspects of professional accreditation such as coaching and other professional 

certifications. Many Gestalt programs across the world would fall under either 

professional accreditation or non-accredited provision (O’Leary, 2013). Initially, Gestalt 

involvement in higher education was formed in university settings mainly because of the 

desires of academic staff, such as George Brown, Ansel Woldt, and Jon Frew, in order to 

promote Gestalt programs within their location, Kent and Pacific University. That 

presence is reported to have waned after having had some standing in university settings 

including public and private universities. European institutes, such as Istituto di Gestalt 

HCC in Italy, provide higher education qualifications. There is a strong Gestalt 

professional association in Europe: the European Association of Gestalt Therapy 

(EAGT); wherein institutes can offer accredited courses along the lines of a 

professionally accredited mode. Generally, the move to professionally accredited 

provision has been a response to the increased professionalisation of psychotherapy and 

the concurrent need to develop standards for training (Corbeil, 2013, B. O’Neill, 2013; 

O’Leary, 2013; Melnick, 2013) 

Extensive literature regarding certain elements of the contemporary cultural 

context and its challenging impact on education does exist. It refers to a preferencing of 

market mechanisms (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Rudd & Goodson, 2017) as well as the 

prominence of efficiency and accountability (R. Edwards &Usher, 1994; Lyotard, 1984). 

Significant literature has been devoted to the impact of those elements in professional and 

higher education settings (O’Brien, 2017; Patrick, 2013). There has been limited attention 

to Gestalt Professional Education’s response to these challenges and to that of the non-

university higher education sector. This study indicates that providers have responded to 

these challenges by positioning themselves in one of the three modes of provision. 

Providers ability to comply with Gestalt’s philosophical underpinnings was shaped 

significantly by that positioning.  

Gestalt professional education is different to Gestalt therapy yet constrained by 

the same philosophical underpinnings.  These include authenticity and trust (Barber, 

2006; Woldt, 2005), autonomy and democracy (Barber, 2006; Lahood, 2013), and 

existential and humanistic values, (Brown, 1971; Bloom et al., 2014; Dawson, 2000; J. 
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Harris, 1999). Limited literature relates to how these underpinnings are translated into 

Gestalt educational practice. This study suggests that the underpinnings were highly 

valued by all providers of Gestalt professional education. They saw the underpinnings as 

essential in defining features of Gestalt therapy. They were concerned about the threats 

posed by the aforementioned elements of the contemporary cultural context and were 

organised to protect Gestalt values. Participants across the modes of provision provided 

numerous examples of how their institutes were faithful to the philosophy of Gestalt. 

They included stories of experiential learning, attention to the dispositional development 

of students, the responsible use of power, and the attention to the development of self-

awareness. However, there were significant barriers to the capacity of an institute to 

maintain its philosophical integrity. These barriers linked directly to the mode of 

provision in which they were situated. 

Those in the non-accredited Institute highly valued the freedom afforded to them 

by the lack of regulatory restraint. They were free to promote authentic, spontaneous, and 

agile learning engagements. They were able to be idealistically true to Gestalt theory and 

humanistic forms of training. They strategised their positioning to avoid constraints of 

professional and higher education accreditation which was thought to be antithetical to 

Gestalt’s humanistic values. On the other hand, some participants focused on the elitist 

nature of the mode. Some Gestalt authors have asserted that Gestalt therapy has been 

concerned with social issues and social change since its inception (Melnick & E. Nevis, 

2009). The lack of student diversity may be argued as contrary to the political strivings of 

Gestalt for inclusion, diversity, and interdependence (Fairfield, 2018; Melnick, 2017). 

However, limited literature from the Gestalt field has made explicit statements about need 

to expand the inclusion of students. 

The professionally accredited mode allowed the freedom to employ experiential 

learning, immediacy, relational care, authentic presence, and self-development within the 

design of classroom engagement. The latter, in particular, was valued by institute 

directors who emphasised the need for students to engage in therapy and group work as 

part of the training in order to develop their disposition: an essential feature of a humanist 

education (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Jarvis, 1987, 2010; Valett, 1977). In similar ways to 

the non-accredited mode, many features of a humanistic Gestalt training were protected 

within professionally accredited institutes. However, a cautionary position is advised 

concerning regulated professional education risks aligning to forms of knowledge valued 
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in the contemporary context which promotes instrumental, intrinsic, manipulative, and 

behavioural forms of education (Bagnall & Hodge, 2017). Such knowledge is contrary to 

that valued in Gestalt (Dawson, 2000; B. Harris, 2010). Here, the professionalisation of 

psychotherapy has required institutes to respond to the demands of potential students and 

graduates. The research indicates that they want professional recognition which, 

increasingly, is reliant on evidence of measurable skills to compete successfully for 

employment. The response of institutes to emphasise skills-based professional learning 

risks commodifying both the education process and the student (Biesta, 2009; Patrick, 

2013). Thus, a development of skills-based training in the mode risks a shift away from 

humanistic values towards performative goals (Ball, 2003. 2012).  

A significant body of literature has critiqued the impact of the contemporary 

cultural context on higher education (Giroux, 2002; O’Brien, 2017; Olsen & Peters, 

2005) most of which has focused on university settings. This study suggested that Gestalt 

institutes within higher education (small and privately run) avoided some of the more 

pernicious effects of these impacts. They were still allowed to provide experiential and 

group-based education while building authentic relationships with students. These 

features were compared favourably, by participants, to their experiences at university. 

However, significant restraints to freedom were identified which was especially evident 

in the implementation of the curriculum in classroom settings. There, experiences of 

compliance to the requirements of the institutes took precedence over the (philosophically 

aligned) immediate and experiential opportunities emergent in the learning exchange. 

That lack of autonomy was a significant departure from the spirit of Gestalt therapy 

(Barber, 2006). Several authors have noted the disadvantageous effect of the removal of 

teacher agency in the delivery of curriculum (Apple & Teitelbaum, 1986; Hodge, 2017). 

