
How Playback Theatre performances impact professionals who work with violence?
Kathleen OLIVIER
Playback Theatre facilitates the creation of bonds between people (Olivier, 2014). Our research question explores how Playback Theatre impacts situations where bonds are threatened such as in violent professional contexts that induce internal and external cleavage. We looked for emotional and empathic changes in professionals following Playback Theatre performances through a qualitative research. The survey included questions about emotional state before, during and after the show (short term and long term effect) and changes in relation to the clients. 
Working as a psychologist and dramatherapist on issues of violence, I try to make sense of acting out. Professionals are quite conscious of the processes that undermine the work if they don’t address their own violence and defense system. If they don't analyze the internal cleavage between good and bad, this has consequences on relationships between workers, with youth and also within the families. The effects of trauma and secondary trauma on professionals are addressed in texts, conferences and supervisions
.  
However, this understanding of the psychological dynamics contrasts with the expectation that professionals be strong enough to survive the  burden of emotions. They are required to ignore their own vulnerability wondering how can a professional help families undergoing difficult moments if he is himself emotionally impacted?  However, Rioch and Al (1976) explain that “ if (they) do not know that they are potentially murderers, crooks and cowards, they cannot deal therapeutically with these potentialities in their clients” (Hawkins, 2012, p.6). The fear of being perceived as impotent, non professional, too sensitive and therefore frail, leads sometimes to keeping these realities hidden or denied.  Moreover, understanding is not enough, since if  “ they are empathically relating to their client's distress, they will experience fragmentation with themselves” (Hawkins, 2012, p. 217); we observe how professionals go on suffering despite all the good will of the institutions.

Our Perpignan (France) Playback Theatre company, created 10 years ago, has intervened during conferences on the topic of violence. An approach based on embodiment, creativity, and emotional expression can help transform the emotional impact of working with difficult situations 
 . I was touched by the courage of one teacher sharing how she had felt the desire to be violent with a family that was aggressive towards her. In another event, an educator described the destructive impulses he experienced when the teenager he was driving took the wheel and placed them in a dangerous situation. On these two occasions, I was impressed by the way these professionals shared stories where their own aggressive feelings had overruled their professional goal as a defense when faced with the aggression of the person they were paid to take care of. Dokter, Holloway and Seebohm think that if a person can find her “ voice “, she may be able to acknowledge the “ dark things ” that caused them to be violent or to act out their pain and it can be worked into a personal narrative of experience (2011, p.xi). I interpreted these sincere accounts as a way to cope with feelings of isolation, a means to ask for help about their experience of guilt and powerlessness. A solution was not keep these events secret but take them to the social space as realities the group had to consider. Maybe an unconscious objective was to help them refrain from real acting out and transform this brutal impulse in a more elaborated realm. “Each of us has an internal drive to make sense of our lives. Oftentimes, this sense-making is pursued through storytelling”  (Goodyear Brown, 2010, p. 250). I consider telling an authentic story a tribal act, a ritual when the dark side of the individual is expressed so that the collective can help transform and integrate in a new way. I remember these courageous people as emotional pioneers
. Playback Theatre can be perceived as an empathetic tool that enters a community to receive, contain, transform and give back generously. In these examples, I observed how professionals put their trust in our creative process as an act of self empathy or necessity. They gathered the remains from experienced traumatic events, put them into words, confided them to the facilitator who reorganized them into a story. Then the actors and musician shaped it into a new form through their bodies, poetry, and emotions. 

The research question is: how does Playback Theatre affect professionals working with situations of violence specifically in terms of empathy. In other words, how does the use of embodied and emotionally expressive forms of theater, where the audience becomes witness to stories of difficult experiences alter the internal affective life of the professional and therefore the interactions between him and the people he works with?
The protocol
I intended to interview professionals on their emotional internal life after the experience of being a witness or a teller during Playback Theatre interventions of our company in their organization.

