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1.

Perspective of Introjection and Self-support

My perspective of this subject, is I have felt the immense power of the introjects I
carry, I have worked with them in gestalt therapy and I have felt and still feel my
self-support growing. I’m continuously amazed when experiencing this in others and
in myself, how incredibly strong the introjects can be, in driving me into doing things
I feel I should do. How I could go on and on without sensing what I really want. And
on the other hand, through Gestalt Therapy becoming aware, working through the
introjects and growing my self-support, how incredibly liberating and full of life it is
to sense and go for what I really want.
I’m the oldest of two sons, and clearly the bearer of the ambition in the family. I was
very young when I got my first leader position in the media business, and I was
pushing myself extremely hard, and quickly advancing. I had no feeling of my wellbeing, I was only measuring myself on me performing, advancing, getting bigger jobs
and higher salary. I was not prioritising according to my true values, for example my
job before my family, and truly it is the other way around – something was constantly
driving me to perform and always trying to be the best, and preferably with a good
margin to all others.
I have afterwards leaned the term “high achiever low self-esteem” (insecure
overachiever) in particularly the consulting business, and in the business field in
general. In short it is a term used by management in these companies / this field,
about a certain category of employees, who is known to work much harder and much
more than average – “until the drop”, in a continued effort to prove “they are good
enough”. This is something I’m considering as a topic for my thesis on the 4th year,
and this assignment is an opportunity to start looking into some of the theory around
this.
I know my own story and I have now worked with quite some clients with similar
introjects and lack of self-support. I’m fascinated with the power of the introjects and
the liveliness and satisfaction of growing self-support, and I want to look deeper into
this.
In this assignment I will look into the theory of introjection and self-support in Gestalt
Therapy.
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2.

Introjection

Introjection is part of the fundamental function of learning - for a child to be able to
learn from its environment. When a baby comes into the world, it is crucial for its
survival and its growth, that it is able to take in food. Similarly, the baby’s
psychological system is like a sponge, taking in mental food from its environment,
which at birth is its primary caregiver. It is the basic function for leaning and is on a
psychological level just as important as food, in order to grow and survive.
The experience of assimilating stimuli from the environment – the child will be
particularly sensitive to language and the cultural field it is inserted into. What is the
said and unsaid rules of behaviour and how to obtain its needs. The child will be very
focused on its relations - what to do and what not to do. The child will begin to put
names on things and relational patterns and discover the satisfaction in using words
to fulfil its need, as oppose to crying.
M. Spagnoulo Lobb refers to these experiences as belonging to the “Domain of
Introjecting, a modality of contact characterized by the assimilation of environmental
stimuli”. This domain contains both the existential and amazing life ability to learn,
the excitement of giving names and learning throughout life, and on the other hand
this domain also contains the risk of becoming depressed, by learning things / taking
something in without assimilating, which is not aligned with one’s authentic self, and
thereby can lead to depressing oneself.
J. Rosner refers to Introjection as one of the resistances. “An individual organism will
seek to achieve balance, homeostasis, by the means of the Organismic self-regulation
process. Failure to fulfilling its needs, the individual being unable to make contact
with his/her needs or with the environment in a way to fulfil its needs, it constitutes
a resistance. A resistance interrupts the cycle of gestalt formation, and it becomes
an incomplete gestalt”. Rosner puts it very short “Resistance is most simply described
as the avoidance of contact”. Rosner defines Introjection as swallowing a whole
system of acting, feeling and evaluating the organism’s environment, without
properly assimilating it – it’s not an integrated part of organism. This non-integrated
part of the organism will become a resistance. It will impair the organism’s ability to
think and act in line with its authentic self.
My experience is when the word “Introjection” is used in practice in Gestalt Therapy,
is often refers to the resistance, defence mechanism or what Spagnoulo Lobb mention
as the risk – it is looking into the avoidance of contact. What is the “Introject” and
what has not been assimilated – integrated or rejected – which is really the key in
working with introjections. At the same time really keeping in mind the perspective
of the life ability to learn.
Coming back to the child, which comes into the world. It will come into a co-created
field, probably with its parents and the co-created field around them. It consists of a
whole system of culture, acting, feeling and evaluating, and “in the name of love” (to
obtain love and nurture – and survive) the child will learn and adjust, and in this
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process the child will introject both healthy and unhealthy systems from the field it is
in.