The experience in the mode of teaching to a lesson plan, designed prior to its delivery and 

without student input, exemplified the risk to philosophical integrity. Gestalt orientated 

writers such as Belinda Harris (2010) and Dawson (2000) have warned against the risks 

of moving into accredited settings, entailing processes antithetical to Gestalt’s 

philosophy. They have also acknowledged the pressure to attract students in an 

increasingly competitive marketplace.   

A further issue arising from the findings and corresponding literature was the use 

of resistance as a response to the negative aspects of the contemporary context 

(Shahjahan, 2014). Some literature referred to the practices of academic staff in 
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classroom settings who resisted performative techniques (Dumas & Anderson, 2014; 

Mortola, 2013; Patrick, 2013; Weaven, 2019). Frostenson and Englund (2020) 

explored how teachers managed the ambiguity of having humanist values within a 

performative teaching culture by utilising various mechanisms to accommodate them. 

In this study, the stark difference between performative techniques and the 

professional values of Gestalt educators rendered such an accommodation difficult. 

This study suggests that academic staff implemented practices in their classroom 

engagements that resisted the dehumanising aspects of higher education by building 

authentic relationships, employing experiential learning processes, and encouraging 

emergent group process with students. Here they questioned the utility of 

performative processes though they were, at times, resigned to the institute’s need to 

‘play the game’ in order to co-opt other benefits afforded in the mode.   

Curricular Quality 

This study suggests that an institute’s curriculum reflected its conceptualisation of what 

comprised valued knowledge. Generally, the quality of a given curriculum was judged 

positively within an institute by its adherence with that conceptualisation. Although 

several risks to quality were identified for those institutes in less formal settings, institutes 

in non-accredited provision valued and promoted humanistic knowledge within their 

curriculum.  They were shaped by a non-structured program which emphasised  the 

disposition of their students. Professionally accredited institutes valued professional skills 

and their curricula emphasised the development of practice skills and attributes, 

particularly in clinical settings. Institutes in higher education provision valued the 

understanding of academic theory, rigour in understanding and practice. Their curriculum 

emphasised academic skills and professional skills.  

The nature and preferred elements of a Gestalt curriculum is prominent in Gestalt 

circles. Claims that a curriculum must be experiential (Brownell, 2010; Gaffney, 2010; 

Peterson & Kolb, 2018; Wymore et al., 2009), theoretically sound (Dawson, 2000; Frew, 

2013; B. Harris, 2010), creative (Williams, 2009), authentic (Barber, 2006; Woldt, 2005), 

relational and non-manipulative (Vidakovic et al., 2010; Reep, 2010), learnt through 

group process (J. Harris, 1999; J. O’Neill & B. O’Neill , 2008; Woldt, 2009), and value 

each students’ autonomy and democracy (Barber, 2006; Lahood, 2013) are numerous. 

Each of the target institutes designed and delivered curricula that encompassed those 
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elements. Each institute’s curriculum relied on experiential group processes to elucidate 

the theoretical principles of Gestalt therapy. There were, however, differences in how 

each institute emphasised different aspects of knowledge through their curricula.  

 Those institutes based in the professionally accredited mode emphasised 

skills-development in their curriculum using practicums and clinical experience as the 

cornerstone of their teaching along with community development projects aimed at 

enhancing social justice in the student’s locality. A professionally orientated curriculum 

was part of Gestalt training for many years (Brown et al., 1987; Wyman, n.d.) often 

described as traditionally following a humanistic model and articulated as learning 

orientated rather than teaching (Gaffney, 2010; Woldt, 2005; 2009). This study reflects 

the relevant literature which indicated that such training has waned more recently as a 

response to the rise in evidence-based practice, regulation requirements of professional 

associations, the medicalisation of psychological problems, and the various demands of 

the psychotherapy employment market (Barber, 2006; B. Harris, 2010; Frew, 2013; 

Meara & Levien, 2005; Mortola, 2013). These changes have placed pressure on the 

professionally accredited curricula exampled in this study to become more attuned to 

these needs. The shift to institutes providing a practice clinic is an attempt to provide 

practical and relevant skills while still holding experiential group-based learning within 

the broader curriculum. 

As discussed in the previous section, those in non-accredited settings enjoyed 

significant freedom to design their program. This study suggests that such freedom 

extends to their curriculum. The target institute, and other similar institutes, promoted a 

semi-structured curriculum with high degrees of flexibility in teaching engagements 

(Bloom et al., 2014; Brown et al., 1987; Gaffney, 2010). While that freedom allowed for 

all the elements of a Gestalt curriculum, some risks to quality have been identified. Some 

authors have described the curricula of Gestalt institutes as being clan-like (Brownell, 

Levin, & B. O’Neill, 2015), anti-intellectual and risking their rigour (Greenberg, 2013), 

and reliant on charismatic leaders (Osborne, 2010). This study shows that the quality and 

rigour of a non-accredited curriculum was solely reliant on the efforts and integrity of the 

institute’s directors. In the absence of accountability to external regulations such institutes 

risked poor practice. Their curricular quality was seen as potentially compromised by 

charismatic teachers who lacked theoretical grounding. Wymore et al. (2009) identified 
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that Gestalt’s iconoclastic, counter-cultural origins were highly influential in the practices 

of some institutes which adversely impacted on their rigour.  

This study suggests that institutes within higher education facilitated programs 

with rigorous curricular. That rigour was related to two drivers: the scholastic emphasis 

inherent in higher education; and the requirement to have their program inspected by an 

external regulator. These drives promoted clear, planned, and theoretically informed 

curricular while still maintaining their experiential and skills-based elements. The 

emphasis on scholarly theory in the curriculum mitigated the risks identified in non-

accredited provision. Here the internal and external accountabilities inherent in the mode 

enhanced the high quality of the curriculum.  

