
History of the Balint group.

The name is that of Michael Balint, a Hungarian psychoanalyst who, together with his third wife, Enid, started groups for GPs in the 1950s.

Michael Balint, the son of a GP, was born in Budapest in 1896. He became a medical student at the age of 16 years, but his studies were interrupted by World War 1 when he joined the army. However, after being wounded he resumed his studies in his native Budapest and obtained his doctorate in 1920. Initially he wanted to be a biochemist, but after hearing Freud speak at conferences and reading The Interpretation of Dreams he developed an increasing interest in psychoanalysis. This was encouraged by his first wife, Alice, herself an analyst. Therefore he trained as a psychoanalyst, his trainer and mentor being Sandor Ferenczi, a contemporary of Freud, but of the Hungarian School which was more eclectic than the Viennese. Balint worked as an analyst in Budapest until 1939 when because he was Jewish, he was obliged to leave Hungary and so came to Manchester with his wife and son as a refugee. Sadly, Alice died the same year and Balint remarried soon afterwards, but his second marriage, to Edna, was brief and ended in divorce. He had moved to London, working initially in Child Guidance clinics until he was appointed to the Tavistock Clinic. There he met, and in 1949 married, Enid            . She was a social worker and marriage guidance counsellor and they developed their innovative groups for GPs together.

The Balints began their groups shortly after the inception of the National Health Service when for the first time free health care for all had been introduced and as a result the GPs’ surgeries were flooded with patients whose expectations were high. The GPs, who at that time had had no specific training for general practice, were ill-equipped to deal with unclear diagnoses, particularly of emotional problems, especially in an atmosphere where patients believed that there was now a cure for all their ills.

Balint was one of the first to recognise the value of the consultation itself as a therapeutic tool. As an analyst he realised that what happened psychologically between the doctor and patient was significant, although this was not discussed in medical textbooks of the day. This was before the days of consultation analysis and communications skills training, although there were, of course, doctors who recognised the importance of listening to their patients. The Balints advertised for doctors to join a group for ‘training and research’ to study the doctor-patient relationship. The traditional Balint group was born and the outcome of this first group was Balint’s seminal work, The Doctor, His Patient and the Illness, which was published in 1957 (Balint, 1957).

Postgraduate training for general practice was instituted in the early 1970s and was greatly facilitated by the publication of the book The Future General Practitioner: learning and teaching (Horder, Byrne, Freeling et al. 1972). It is of interest to note that half the authors had been in Balint’s groups and there is no doubt that this led to the almost universal use of the small group in GP training. Balint’s influence is evident even in the sub-title of the book, “learning and teaching” with the then revolutionary idea that these took place simultaneously for both the pupil and the teacher.

The Balints were at pains to avoid a teacher-pupil relationship in the groups:

“What we aimed at was a free give and take atmosphere in which everyone could bring up his problems in the hope of getting some light on them from the experience of others.”

Heather Suckling, London, 24 September 2003