Two recent experiences corresponded to the context I wanted to explore, even if in each case there were some particularities we need to consider because it impacts emotional life.
Description of the first context

The first professional team was a group of about fourty professionals working for a state organization that intervenes when kids have been designated by the judge to be in situations of danger within their families. Workers go the homes to support the families and sometimes take the kids out for placement in foster families or placement homes. They are mostly educators and psychologists working in pairs; the educators more often go to the houses, the psychologists work with the families that come to the organization. The psychologists also have to support the educators through analyses after they meet with the families. Our company was invited, in December 2017 for a training day on the topic of "Turbulences, ethics, taking distance". We enacted the professionals’ stories and the scenes were intertwined with the interventions of a university ethics' professor. She offered theoretical material on the topics that emerged. It had been a long time since their last day of training and it was the director's desire to  bring his teams’ together. The relationship with the former director had been quite difficult. Also, one professional had been particularly affected by the suicide of a mother. The guilt and pain she was experiencing was impacting the team. The goal of this day seemed to be based on the collective experience that “since time immemorial, people have used storytelling and story- creation to enhance the processes of working through traumatic experiences, regaining lost feelings of mastery and developing new insights” (Gersie in Chesner and Zografou, 2014, p.113).
We are a company of six including one musician. The night before the event, a horrific accident involving school children occured; some were dead and many in critical condition. We were informed that one woman from the organization’s son was involved and had lost friends The area is quite small and all of us were feeling the pain. One of our actresses is part of the team that intervenes in the context of traumatic events and had spent the night at the accident site. She was still there when the training day started.
First performance. 
We felt the paralyzing effect of trauma, the desire to hide inside. We called upon the esthetic ritual, our way of playing together, the trust we had in the group, to remain open to stories. We danced to music a bit longer than usual. We made eye contact. The emotion was very authentic
. The professionals sat just in front of us. I knew some of them already. The challenge was high. I remembered Yalom and “the importance of always attending to what is happening in the 'here and now' of all professional relationships” ( as cited in Goodyear-Brown, 2002, p.101). We had to serve the moment as a means to enable life, imagination and thinking to flow again.
We collected words of feelings that we wrote on the board. I needed to anchor in some concrete reality to fight against the chaos. The professional who had known the mother who committed suicide was overwhelmed by emotions and left the event. Some colleagues joined her and came back.
During this event, professionals told stories two by two. That may have reflected their practice to work in pairs or a natural way to face an emotionally difficult situation. We had to enact the same story told from two points of views.
All kinds of feelings arose during that morning: pain, anxiety, laughter, relief,  and  a sense of community. At the end of the event, we could feel that our own emotions had largely evolved. We felt pride, a sense of trust in the team, the power of the creative act we had been able to use even in this context
.  
Stories.
Here are some stories in the order in which they were told. 
· One professional noticed that his briefcase seemed to scare the families so he exchanged it for a backpack. He described how it takes times to observe people's life and specifically pay attention to their knowledge instead of their vulnerabilities.
· A woman told about the day she arrived exhausted in a home and was offered a coffee by the family she visited.

· Two colleagues remembered when the judge had decided they should work in the home of a family instead of directly removing the kids whereas they felt there was danger. The educator decided to spend a large amount of time with this family and the mother finally developed reassuring parental skills.
· Another pair of professionals told about the time the psychologist had to extract a teenager from his house for the first time. They described the feeling of harm, the need to comfort the teenager and the weird sensation when going back home while the teen had been taken out of his. 

Interviews.
I contacted the professionals nine months after the event to ask for their participation in this research. It took time before I got to meet with six of them. Maybe they were very busy, had not really understood the purpose, or  were troubled by the process of recalling and sharing personal emotions. Some professionals told me they had tried to convince the colleague that had left during the show but she was not able too. I had sent them a survey by mail which was the basis for the interview (see below). Some had started to answer the question. 
In this group, two were psychologists, a man (A) and a woman (B) and the four others were women who had been working as educators for one (F) to 17 (E) years with this population. F. told me she had met with 140 kids in that year. C. was responsible for a team; and D.  had been on sick-leave for nine months. They shared the desire to work cooperatively and recognized the importance of expressing their emotions. 
Findings from this experience and interviews:

Professionals recognized the effects of such an event to have time and space to understand better what is going on between them and with the families. The enactment offered the possibility to perceive the persons in their situations and understand better their internal experience: “(It) changed my perception of the family viewpoint” (C); “It has maybe transformed my relationship to my colleague, I feel less stuck in my point of view, (more) aware of how one places oneself in a situation
, (and) how one can move (out of it)” (A). “(I felt) more conscious about the messages we transmit to others: one is (better able to) watching at oneself afterwards” (B). 