The literature defined a division regarding the suitability of a Gestalt curriculum 

within higher education. Some writers saw a significant challenge in providing Gestalt in 

universities (Melnick & S. Nevis, 2018). Others have pointed to successful Gestalt 

programs existing in the academy (Frew, 2013; Gaffney, 2010) while others suggested 

that a particular strategy is needed in order for Gestalt programs to survive in the academy 

(Mortola, 2013). Some agreed that the decline of humanistic teaching in universities had 

caused the significant waning of their Gestalt programs (Frew, 2013; Gaffney, 2010; 

Mortola, 2013; Woldt 2009). Woldt, cites a similar waning and ultimately 

disappearance of the Gestalt curriculum at Kent State University following his 

retirement – similar to what happened to the Gestalt-Confluent Education curriculum 

at University of California, Santa Barbara when George Brown retired. (Woldt, 

personal correspondence, 2020). Beyond the Gestalt literature, many have articulated 

the shift from humanistic to instrumental, performative, and surveillance curricular 

(Bagnall & Hodge, 2017; Bergami, 2019; Hodge, 2017; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). This 

study suggests that those institutes within higher education and outside university settings 

have created an ”eddy” (Mortola, 2013, p 272) where some of the more pernicious threats 

to the quality of a curriculum have been mitigated. Some of these elements of 

managerialism and instrumentalism paradoxically allowed small privately-operated 

institutes to build a high-quality curriculum while reporting to regulators regarding non-

academic requirements. The compromise, as referenced in the previous section, was the 

diminishment of a humanist curriculum in the higher education mode.  

Curricular quality is an important aspect of Gestalt education because it is the 

vessel through which institutes instil the philosophy, theory, and skills of their program. 
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The changing nature of psychotherapy as well as the demands of students and 

practitioners has required institutes to respond to the tensions of maintaining 

philosophical integrity and rigour while meeting the demands of contemporary 

practitioners.  

Institutional Autonomy 

The present study suggests that there were stark differences between the institutes 

regarding their freedom to make  decisions without external restraint.  The non-accredited 

mode allowed decision-making unhindered by external requirements. While this was 

advantageous, it also brought risks of reckless decision-making, low quality control, and a 

lack of accountability for students’ emotional safety. Participants remarked that while 

those in professionally accredited institutes enjoyed freedom relative to higher education, 

their autonomy was professionally constrained by their adherence to the requirements of 

their professional association. Those requirements were spoken of as promoting a mostly 

instrumental approach to learning. Those within higher education were restrained 

significantly by their regulatory requirements which impacted nearly every aspect of an 

institute’s decision making and permeated most administrative and learning engagements.  

Gestalt therapy was founded as a response to (and a criticism of) the prevailing 

modalities of psychoanalysis, associationism, and behavioralism (Wheeler & Axelsson, 

2015). The early structure of its training reflected that purpose and was designed to be 

highly autonomous whilst reflecting anti-authoritarian and anarchistic ideals (Bloom et 

al., 2014; Wymore, Madewell, & Shaunessy, 2009). Several authors have recognised a 

changing context for professional education since Gestalt therapy was founded. They 

include the professionalisation and regulation of psychotherapy (Bar-Yoseph, et al., 

2008), a crisis of legitimacy (Brownell, et al., 2015), the merchantisation of knowledge 

(Marginson, 2004; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010), and the bureaucratisation of adult education 

(Marginson, 1997b; Olssen & Peters, 2005). Some Gestalt institutes have responded to 

these changes by becoming professionally accredited. The study suggests that those 

professionally accredited institutes had some constraints placed on their autonomy. They 

needed to comply with several accreditation requirements ordained by the professional 

body that would not have appeared otherwise. The nature of that constraint had shifted 

during the process of the research with the Australian psychotherapy professional 

association drafting a policy which requires its member institutes to provide a higher 
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education qualification. In response, institute leaders had strategised to build a 

relationship to develop pathways to Gestalt higher education providers. Such a 

relationship would require accountabilities to that provider, further containing the 

institute’s autonomy.  

The existence of privately owned and operated institutes within higher education 

(including Gestalt institutes) was a benefit derived from the policy to privatise education 

within Australasia (Shah, Vu & Stanton, 2019). A condition of that membership was the 

compliance with the demands of relevant regulation bodies (Meara & Levien, 2005). 

Significant literature (e.g., Hill, 2014, Hodge, 2017, Jayassuriya, 2014) has been devoted 

to discussing the removal of autonomy from institutes and academic staff within higher 

education through the introduction of risk-based regulation and public management 

principles. The Australasian context is identified as an example of increasing structural 

change and regulation (M. Amsler & Shore, 2017; Gale & Hodge, 2014). The Australian 

regulator, TEQSA, is described as promoting homogeneity across the whole sector 

(Thornton, 2014), wielding large procedural power over providers (Jayassuriya, 2014), 

and transforming the student/teacher relationship towards a one of consumer/provider 

(Withers, 2014). Similar criticism has been levelled at the New Zealand regulator 

(Robertson & Dale, 2002). This study suggests that the extent and nature of that 

regulation has had a significantly restraining effect on the autonomy of Gestalt institutes 

within higher education. All aspects of an institute’s operation were impacted by higher 

education regulation requirements. These included constructing committees and levels of 

governance that usually would not be required in such a small organisation. While the 

lack of autonomy held some advantages, such as building accountability for student 

wellbeing and developing clear policies, some disadvantages were significant.  

Meara and Levien (2005), in particular, identified the extended (beyond a five 

year) timeframe to become competent Gestalt therapists. This study indicated that the 

government regulator’s focus on efficiency and homogeneity was felt most acutely by 

one of the higher education Institutes when determining the progress of a student through 

the course. Gestalt is a humanistic modality and the progress of a student through a 

program is determined (in part) by dispositional factors. Some students, from the higher 

education mode, had their progress through a program delayed because of non-academic 

reasons. That process was not understandable or acceptable to the regulating body which 

had no template for such a model. One of the target Institutes needed to change its 
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practice significantly because the regulator’s funding model was aligned to a fixed view 

of student progression. 

Gestalt institutes in the higher education mode found that, increasingly, their 

autonomy was restrained by compliance demands of the government regulators. Those 

demands were related to an increased surveillance of providers associated with the 

unethical practices of providers in the VET sector resulting in the broad suspicion of all 

providers. Therefore, increasing evidence and reporting of issues such as student attrition 

and responses to sexual harassment, regardless of the history or prevalence of risk within 

those institutes, is required.  