2.1. Assimilation
In the Domain of introjection, assimilation is the key for the environmental stimuli to
become healthy – an integrated part of the organism which is in line with the
authentic self, and thereby mental food and growth for the organism. Alternatively,
it will become unhealthy, not assimilated, and thereby an alien part of the personality,
which is out of tune with and impairing the authentic self.
Perls emphasized the connection between mental assimilation and the process of
eating, particularly growing teeth. The organism is presented with an environmental
stimuli – like the baby is uncritically taking breastmilk from its mother. At some point
the baby growths teeth, and now has the opportunity to bite, taste and chew its food
properly, giving the possibility to spit out something unwanted, and to easily digest
and assimilate the food and nutrients in order to grow.
A similar process is needed for metal assimilation. If the field / environment, the child
comes into, is not allowing for the biting, tasting and chewing of the mental food
(system of acting, feeling, relating and evaluating), the child will learn (have to learn,
in order be in the family) to swallow this mental food whole, and it becomes an
unhealthy introject and at the same time the child is learning to be introjective.
Hence assimilation is how the organism learns and integrate knowledge in a way,
which is in line with the authentic self, and which is really owned and thereby useable
in a flexible and spontaneous manner.

2.2

Unfinished business and the cycle of gestalt formation

When a person in good mental health has an urge or a need, it will follow the cycle
of gestalt formation from sensation to withdrawal (see below), once again reaching
homeostasis. This will be a continuous flow of gestalt cycle’s, where the urges and
needs are fulfilled, and the gestalt cycle’s finished. This is characterized by the person
being in touch with his / her authentic self, free flowing energy, moving easily and
with spontaneity and awareness, and becoming fulfilled and satisfied.
Unfortunately for most this is not the case – unfinished business will at times come
into play and interrupt the flow. Unfinished business is a mentally unhealthy part of
this person, which is carried from the past, and which again and again will come into
the present and interrupt new gestalts, ie. flow and energy become blocked and
prevents the need in the present to become fulfilled. It is like the person is “restaging” the situation from the past to a situation in the present, which somehow is
interpreted by the person as similar or connected to the unfinished situation in the
past.
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An example of unfinished business could be a child losing its dog, and not being
allowed by its parents to cry and decently grieve, meaning expressing and being met
in the authentic feelings the child is experiencing (likely to be sadness and possibly
also anger “why did you leave me”). Growing up and later in life in new relations
being faced with losing close ones, the child / now person could have difficulties
feeling and showing empathy for the one grieving – and the risk of being perceived
as a cold and non-emphatic person.
Looking into unfinished business and more detailed into what is happening, one
aspect is looking into the gestalt cycle. This is where the resistances will potentially
come into play and interrupt the flow and block the energy.
There is a connection to the gestalt cycle and where a certain resistance often kicks
in:

Kilde: Petruska Clarkson – Gestalt Counselling in Action

When introjection works as the resistance, it can really interfere with all parts of the
gestalt cycle, and very often it is connected to the part of the gestalt cycle referred
to as “Mobilisation”.
Petruska Clarkson describes Mobilisation as: “Awareness of a need is usually followed
by excitement and mobilization of self and resources. At this state of emotional and/or
physiological arousal the object-figure or need becomes sharper and clearer,
generating the energy and images of possibilities for satisfaction. The healthy person
in this phase is breathing deeply and freely, the motor system is activated for
movement and the senses are open to maximum information from the surroundings.”
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When introjection interrupts the gestalt cycle in the mobilisation phase, it really
prevents the person from taking the necessary and appropriate action to get the need
fulfilled. There is some unfinished business from the past and/or something in the
present field the person is in, which leads to “what the person should do” becomes
stronger than the authentic need felt in the sensation and awareness phase.
An example is one of my own introjects from my childhood: “big boys don’t cry”. This
was very much in the field of my home, my mother had a hard time with her pain,
leading to my sense that she really did not like when I was crying. Later in life when
I became really sad, and felt the need to cry, this introject would block the
mobilization of energy to cry, leaving me with the pain as unfinished business.

2.3

Trades of an introjective person

The term “introjective person” is in itself a very rigid and fixed way of looking at it,
quite similar to what actually happens when a person is introjective. A personality
can’t be simplified like this, there is as usual several resistances at play, once
something is introjected it will lead to other resistances such as projections and
retroflections.
I will define the term “introjective person” as a person having introjection as the
predominant resistance used at his / her contact boundary. A person with these
characteristics will carry a lot of “shoulds”, “musts” and “what you need to do”. In a
way this person is too permeable at his / her contact boundary, and allow him- /
herself to be invaded. This person will be very sensitive to his / her environment, and
will usually be perceived as sensitive, adaptive and responsible. This person will have
difficulties choosing what to do and what not to do in his / her life, and unconsciously
ending up doing “what is expected”, “what you should do” and somehow living up to
internalized expectation from the external environment in the past or in the present.
This is related to what Gary Yontef is referring to as “Shouldistic Regulation”. When
the person is not in contact with his / her authentic self and being in the Organismic
Self-Regulation, the person will regulate his / her behavior based on external
standards, which becomes a rigid and fixed way of being in the world, lacking
flexibility and authentic responsiveness (see section 3.3 on this below).