Even though professionals are aware of the impact of emotions between them and families and value this process of self- expression, they remain resistant to disclosing their own emotions. “When I saw the enactment, I completely disagreed. (There was) something I didn't want to see. I experienced some of my feelings anew (guilt, anger)...(Finally), it permitted me to take some distance, it was not so terrible” (A). They often describe two moments: during the show when it is mostly feelings and the after effects. “Emotions get stuck, we welcome them. Then, we let them go” (F). Used to supporting others, they appeared not really conscious of their own anxiety. “We need to really take time to listen. We believe we know, but no, it is deeper to understand emotions and their impact. While watching your enactment on the suffering of the families I was thinking about how we are ourselves so tired” (D). ”I was touched to see the strong emotion of my colleague, as a mirror of what we are actually experiencing, we are so much into the work” (C). 
Professionals recognise the transformative effect of going through such recognition and expression of affective experience. “I remember my colleague who couldn't console herself, the voice, breathing suspended, one needs to do something with that. (It is) risky, but necessary. I remember the face of the teller, laughing about herself” (B)
. “(I felt) hope because people were coming in. Something was going to change” (D.). “If we feel the right to identify and express emotions, families will too” (F)
The playfulness of the actors allows sharing what is inside. Many participants spontaneously described the esthetic effect of music, embodied acts and performance art to transform their stories. “Music at the beginning is what I remember most, it was as a relief. I was identifying with it and felt comforted. As you were carrying the emotions, we didn't have to do it. The distance from the role allows us to unveil” (B.). “I remember an actress enacting anger, (the emotion) goes through people” (F.). It was a very spontaneous experience and some professionals have forgotten the story they had told. It was an invitation to the intuitive act. Humor seems to have facilitated the transformations of emotions that are heavy to work with directly. “I could see myself through the actors. I changed my relationship to such experiences in the opposite way. The performance gave me joy, humor allows me to take some distance” (A.). Tharp refers to “the first steps of a creative act like probing in the dark: random and chaotic, feverish and fearful, a lot of busy-ness with no apparent or definable end in sight” (2006, p. 94).
The Playback Theatre event revealed the burden of emotions that professionals carry and the risk to their own mental health
. To continue this healing into the future, many voiced their desire to have a more regular opportunity in such a creative space to tell and play their work experiences. This would complement the verbal supervision they already have and help them become more emotionally ready to improve relationships with the families. Doehrman explains how not only the unconscious processes from the (professional) relationship get mirrored in the (creative) process  but also the unconscious processes in the (creative) relationship could get played out within the (professional) process (as cited in Hawkins and Shohet, 2012, p.7). “Such work would be interesting to prepare encounters with the family, to imagine and see the interaction before, to be less anxious” (E.). 
Description of the second context
The second Playback Theatre performance was at a foster home for young people between 16 and 18 who lived there after a judge’s decision. They had committed acts of violence or undertaken illegal acts like stealing or selling drugs. The professionals are mostly educators who work there throughout days and nights. The psychologist of the team (G) co-organised this project with the other psychologist from our company after he had participated into the group she was running at the psychiatric hospital. He had been trained as a music-therapist before. His hope was to introduce art to create a different kind of relationships with the youth. At the moment of the first performance, in Decembre 2018, he was already a bit tired but expected the project would impact positively the dynamics of the organisation. It consisted of two Playback Theatre performances with the full company and ten workshops with the youth and the professionals in between. Before the first event, we proposed a creative workshop with some professionals so that they got to experiment with the process. The goal was to create trust between them and us and sustain how they could be creative together. During that first encounter, we could already witness how uncomfortable they felt in allocating time for this kind of parallel work. We discovered that they were actually undergoing lots of stress, anger and feeling of not being heard. Tears and laughter appeared during that first session. Stories expressed the “desire to be out and feel good”, “the feeling that one was not respected for what she had done for the group”, the “fear that personal desires may impact their professional engagement”. Some recalled nice family, loving or silly moments. One educator trainee (I.) got very engaged. She could not come for the performance but was an active participant in the workshops.
After that encounter, the whole company came for a performance organized during the Christmas dinner for the youth. The show was planned to take place after the dinner we shared with them. Many professionals left before the show with or without expressed reasons. One arrived noisily in the middle. We got introduced to the ever-changing context and difficulty in communication going on in this organization. Nevertheless, some professionals and youth shared very deep and strong stories. The director of a second placement home (J) and the nurse who was coming in for some youth’s treatments (K) came especially for the event and told stories. The director of the home (L.), who had agreed on the project, was also there.
Stories.
Here are the stories in the order they were told that night.