The founding Gestalt institute in New York was established by, drawing on 

anarchistic principles which implied prizing its autonomy.  This research has shown that 

the demands of the contemporary cultural context have changed dramatically since the 

early 1950s when that institute was formed. While, now, some institutes maintain their 

autonomy, others are responding to the changing landscape of professional education by 

positing their institutes within systems that afford significantly less autonomy. 

Compliance Costs 

This study found that the target institutes expended various resources including financial, 

emotional, labour, and time in order gain and maintain compliance with relevant 

accreditation or regulating bodies. Non-accredited institutes had limited internal costs. 

However, they outsourced costs to graduates by relying on their developing communities 

of practice. Professionally accredited institutes also had minimal compliance costs though 

they did carry a significant burden in running a small institute within the mode. Institutes 

from both types of provision strategised to provide their programs for existing 

professionals therefore devolving their compliance costs to other educational settings 

(such as undergraduate counselling courses). Institutes within higher education expended 

significant costs to maintain accreditation with government regulators in addition to the 

costs of running a small business. 

Several authors in their critique of higher education have highlighted high levels 

of surveillance, risk management, performativity, and managerialism (O’Brien, 2017; 

Patrick, 2013). As referenced earlier, Gestalt institutes within higher education have 

significant responsibilities to their government regulating bodies. This study suggests that 
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those institutes outlaid significant financial resources to build the processes required by 

those bodies (audits, bookkeeping, etc.) and for the costs to be evaluated and accredited. 

Furthermore, significant time resources were diverted from teaching and other operations 

of the institutes in order to facilitate processes and write policy to appease government 

regulating bodies.  

Meara and Levien (2005) articulated the challenges of Gestalt institutes meeting 

the demands of government regulators within Australasia, though the costs of compliance 

were not addressed.  The present study suggests that the leaders of non-accredited and 

professionally accredited institutes strategically positioned their institutes to avoid the 

compliance costs found in the higher education sector. However, the professionalisation 

of psychotherapy, (see Fay, 2013 and Totton, 2000) the increasing value of qualifications 

(Marginson, 2004), and the prevalence of performative and neoliberal norms in the 

workplace (Frostenson & Englund, 2020) has impacted negatively on the legitimacy of 

non-accredited training.  The present study suggests that institutes have responded by 

shifting the (potential) costs of compliance toward building graduate communities that 

provided professional networks for members. That cost was borne mainly by graduates 

and directors who drew on their time and finances when developing and maintaining 

local communities of practice outside of the institutional context.  

 A strategy of the professionally accredited institutes was to negotiate pathways 

from their training into higher education according to the findings of the current study. 

That strategy shifted compliance costs to those (higher education) institutes. Another 

strategy, across all the modes of provision, was to recruit existing professionals as 

students into their programs thus shifting compliance costs to other institutes, often 

universities which provided undergraduate counselling or psychology courses. 

Lynda Osbourne’s (2010) research into a higher education Institute (which 

included a Gestalt component) within the United Kingdom reported that the directors of 

that institute were overworked and held multiple, sometimes incompatible roles leading 

to stress and illness. Some researchers in other forms of education (particularly schools) 

have identified negative emotional costs for educators when faced with performative 

systems (Frostenson & Englund, 2020; Wilkins, Busher, Kakos, Mohamed, & Smith, 

2012) and within higher education (Wilson & Holligan, 2013). The present study 

suggests that the small scale of Gestalt institutes along with the management of ambiguity 

in providing performative programs created an emotional compliance cost for directors 
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and academic staff. Those costs included stress, anxiety, tension, overload, and isolation. 

The risk of these costs is burnout as well as a high turnover of staff for both 

professionally accredited and higher education institutes.  

Student Access 

The ability for a student to access an institute is mainly associated with the financial 

support they were able to receive. That ability to pay the fees, which for many was related 

directly to the mode of provision of their institute. Institute directors, as discussed earlier, 

made strategic decisions resulting in their institutes joining or eschewing government 

regulation. One of the benefits of government regulation was the ability of students to 

access government loans. Those students who attended higher education institutes were 

eligible to apply for income-contingent loans which provide financial support for their 

study. Those students within non-accredited and professionally accredited provision were 

not eligible for such a scheme. This study suggests that the mode of provision was 

therefore related to a student’s access to Gestalt professional education and similarly 

shaped the diversity of that student body. The non-accredited mode provided an elitist 

education, according to some participants, in that it restricted access to those who could 

afford private tuition. The professionally accredited mode provided a professional 

education, also with limited access to those who could not afford the training. Those 

institutes within higher education encouraged access to students through income-

contingent loans thus generating a more diverse student body. 

 The issue of equity has featured in Australian higher education over the past 20 

years as articulated in relevant policies influenced by the Bradley report (2008). Several 

policy initiatives aimed at widening the participation of students from lower socio-

economic status (SES) have resulted. The maintenance of income-contingent loans is one 

of those policy measures (Norton, Cherastidtham & Mackey, 2018). While significant 

criticism has been aimed at the motivations and commitment of such strategies (Gale & 

Hodge, 2014; Gale & Parker, 2018), this study suggests that financial support for lower 

SES students allowed a higher rate of their participation within relevant Gestalt institutes. 

That participation was seen to build a broader diversity of students than those found in 

other modes of provision. This outcome was particularly noticed by students who had 

matriculated to higher education from other professionally accredited institutes. This 

diversity was seen as being advantageous for the practice of Gestalt psychotherapy which 
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otherwise risked being practised by a homogenous group. For providers within higher 

education provision the heightened access and diversity of students was a meaningful and 

attractive advantage within the mode.  