3.

Self-support

The concept of “Self-support” is not easy to grasp. Perls defines “the goal in Gestalt
Therapy as maturity, and maturity as the transition from environmental support to
Self-support”. “Self-support implies contact with other people. Continuous contact
(confluence) or absence of contact (withdrawal) are contrary to what is implied. Gary
Yontef continues: “Self-support refers to self-support in the organism / environment
field. Confluence obviously is not self-support. Withdrawal still involves the essence
of non-self-support. Critical here is continuous use of the sensory-motor equipment
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of the organism in transaction with the environment, with awareness. Such is selfsupport, and, leads to integration”.
Self-support is very much about being able to be in contact with my authentic self at
the same time as being at the contact boundary with the environment.

3.1 The self as a process and function
Looking into the theory of self-support it makes sence to first look into the theory of
self.
In opposition to Freud’s theory of self and several other therapy directions, in Gestalt
Therapy the self is defined as a process. It is a person’s system of contacts, and it is
a process which occurs at the contact boundary organism / environment. The self is
not static, its dynamic and ever changing, based on a given moment in time, with the
current experience of the self and the given environmental field the self is in.
Spagnuolo Lobb describes it: “The self is conceived in Gestalt Therapy as the ability
of the organism to make contact with its environment – spontaneously, deliberately
and creatively. The function of the self is to contact the environment (in our
terminology, the “how” of human nature)”.
In Gestalt Therapy the self is divided into three functions, the id, ego and personality
functions. Going through a gestalt cycle, they are all at play and in different parts of
the cycle.

3.1.1

The id-function

The id-function is the organism’s capacity to make contact with the environment by
bodily experiences and sensations. This is split into three main areas:
The ground of the sensory-motor experience of assimilated contacts. From the
beginning and going through life, we learn things in our sensory-motor system, for
example to walk, to eat or to bicycle. At the first experience of a certain skill, it will
be the figure (e.g. the contact to the bicycle), but once learned and integrated –
assimilated, we will be able to perform this skill without it being figural, but remaining
as part of the ground.
Physiological needs. This excitement of the self comes from the organism, it can be
activated by internal excitement or by an external influence. Being hungry is an
example, it can come out of nothing as an internal excitement or it can be stimulated
by something external, like the nice smell of something cooking.
Bodily experience and what is experienced “as if inside the skin”. This third part of
the id-function brings together the two first ones, integrates and gives an experience
of basic trust in being able to contact the environment. And at the same time gives a
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clear sense of what is inside the organism and what it outside, which becomes very
important when differentiating between self-support and environmental support.

3.1.2

The personality function

The personality function expresses the ability of the self to make contact with the
environment on the basis of what one has become.
This is the collective experience of the person and his / her interpretation of who he
/ she is. So somehow what the person has learned, experienced, assimilated and
unfinished business from the past, which is brought into the now and is at play at the
contact boundary.
For example, a person who has obtained a view of himself as “not good to speak in
big groups”, will probably hold back in a group, even though he has the impulse and
knowledge to say something relevant and important in this given group.

3.1.3

The ego-function

The ego-function expresses the ability to want and to decide and depends on both
the id- and personality function.
It is the ability to identify or alienate oneself from parts of the field, and the egofunction is essential at the point of engaging into contact and disengaging from
contact.
The ego-function is the part of the self which gives the person the sense of being
active and deliberate. It is intentionally and spontaneously in nature, and it is based
on the id-function’s bodily experiences and sensations, and on the personality
function’s collective experience of “who I am”.
The ego-function is an essential part of creative adjustment, in the gestalt cycle and
in the resistances – and at the point of introjection, projection and retroflection, but
certainly also at the point of full contact.

3.2

The self functions, self-support and impasse

As mentioned earlier, the goal of Gestalt Therapy is maturity, and maturity as the
transition from environmental support to self-support.
In getting the maturation into progress and to transition into self-support, all
functions of the self is important. It is about transitioning from an “as if” personality
to an authentic personality, and working through the unfinished business and working
through being stuck in resistances, and into a state of spontaneity and energy with a
continuous flow of full gestalt cycle’s being completed.

