
  

Psychotherapeut*innen haben die Verantwortung, soziale Strukturen und deren 
Konsequenz für die psychische Gesundheit von Frauen* und Männern* zu 
reflektieren und in Theorie und Praxis ihrer Arbeit mitzudenken. 1 

Why should person-centred facilitation be gender-sensitive? 
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The aim of this paper is to present principles for and insights into a gender-sensitive 
approach in person-centred facilitation derived from a critical and creative reflective 
inquiry into the authors’ theoretical concepts and personal experiences. 

Facilitation in person-centred encounter groups focuses on enabling personhood and 
on the flourishing of self and others, i.e. developing connected relationships in which 
both facilitators and those facilitated feel acknowledged and respected as persons 
who are able to develop and grow. This in turn implies that facilitators are also in a 
constant state of being and becoming. Thus, in a genuinely person-centred approach, 
therapeutic support is provided through engagement in the process, rather than 
exclusion or withdrawal.2 

In a group, the facilitator is responsible for setting up boundary conditions such as 
time of meeting, place, duration and membership, and makes other important 
contributions (...), but the responsibility for the process of the group is distributed 
among all the members, who jointly contribute to the creation of an enabling climate 
of trust, acceptance and caring. 3 

How reflected, open-minded and enthusiastic do facilitators have to be in order to co- 
establish such a climate? Can this be achieved by being an active group member 
and by showing trust in the group process at the same time? In an atmosphere of 
freedom and connectedness, encounters and positive growth are possible. The 
facilitators’ attitude of being congruent, deeply empathic, authentic, non-judgemental 
and unconditionally acknowledging the individual otherness of the group members, 
i.e. taking the experiences of individuals seriously and expressing/verbalising sincere 
sympathy is therefore crucial for success.4 

Following the statements above, the authors deduce, facilitators have to be aware of 
group processes and have to display profound theoretical knowledge at the same 
time. In order to understand the individual otherness of human beings, a deep 
understanding of intrapersonal, interpersonal and contextual development is 
required. People grow up and live in certain societal systems that shape their 
characters and behaviour. They are mostly born into a binary sex/gender 
surrounding, which not only expects them to behave in accordance with certain 
gender assumptions but also to submit to patriarchal hierarchy. Cultural norms 
dictate how to be and deeply affect our actions, behaviour, opinions,  

 
1 “It is the responsibility of psychotherapists to reflect social structure and its impact on the 
mental health of women* and men* both in theory as in practice.“ Hasler, G./Macke, K. 
(2012): Braucht Psychotherapie geschlechter-differentes Wissen? In: WLP 1/2012, p.19 
2 See Rogers, C. R. (2000) Therapeut und Klient. Grundlagen der Gesprächspsychotherapie. 
Fischer Taschenbuchverlag. Frankfurt am Main. 
3 O´Hara/Schmid (2013) Working with Groups. In: Cooper, M. et al. ed. The Handbook of 
Personcentred Psychotherapy & Counselling, p. 228. 
4 Schmid, P.F. (1996) Personzentrierte Gruppenpsychotherapie in der Praxis. Die Kunst der 
Begegnung. Junfermannsche Verlagsbuchhandlung. Padderborn. p.243 



  

our self-perception and the perception of others. The established social order based 
on a hetero-normative binary gender hierarchy holds everyone captive. Being a 
person also means being socialised as a woman or a man in a certain culture at a 
specific time. Persons who do not fit into this binary system are subjects to special 
discrimination. In “The Second Sex”5 Simone de Beauvoir claims that gender is 
socially constructed; “one is not born a woman but becomes one” i.e. one is under 
cultural pressure to become one. Judith Butler takes her idea one step further and 
postulates that sex is a construction and a term in progress, too. 

 
And clearly, the compulsion does not come from ‘sex’. There is nothing in her account 
that guarantees that the ‘one’ who becomes a woman is necessarily female. If ‘the 
body is a situation’, as she claims, there is no recourse to a body that has not always 
already been interpreted by cultural meanings; hence, sex could not qualify as 
a pre-discursive anatomical facticity. Indeed, sex, by definition, will be shown to have 
been gender all along.6 

 
If this is true, we do not have a fixed sex/gender but everyone is constantly 
(re)creating the concepts of femaleness/femininity and maleness/masculinity inherent 
in their culture. Yet the idea of doing gender implies that, “as an ongoing discursive 
practice, it is open to intervention and resignification.” 7 This is good news and might 
also be very helpful in the context of facilitating as discussed in more detail below. In 
addition we should be aware of the fact that being labelled as female or male 

 
is not always constituted coherently or consistently in different historical contexts, 
(...)because gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual, and regional 
modalities of discursively constituted identities. As a result, it becomes impossible to 
separate out ‘gender’ from the political and cultural intersections in which it is 
invariably produced and maintained. 8 

Social dimensions are subject to historical changes; they are interwoven and 
reinforce or affect each other. Intersectionality is a set of overlapping social identities 
we all have, and the related systems of privilege and oppression that impact our 
lives.9 Yet gender modifies other intersectional modalities as Brigitte Schigl claims.10 
Gender still functions as a basis for discrimination in the existing social order. 