As previously discussed, non-accredited provision did not allow students to 

access to income-contingent loans. The resultant user-pays model of provision, therefore, 

was considered elitist in nature where only those with financial resources could access the 

training. The same situation existed in the professionally accredited mode. While some 

mechanisms were in place at each institute to provide scholarships and other limited 

supports, some lower SES students either delayed their enrolment or were excluded for 

want of financial resources. Naylor and Mifsud (2019) identified several blocks of access 

for lower SES students which included inflexible enrolment processes. Institutes outside 

higher education were engaged in enrolment practices that privileged students with 

certain learning potentials and dispositional qualities (such as reflection, emotional 

intelligence, and motivation to learn). Such discernment was counter to the prevailing 

widening participation policies operating in universities (Gale & Parker, 2018). 

Historically, Gestalt training has been an elitist training model attracting paying students. 

This study found that leaders within relevant Gestalt institutes argued the benefit of such a 

model in a modality requiring significant motivation and personal reflection. In addition, 

the leaders of non-accredited and professionally accredited institutes argued that students’ 

scholarly motivation was enhanced or evidenced when paying direct fees. 

Income contingent loans such as FEE-HELP were considered to be an unethical 

and unsustainable program by some leaders within the professional accredited mode, 

mainly as a result of the large residual government debt. In the Australian context, a study 

by Norton, Cherastidtham and Mackey (2018) estimated that the likely FEE-HELP debt 

as at June 2017 was $35.9 Billion. This debt and the unlikelihood of Gestalt graduates in 

attaining the minimum income required to replay was seen as an inappropriate use of 

government resources by those Gestalt institute directors.   

Institutional Sustainability 

This study indicated that non-accredited programs carried significant institutional risk to 

their sustainability. That risk was mitigated by the attractiveness of a prestigious institute 

in the mode. Professionally accredited institutes carried a moderate risk. Their 

sustainability was linked to their ability to provide desirable professional skills, valued in 
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workplace settings. The higher education mode was the most sustainable. It provided 

students with valued knowledge and credentials and availed an income source for 

institutes through income-contingent loans. However, this study indicated that 

government funding was catastrophic to an institutes sustainability when it was 

withdrawn.   

Several authors have noted that in the market-based economy, sustainability in 

professional education is closely aligned with receiving money from fee-paying students, 

government funding or income from patrons (D. Edwards, 2013; O’Regan et al., 2017; 

Osbourne, 2010; Routley et al., 2007). Within the contemporary context, psychotherapy 

has become an increasingly competitive, gatekept, and professionalised (Totton, 2000). 

This study suggests, that in response, students were attracted to education that enabled or 

enhanced their access to enter the employment market to differing degrees. Those 

institutes within the higher education mode were best situated to meet these demands. 

Their ability to award credentials and allow access to student loans increased their 

sustainability. In the New Zealand context, they allowed access to compulsory 

registration. Gestalt professional education in Australia and New Zealand has suffered 

significant risks to its sustainability with three institutes operating multiyear programs in 

2020. This statistic marks a reduction from nine in 2000. One of the target institutes in the 

study was forced to stop its operation following the withdrawal of government funds thus 

suggesting that such sustainability was at the whim of prevailing government policy.  

Institutes within the professionally accredited mode relied on a financial surplus 

delivered mainly through student fees. Those institutes built their sustainability by 

attracting students to learn skills that were valuable to their professional practice. 

Accredited training also allowed graduates access to a professional association which, in 

turn, provided a pathway to certain employment opportunities. These institutes traded on 

their reputation that had been built over many years. Several institute leaders doubted the 

sustainability of a newly-established institute beginning in the contemporary setting. The 

study indicated that institute sustainability is at moderate risk in the current political 

context that values many of the attributes found the higher education mode. 

Graduate Marketability 

Gestalt professional education was facing several major challenges to the marketability of 

its graduates which stem from its lack of legitimacy within the contemporary cultural 
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context. Institutes from the higher education mode provided some limited some 

legitimisation through its credentialing of graduates. They, and institutes from the other 

modes, faced significant challenges in providing a hospitable context for their graduates’ 

employment prospects.  

A crisis in the legitimacy of Gestalt therapy within its professional context 

appears apparent (Roubal, Francesetti, Brownell, Melnick & Zeleskov-Djoric, 2016; 

Greenberg, 2013). These authors highlight Gestalt’s humanism, its association with Fritz 

Perls’s techniques during the 1960s, and its perceived limited evidence base as the 

dominant cause of the crisis. The humanist underpinning philosophy of Gestalt therapy is 

incompatible with performative and reductionist practices favoured in the contemporary 

cultural context. This study indicates that those practices had, to a significant extent, 

become accepted within the professional sphere of psychotherapy. Consequently, 

graduates from across the institutes have been met with an ambiguous valuing of their 

skills. Their skills with human relations were valued while the Gestalt modality was 

perceived as lacking rigour.  

Gestalt graduates faced several challenges in how their training was perceived by 

prospective employers. This study suggests that Fritz Perls’s perceived poor and unethical 

practice and the associated dramatic, yet unevidenced, Gestalt techniques of his era were 

commonly (and incorrectly) referenced as aspects of contemporary Gestalt practice. In 

the broader psychotherapy profession, this perception tainted graduates from Gestalt 

institutes.  

The study suggests that graduates face an employment milieu where other 

modalities of therapy were valued and rewarded. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), 

with its purported evidence base, is preferred by employers and is eligible for government 

benefits in the form of rebates. Those rebates are only allowed to certain professions such 

as psychology or social work. Gestalt graduates required those professional identities in 

addition to their training at relevant institutes in order to obtain rebates. These issues 

further limited the marketability of Gestalt graduates. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

CONCLUSION 

Introduction 

This study explored how Gestalt professional educators understand and respond to the 

challenges of the contemporary cultural context.   That purpose was elaborated 

through three research questions:  

(1) What are the understandings and experiences of the directors, academic 

staff and students of Gestalt institutes regarding the issues arising within 

Gestalt professional education in the contemporary cultural context? 

(2) What are the understandings, choices and directions of their programs in 

response to the issues?  

(3) How is the provision of Gestalt professional education responding to the 

issues? The research approach adopted was that of a multiple case study.  