GIS – 15.05.2018

Introjection and Self-support – Jesper Bobjerg

8

The id-function is essential as the body sensations are key to sensing authentic needs
and feelings. The personality function is essential as it holds the experience of “who
I am”, and the possibility of creating new experiences and finishing the unfinished
business, which will then reside in the personality function. And the ego-function is
essential in wanting and going for the maturation and developing into wanting the
full contact and not ending up in the resistances, ie. moving out of the neurosis.
The person still being immature with his / her neurosis, is in the role layer dependent
on environmental support. Working successfully in Gestalt Therapy means moving
towards being in touch with the core authentic self, the authentic feelings and being
able to express authentic needs and wants at the contact boundary. This point in the
process between the “as if” role to the authentic self is called “impasse”. It is a point
where the person will feel confused, helpless, lost, empty and dead inside. It occurs
when the person leaves behind the environmental support, and the self-support
system has not yet been fully experienced. At impasse the persons immediate
reaction will be to try to manipulate his environment to get support, e.g. not
understanding, dumb, deaf or poor-me. With the right dose of frustration and support
from the therapist, and working with all the aspects in the self-functions, the person
will go through the impasse and develop an increased level of self-support. This is a
continuous process working with the persons neurosis and becoming more and more
mature and self-supporting.

3.3

Shouldistic regulation vs Organismic Self-regulation

Looking into Shouldistic regulation versus Organismic Self-regulation it is important
to keep in mind, that self-support refers to self-support in the organism / environment
field. It does not make sense to look only at the organism and self-support, the
organism is always in an environmental field, which is co-created.
Shouldistic regulation is based on introjected shoulds and continuous introjecting.
From the beginning and throughout life a person is faced with external input from the
environment (system of acting, feeling, relating and evaluating etc.), it can be
assimilated, rejected, integrated, or it can be uncritically accepted and taken in
(introjected). Shoulds are internalised statements which control how the person
behaves, and which is based on introjected external standards. These internal
statements are isolated from the persons authentic needs, wants and priorities. The
internalised shoulds are somehow alien in the person, they are fixed, inflexible and
based on an unchanging entity, which does not take into consideration and assess
internal authentic needs and environmental demands. This creates an “as if”
character which is rigid and static in its form towards the environment, as opposed
to a spontaneous and responsive interaction with the environment.
Organismic Self-regulation is the wisdom of the body to achieve homeostasis, and it
is creative adjustment to the conditions of the persons environment. It is based on
well working self-functions acknowledging the fullness of all sensory, mental and
emotional data concerning the persons internal authentic needs and resources, and
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the needs and resources in the environmental field the person is in. It is based on
assimilation, integration and contact with the authentic self, being able to sense,
express and go for needs and wants. Many processes have been learned and
assimilated with awareness, and then integrated and functioning without becoming
figural, hence the id-function’s ground of the sensory-motor experience of assimilated
contacts. Organismic Self-regulation is a natural process that functions through a
process of contact / withdrawal. It is acknowledgement of the entire field, where
different aspects come naturally into the foreground as needed. It creates a character
which is spontaneous and responsive with the environment, in a way which is in line
with the authentic self.
The maturity process towards increased self-support, from Shouldistic regulation to
Organismic Self-regulation, always contains a risk of becoming introjective in itself.
If the change becomes imposed, judging oneself, “I should do better” it is a trap. The
Shouldistic regulation always creates a split it the person, as the introjected shoulds
becomes a foreign process within the person. This will create a habitual or automatic
neurotic response in a given situation in a given field, which represents the split as it
is not in line with the needs and wants of the authentic self. In Gestalt Therapy this
will be experienced at the contact boundary as problems in the ego-function, as the
person will be fighting both for and against the same issue, ie. polarities.

4.

Ending the theme of Introjection and Self-support

The theme of this assignment Introjection and Self-support comes together looking
into moving from Shouldistic regulation to Organismic Self-regulation – this is the
maturation process and the increasing self-support.
A strong introjective organism / environment field from the beginning of a persons
life, becomes self-perpetuating and leads to even more introjects and a rigid
character. This person having a need, will probably feel the sensation and also have
some awareness of the need, but at this point the introjection will stop the
mobilization of energy, for example with a sentence like “I’m not a person who have
this need…”, which means the gestalt cycle is interrupted and it becomes another
unfinished business. This way what comes from the id-function is probably healthy,
but the introjection is influencing the personality- and ego functions in a way that
stops the mobilization of energy. This indicates how important the id-function is a
starting point working with introjection and building self-support.
As I see it, building self-support is so closely connected to working with one’s
introjects and unfinished business. Breaking through impasse and getting in contact
with needs and wants of one’s authentic self. Moving from Shouldistic regulation to
Organismic Self-regulation, will lead to increased self-support and it comes from
inside. It means being able to respond with awareness in the nowness of a given
organism / environment field situation, and thereby completing all gestalt cycle’s.
I see this as key to Gestalt Therapy.
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