Any social encounter can be pressed into service in the interest of ‘doing gender’11. 
(…) In this way, new members of society come to be involved in a self-regulating 
process as they begin to monitor their own and others’ conduct with regard to its 
gender implications. (…) In doing gender, men are also doing dominance and women 
are doing deference (…), the resultant social order, which supposedly reflects ‘natural 
differences’, is a powerful reinforcer and legitimator of hierarchical arrangements. 12

 
 

5 see Beauvoir de, S. (1949) Le Deuxième Sexe 
6 Butler, J. (1990, 1999) Gender Trouble p.12 
7 Butler, J. (1990, 1999) Gender Trouble p.12 
8 Butler, J. (1990, 1999) Gender Trouble p.6 
9 see Meg-John Barker (2017) 
10 see Schigl, B. (2012): Psychotherapie und Gender. 
11 "Doing Gender" is a classic sociological concept developed by Candace West and Don 
Zimmerman. It means that gender is a routine accomplishment in everyday life and an 
ongoing activity. We can’t avoid doing gender. We do gender in interaction with others. It is a 
product/construction of social interaction. 
12 West/Zimmerman (1987): p.146 



  

Sabine Scheffler and Agnes Büchele point out the importance of knowledge and 
reflection about gender prejudices and stereotypes, about forms and mechanisms of 
discrimination and intersectionality in order to not reproduce gender inequalities in 
counselling situations. They claim that gender order is at play not only on an 
individual level but also on organizational, cultural as well as on institutional levels, 
which include counselling and psychotherapy institutes. 13  

 
We can assume that such underlying mechanisms are always at play, i.e. also in 
person-centred encounter groups. The question arises whether we can create 
spaces that are free of discrimination and provide freedom for everyone? Can 
person-centred encounter groups be such emancipatory places? 

Bettina Zehetner states that feminist approaches seek to change society by aiming to 
overcome patriarchal social models and do away with any form of discrimination in 
order to enable every human being to live an autonomous life. Individual and societal 
emancipation go hand in hand. Being offered the chance/option to reflect on current 
concepts of (fe*)male*ness and contemplate about the ways we are doing gender 
would help to enhance individuals’ competence and range of behavioural 
repertoire towards greater creativity and freedom. ‘What kind of alternatives are 
there?’ – is the most important question that arises.14 Non-gender conforming 
behaviour is healthy, according to outcomes of scientific studies.15 At the same time, 
one of course should not forget about significant within-gender-group differences. In 
fact, it is all about differences and accepting them.16 

Incorporating social analysis will help the facilitator clarify the political nature of some 
of the therapeutic issues and result in the addressing of gender stereotypes which 
otherwise might contaminate the process. We should be aware of the fact that the 
wider cultural assumption of binary gender rooted in binary biological sex may well 
leave some with insecurities and shame around perceived difference, and/or fear of 
stigma. A feminist approach, which includes a commitment to facilitating equality and 
personal power between any genders, is helpful in establishing a constructive 
facilitating style. Meg-John Barker adds that it is important to reflexively engage with 
your own assumptions – and cultural norms – about love, relationships, and sex work 
in order to engage in a culturally competent way across not only gender diversity but 
also relationship diversity. 17 As a facilitator you should become aware of your own 
biases and reflect on structural inequalities in your wider society.18 

 
Peter Schmid states that “gender-specific aspects in therapeutic and psychosocial 
relationships enrich and differentiate the understanding of person-centred practice 
and theory.” 19 

 
13 see Scheffler/Büchele (2014) 
14 see Zehetner (2012) 
15 see Schigl (2010) and Zehetner (2012) 
16 see Barker (2017) p.22 
17 see Barker (2017) p.56 
18 see Barker (2017) p.57 
19 Schmid, P.F. (2004) p.3 As an example he analyses the view on the actualising tendency 
which has been developed from an androcentric idea of a “directional, forward striving, 
expanding, transcending, increasing force, a force towards autonomy” to a feminist view of it 
“ as the force of the individual embedded in interconnectedness. Consequently, this would 
stress the social nature of the person much more than it was originally conceptualised in 



  

 

The Art of Communication as an example 

Living in a world that systematically devalues women’s knowledge also has an 
impact on the way people communicate with each other. Asymmetries in the social 
structure are reproduced in the content and the structure of language as well as in 
actual conversations.20 Linguists like Deborah Tannen or Ruth Wodak investigated 
behaviour of persons socialised as women and men in different settings and found 
out mechanisms at work we as (group) facilitators should be aware of.  