Three alternative modes of providing Gestalt professional education were recognised: 

(1) non-accredited; (2) professionally accredited; and (3) higher education (O’Regan 

et al., 2017). These modes formed the structural format for the overall investigation. 

Five Gestalt institutes were selected as cases for study across those modes. From 

members of each participating institute (institute directors, teachers, and students), 

data were collected through interviews, focus groups, and email correspondence with 

document analysis providing additional data. Those data were analysed through 

thematic analysis to identify the findings across seven emergent dimensions common 

to each of the three modes: (1) philosophical integrity, (2) curricular quality, (3) 

institutional autonomy, (4) compliance costs, (5) student access, (6) institutional 

sustainability,  and (7) graduate marketability.  

This conclusion presents the major interpretations of the study and their 

implications for Gestalt professional education practice, methodological 

considerations arising in the study, recommendations for future research, and the 

contributions of the study to knowledge in the field. 
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Conclusions from the Research and their Implications for 

Gestalt Professional Education Practice 

The research questions emerged from my curiosity about the contemporary challenges 

facing Gestalt Professional Education and how the people within each institute were 

responding to those challenges. The challenges have been described in the literature 

as being influenced by globalisation and neoliberalism which has led to shifting 

priorities shaping contemporary professional education. For example, a preferencing 

of market mechanisms and an emphasis on competition, efficiency, and accountability 

now prioritise educative ethos. (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Rudd & Goodson, 2017), 

This state is reflected by the push for performative and instrumental practices within 

institute curricula (Apple & Teitelbaum, 1986; Hodge, 2017).  

This research adds to the literature in the field of Gestalt professional 

education as it is indicative of the contemporary challenges that have led, in some 

instances, to practices that are incompatible with the underlying philosophy and 

preferred practices of Gestalt professional education. The findings suggest that 

participants understood these challenges in diverse and nuanced ways, and each 

institute crafted creative responses to mitigate the disadvantages while enhancing the 

opportunities of those challenges. One of the major responses was to align an institute 

with a preferred type of provision (one of the three modes identified in this research). 

The mode in which each institute was positioned significantly shaped its practice 

across the seven dimensions.  

Gestalt therapy and the education of its practitioners was founded as a 

criticism of, and a reaction against, the positivist, behavioural, and psychoanalytic 

practices influential at the time of its inception (Wheeler & Axelsson, 2015). Gestalt 

therapy has been described as a humanistic, radical, and counter-cultural modality 

(Fairfield, 2018). This research has highlighted the significantly changed nature of the 

cultural context within which Gestalt professional education finds itself since its 

inception. Aspects of that context are antithetical to the underlying principles of 

Gestalt therapy theory. The study uncovered the reality that relevant stakeholders 

were faced, therefore, with ambiguous and paradoxical demands in maintaining the 

integrity, credibility, and sustainability of their institutes. These demands were 

experienced by participants as stressful threats to Gestalt professional education that 
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required a response. In broad terms, the research revealed that institutes were 

responding to the ambiguity by choosing to position their institutes in different modes 

of provision. Those choices have three major practice implications: (1) there is a risk 

to the philosophical integrity of Gestalt professional education; (2) there is a risk to 

the sustainability of Gestalt professional education; and (3) there is a risk to the 

credibility of Gestalt professional education. 

The research has highlighted the point that some Gestalt training institutes are 

responding to the demands of the contemporary context by compromising the tenets 

of Gestalt practice to the demands of regulation or accreditation in order to maintain 

their sustainability. The study further highlighted the point that those within higher 

education risk their philosophical integrity by engaging in the performative and 

instrumental practices required by the regulators. Some of the drivers of those 

practices are so deeply embedded in the culture that they were difficult to discern. If 

such practices remain in institutes over time, they may become normalised after 

current students, educated through performative means, graduate and later become 

educators. While the research revealed that significant resistance to performative and 

instrumental processes was evident in classroom settings, a more systemic response to 

these processes would be desirable in order to critically examine and respond to them. 

Here, it is recommended that institute leaders regularly review and identify how and 

where performative practices are apparent within their curriculum and that they 

respond in ways that enhance humanistic and authentic learning engagements.  

The research indicated that those institutes in the non-accredited mode (and to 

a lesser extent the professionally accredited mode) while honouring the existential and 

humanistic strivings of Gestalt therapy, created barriers to enrolment by students from 

a socioeconomically disadvantaged background. This was because students attending 

non-accredited institutes could not access government financial support. The research 

further suggested that such barriers risk the philosophical integrity of Gestalt 

therapy’s humanistic underpinnings. While the target institutes in this study attempted 

to mitigate that risk through scholarships and other limited measures, it is 

recommended that the Gestalt community reviews these barriers and considers 

equitable pathways into training. 

. 
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Significant risks to the sustainability of Gestalt professional education were 

highlighted in the research.  It was conducted in an environment where many 

institutes in Australia had closed and the New Zealand Institute was no longer 

operating. The latter institute had been forced to cease operation following a 

catastrophic withdrawal of funds by the government. This study contributes to the 

field by uncovering multifaceted reasons for that lack of sustainability, including 

shifts in the field of psychotherapy, which have influenced the attractiveness of 

training to potential students negatively. However. higher education institutes were 

able to attract students, though, as in the New Zealand case, they were vulnerable to 

changes in government policy regarding funding. It is recommended that those 

involved in Gestalt professional education develop long term strategies to maintain 

their sustainability and diversify their sources of financial surplus.   

A risk to the credibility of Gestalt professional education was uncovered.  A 

lack of rigour (especially in non-accredited institutes), the poor reputation of Fritz 

Perls in some quarters, the elements of anti-intellectualism, and the lack of an 

evidence base for the efficacy of the therapy, detracted from the perceived legitimacy 

of Gestalt professional education. While Gestalt therapy research aimed at building an 

evidence base for this type of psychotherapy is currently underway, it is not without 

debate (see Hosemans & Phillipson, 2019; Brownell, Spagnuolo Lobb, Herrera & 

Schulthess, 2020). Similar efforts need to be made by Gestalt educators to produce 

empirical research and scholarly contributions in the broader fields of pedagogy and 

adult education. It is hoped that the contribution of this research addresses that need 

and that the resultant exposure and scholarly critique enhances the reputation of 

Gestalt. The research project showed that Gestalt’s presence in higher education 

enhances its reputation. However, academic staff and graduates need encouragement 

to add to the scholarly literature in the fields of education and psychotherapy.  

Methodological Considerations 

This study was based on an understanding that certain elements of the contemporary 

cultural context would present a significant challenge to those within Gestalt 

professional education provision. It sought an understanding of the experiences, 

understandings, meanings, and decisions of identified stakeholders within Gestalt 

professional education. It did so through the lens of a constructivist research paradigm 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

209  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

and an interpretive theory (Crotty, 1998). The aim of the study’s guiding questions 

was to explore the meaningful world of those stakeholders through the lens of a 

meaning-making researcher as well as to explore their unique elements through 

comparison across different modes of provision. Multiple sources of information were 

required to attend to the complexity of the participants’ situation. A qualitative 

multiple-case study approach was selected to address the research questions because it 

allowed several perspectives to be represented (Cohen et al., 2007). The research 

process confirmed that this methodology was useful as it facilitated participants to 

reflect on the research questions and discuss their experiences, thoughts, and 

decisions. This approach supported a full, relevant, and interesting set of accounts that 

assisted data interpretation and analysis construction. 

The case selection was based on a judgement sample (Marshall & Rossman, 

2011) designed to elicit a variety of experiences from a variety of institutes. Initially, 

four institutes were identified, each as a case: two providing higher education (One 

each from Australia and New Zealand); one (Australian) departing the higher 

education mode; and one (Australian) Institute offering training professionally 

accredited by GANZ and PACFA. As I was beginning the project, I was fortunate to 

communicate with the directors (on a matter not associated with this project) of a non-

accredited Institute. They had read a journal article associated with the research 

(O’Regan et al., 2017) and wished to participate in the current research. I reflected on 

their offer and decided their inclusion would add an important voice to the research 

because their institute was from the non-accredited mode hitherto not represented in 

the study. That case selection provided rich sources of ideas, decisions, and opinions 

relevant to the research questions. However, a possible limitation of the study is the 

uneven representation of participants from the different institutes. In other words, 

more participants volunteered from some institutes plus the range of roles were not 

represented evenly across the different institutes.   

The research questions required information from a variety of participant 

perspectives: directors; academic staff; and students. As the research progressed, these 

different viewpoints provided rich and relevant information. A potential limitation 

was not inviting practicing Gestalt therapists and recent graduates to participate. They 

may have enriched the findings with a broader range of views regarding their 
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experience of Gestalt professional education and its marketability in professional 

settings. 

Data collection involved document reviews, semi-structured interviews, focus 

groups, and email correspondence (associated with selected member checking). Each 

of these techniques produced rich and relevant information regarding the research 

questions. While initially considered as part of the research strategy, the use of 

participant-observation proved to be unworkable across the institutes because of 

limited researcher acceptability, opportunity, practicability, and time. The requirement 

of the ethics approval to pause natural conversations and shift into a 

researcher/participant role was prohibitively awkward so that strategy was abandoned 

almost immediately. I recorded and orthographically transcribed (Braun & Clarke, 

2013) each interview and focus group recording. This process began after the first 

interview. That allowed me to learn from it and to improve my interviewing skills in 

subsequent engagements with participants. My main learnings were to say less, allow 

more pauses, and ensure that I minimised any leading of the interview participants.  

The qualitative multiple case study data analysis required several overlapping 

approaches (Braun & Clark, 2013; Stake, 2006). I essentially, (though not 

religiously), followed the data coding and analysis processes articulated by Miles et 

al., (2014), Saldaña, (2016), and Stake (2006). I was also strongly influenced by the 

suggestions of Braun and Clark (2013). My confidence with analysis and reflection 

improved as the study progressed through practice and discussion with my 

supervisors and trusted colleagues. This process led to my construction of the seven 

dimensions during the initial stages of the second phase of coding and theming of the 

data (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016) before engaging in a cross-mode analysis to 

inform the discussion chapter. Ultimately, the use of the computer-assisted qualitative 

analysis software, NVivo (version 11 and 12) facilitated the organisation and 

management of the analysis although I also employed manual notes on hard copies of 

the transcripts, Microsoft word documents, and kept a hard copy reflective diary. My 

skills in the use of this technology increased as the project proceeded. The rigour of 

those processes also contributed to the trustworthiness of the study (Braun & Clark, 

2013; Stake, 2006). 

The Gestalt professional community in Australia and New Zealand is small 

and the risk of identification by inference loomed large as an ethical concern. All 
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participants were informed of this risk in writing and in introductory conversations 

(Appendix A). In the presentation of the findings I chose to limit the risk of that 

identification by using general identifiers, such as Student or Institute Director. That 

choice limited the representation of each participant’s personal story and experience 

possibly impacting on the opportunities for empathy and relatability for the reader. 

This was a problem with which I struggled. However, the ethical wellbeing of the 

participants took prominence.   

Qualitative research is context-based (Braun, Clarke, Hayfield & Terry, 2019), 

and its generalisability beyond that context is contestable. The study’s findings were 

limited to the context of its Australian and New Zealand locations with their particular 

government regulations and professional accreditation. However, they may be of 

interest to others in sensitising them to possibilities in similar cultural contexts. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

To further understand the impact of the contemporary cultural context on Gestalt 

professional education, future research might focus on how the issues identified in 

this study are manifested in other parts of the world. Other jurisdictions are faced with 

different regulatory constraints and opportunities. The present research could then 

comprise a comparative piece for such research. Other future research might be 

extended to include Gestalt graduates and practitioners to share their understandings 

and needs. 