 
One example is the phenomenon of interruption in group conversations, which is 
associated with dominance and subordinance. Studies prove that women are far 
more often interrupted than men regardless of their status in cross-gender 
conversations. “Men subordinates interrupted higher status women more often than 
the reverse“ and “men succeeded in gaining the floor by this means 85% of the time, 
compared with 52% for the women.” 21 

 
Another interesting fact is that mens' utterances tend to be assessed more 
relevant than womens statements. Women as well as men tend to refer/relate 
to statements produced by males rather than to females. 

Also communication styles seem to be gendered, women tend to use a facilitative, 
personal style, men an assertive, authoritative style. Men maintain status distinctions 
and women try to minimize them. 

 
In summary studies that focus on how   and men enact authority in professional 
positions suggest that women tend to expend linguistic effort to minimize status 
difference between themselves and their subordinates or patients (or as Tannen puts 
it, to save face for them), whereas men tend to use strategies that reinforce status 
differences. Thus, the women and men in these studies tend to create and maintain 
different alignments between themselves and their subordinates or patients. Women 
exercise their authority by using language strategies that create a symmetrical 
alignment (that is they downplay their authority). Men use language strategies that 
create and maintain an asymmetrical alignment, the alignment that is traditionally 
associated with authority. 22 

 
Speech styles also influence the way people are appreciated; 

 
ratings that women received for competence, likeability, and/or femininity depended 
on their language behaviour and the sex of the rater, but the ratings men received did 
not. Assertive women were perceived as more competent but less likeable, less 
influential or less feminine. These studies suggest that women must choose between 
being ‘assertive’ or being likeable and feminine. 23 

 
 
 

Rogers’ anthropology.” Even though it is beyond the scope of this article we would like to 
mention Stern´s illuminating insights into the dilemma of separating self and relationship and 
its consequences for adolescent girls and women. Stern, L. (1991) p.112ff 
20 see Macke, K. (2010) 
21 Wodak, R.(1998) p.90  
22 Wodak, R.(1998) p.91 
23 Wodak, R.(1998) p.92 



  

Examples like the above are also likely to appear in person-centred cross-gender 
encounter-groups as mentioned before. Yet person-centred psychotherapists (as well 
as feminists) are interested in creating a society that is neither patriarchal nor 
discriminating in any way. They share a sociocritical and emancipatory attitude in 
order to create a fair, inclusive world, socially just, equally welcoming all genders. 
As the famous Austrian feminist Johanna Dohnal put it: "Die Vision des Feminismus 
ist nicht eine ‚weibliche Zukunft’. Es ist eine menschliche Zukunft. Ohne 
Rollenzwänge, ohne Macht- und Gewaltverhältnisse, ohne Männerbündelei und 
Weiblichkeitswahn.”24 

Couldn’t the effective force of client-centred therapy be channelled more directly 
toward facilitating social justice and constructive growth? (…)There is an intimate 
connection between realizing human potential and being a responsible and active 
member of a real community in an actual place (...) 25

 

Our experience and conviction is that it requires not only theoretical gender 
knowledge and knowledge of gender research,26 but also reflection on female 
socialisation and its often contradictory and discriminating consequences, as well as 
an understanding of social relations and power dynamics and insight into socio- 
political conditions for any gender.27 We are convinced that the self-reflective 
experience should be introduced in psychotherapy training. As facilitators we have to 
be aware of ourselves as ‘gendered persons’ and reflect our own biases. We have to 
understand the importance and relevance of gender-topics and gender-related forms 
of discrimination that might be at play in encounter groups in order to deliberately 
uncover those mechanisms and create places enabling freedom for any human 
being. 

 
“If the approach is taken seriously as an ‘approach’ and not as a ready-made 
doctrine, ‘not as a school or dogma but as a set of tentative principles’, to quote Carl 
Rogers and John Wood (1974), then it still is the emancipatory approach par 
excellence.”28 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

24 “The feministic vision of a better world is not the idea of a ‘female future’ but of a human 
future free of the constraints of gender, free of violent relationships, male cohorts and 
‘feminine mystique’.” Johanna Dohnal, first Austrian minister of women´s affairs in a lecture 
at the Technical University of Vienna in 2004 
25 Wood, J. K.: What Does it Have to Do, p. 278 

 
26 see Schigl, B. (2012) 
27 see Winkler, M. (1992) 
28 Schmid, P.F. (2002) p.4 
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