The modes of education articulated in this study do not include all the forms of 

education which offer (or potentially could provide) Gestalt education. Gestalt 

training models, such as that found in Cape Cod in the USA, offer shorter-term 

professional education. Other examples include the community, or liberal arts 

colleges in the USA. Research could be conducted involving these settings to identify 

other perspectives regarding the opportunities and challenges in the provision of 

Gestalt education within the contemporary cultural context. 

Their remains a knowledge gap regarding Gestalt’s position on the need to 

provide access for those students who cannot afford to attend private Gestalt training 

institutes. I found it difficult to identify a position regarding this issue. Nor was there 

a coherent and widely accepted position by Gestalt therapy theorists on issues of 
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social justice. Gestalt therapy’s position on human rights, including access to training, 

has not been clearly articulated in the literature. This gap seems stark to me given my 

membership of the social work profession which makes clear statements about its 

alignment with human rights and critical theory. Research into how those who 

identify as Gestaltist’s understand their position on the accessibility of training and 

other social issues may shed light on how Gestalt therapy might (or should) respond 

to some of the contemporary social challenges discussed in this paper. 

Research into other forms of psychotherapy that may be compromised within 

the contemporary context may contribute valuable perspectives to the field. 

Modalities such as psychodrama, Jungian, Lacanian, and other forms of psychanalysis 

may face similar tensions regarding their professional training. The finding of 

research into these arenas would contribute valuable knowledge to interested readers. 

This thesis has been written during the COVID 19 pandemic. Anecdotally, 

several Gestalt trainings programs have shifted to online provision. Research into the 

implications of online provision may identify its benefits and disadvantages. 

Furthermore, the implications of such provision for philosophical integrity and 

student access may be illuminated.  

Contribution to Knowledge in the Field 

Few studies have been conducted regarding Gestalt professional education and no 

identified studies have explored the challenges of its provision within the 

contemporary cultural context. This study utilised a known methodology – a 

qualitative multiple case study – to explore and report on a hitherto unexplored field. 

Its contributions to the field may inform understanding of the experiences and 

dilemmas of Gestalt professional education providers. It should provide a framework 

through which providers, both those participating in the study and others in and 

beyond Australia and New Zealand, may more systemically reflect upon and 

understand the implications of their choices. 

This study produced two main conceptual frames through which to understand 

Gestalt professional education. First, the study produced and refined an explanation of 

three modes of provision within which institutes are situated. That conceptualisation 

was included in a peer-reviewed publication (O’Regan et al., 2017). The study 
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indicated that the modal position of an institute has significant impacts on its 

operation. The modes also provide a lens through which to engage in further research 

into Gestalt provision. Second, seven dimensions were constructed during the analysis 

which were grounded in the interpretation of the data to organise and discuss the 

findings. They offered a conceptual frame for further research into Gestalt 

professional education, especially that pertaining to institutions. Little research has 

been conducted into non-university higher education. These conceptual frames should 

be of value to those outside of Gestalt professional education, and within those 

settings.  
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

Interview Schedule 

21/2/17 

The interviewing approach in this research project is an approach to depth 

interviewing called responsive interviewing, based on an interpretive constructionist 

paradigm, mixed with critical theory and a pragmatic approach to interviewing. The 

proposed research will draw on this interviewing approach.  Responsive interviewing 

aims for depth and clarity of experience where the researcher guides the interview as 

a “structured conversation” pursuing the research questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 

129).  Such conversations are structured through combining main questions, follow-

up questions and probes (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). The intended research interviews will 

be based on the research questions below. Follow-up questions will ask participants 

to expand on themes and concepts that they have introduced, while probes will keep 

the conversation on track (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 

Broad research questions with sub-questions: 

▪ How do the directors, academic staff and students of gestalt institutes 

understand and experience the differences between gestalt therapy theory 

and the contemporary cultural context?  

▪ What is important for you in gestalt theory currently? 

▪ How would you describe the dominant cultural influences in Australia 

(New Zealand) today? 

▪ What are the main differences between the two? 

▪  What do you experience, (imagine, feel, sense) as you describe them 

to me? 

▪ How do they understand the nature of higher education in relation to 

gestalt professional education?  

▪ What do you see as the values in Gestalt therapy training? 

▪ What do you understand to me the values in higher education? 

▪ What emerges in you as you describe these? (sensations, images, 

thoughts, emotions) 
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▪ How do they experience and understand the issues and imperatives of 

entering the higher education sector?  

▪ Why would a gestalt institute join higher ed? 

▪ Does it belong there? 

▪ What issues do you see in this move?  

▪ What gets lost/gained? 

▪ Would you study in such an institution? 

▪ Would you study in a non-credentialed gestalt course? Why? 

▪ What advice would you have for gestalt institute directors considering 

such a move? 

▪ How do they experience the management and what actions do they take in 

response respond to these experiences and understandings of any 

differences, issues and imperatives? 

▪ How do you manage the feelings that have emerged? 

▪ What have you done? 

▪ What advice do you have for leaders and decision makers in gestalt? 

▪ How do you deal with any ethical or other tension that emerges from 

the situations we have discussed? How does this shape your actions? 
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APPENDIX D 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE 

 

 



Positioning Gestalt Professional Education 

237  Patrick O’Regan – November 2020   

APPENDIX E 
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APPENDIX G 

EXAMPLE OF PROCESS CODING 

Facilitating Experiential Learning 

‘Facilitating experiential learning’ identifies what participants’ saw as Gestalt 

training involving the provision of participative educational engagements that emphasised 

the doing of practices, by relevant players within the mode. Such engagements were seen 

as fulfilling the underpinning nature of a Gestalt-informed professional education: 

[The Gestalt course is] very experiential because it is teaching us both 

with the head and with the heart. So, for me, it's perfect because I function like 

that. So, … both aspects of my nature are fed. I can use my head, I can be as 

intellectual as I wish. (Student) 

Facilitating experiential learning was seen as also involving an emphasis on 

designing and implementing those learning engagements within the professionally 

accredited mode: 

The framework is important … for the ideas that I'm talking about. … 

There is a kind of experimental ethos and anti-reductionist ethos [and] the 

holism is … important as well. (Student) 