· J told about Africa where he worked in a similar type of center. He was amazed to see that the guardian was waiting for the youth to try to escape. He would then shoot arrows.

· A boy recalled the moment the man from the house where he had been placed tried to drive over his body.

· The nurse remembered when she went to the city looking for one boy she had to give a treatment to. He had made an appointment with her but he never showed up.
· Some boys told about the morning when they discovered poop in the shower. They were still trying to find out who was responsible.
· A boy recalled when he discovered there was ham in the meal while he doesn't eat pork.
· A boy shared about the night he had a car accident with some friends. He feared one of the girls had died. Eventually he learned she was fine and they all went to the nightclub where they had planned to go.
These interviews took place in May and June 2019 after the 10 workshops had taken place. Again, it was a real journey to meet with some professionals. Some expressed how theater and self- revelation of emotions was difficult to them. The ones who were willing to answer the interview questions are the psychologist who had decided on the event and professionals who don't belong to the regular team of educators. The interviews are centered on the Christmas event but the reactions and thoughts are obviously a mix of the complete experience.
Findings from this experience and interviews :
When there is a too high level of stress and fear, it is difficult to share at a personal level. The professionals said they needed a basic level of trust. G felt deceived. He “was looking for a tribal experience and realized that (colleagues) were afraid”. He recognized that he himself didn't disclose very personal stories. “I also had resistance, I hid behind my music, if I had had some colleagues that would have done it, I would have too.” I. could tell she felt lack of trust in the team. During the first workshop, she discovered softness and welcome. “The room was not the meeting room any longer, I was reassured for the work to come”. L. also recognized that “the context was not easy, it was difficult for the workers to bring personal stories. If the project isn't carried by the whole group, it cannot work”. This is what Hawkins and Shohet observe and interpret saying it is important before embarking on any change in program to map out all the interested parties and consider how they can be brought on board (2012, p. 243).
The professionals seemed to be able to go beyond their own limitations for the purpose to help the youth. G. felt “energized when some young people shared a story even if that was hard”. I. remembered “ this young boy hiding wanting to be here and flee at the same time.” Maybe watching this dual processes going on inside the youths helped them work on their own internal dualities of fears and desire
. J. appeared to have analyzed the effect of storytelling before he came for the event: “I chose to give that story with the intention to reach them because sometimes they feel we mistreat them. I chose that story because it was light, it has more distance from the everyday experience” . There was a desire to go over the fear created by stories of violence and traumas, a natural attempt to bridge humans despite apparent oppositions. 
The professionals referred to the embodied language and its effect on understanding emotions better, not only intellectually: “I had a colleague who expressed very little. After she shared some personal stories, even if she says nothing I understand her better” (I.). This “dance of affective self and mutual regulation is what happens moment to moment between (people), how each is affected by the others response” (Kindler, in Weber & Haen, 2005, p.91) . The comments reveal the potential of the creative act to understand beyond words. “When I told a story I was scared the actors would take my emotions. Then I forgot it was my story, I admired, I felt understood, and grateful” (I.). Even when one isn't afraid about sharing emotions, the possibility of talking about difficult topics in an indirect fashion with metaphors
, movements and songs facilitates communication. For J., ”Theater can be for anyone, because it is not you, it is an actor, a character, the fool of the king. The enactment was artistic, it is another way to create dialogue”. 
The encounter in the performance space allowed unspoken traumatic experiences and difficult memories to merge with stories of strength, hope and soothing relationships. G. described how he became more aware of how some of the professionals’ actions may be perceived as violence by the youth. “Everything is not just the youth's responsibility; violence is co-constructed”. This is what Playback Theatre permits in terms of facilitating empathy even with actions or emotions that appears unlikable: “Being able to watch others reverse roles can offer (...) an opportunity to process the traumatic experience with far greater depth and complexity, evoking hidden attachments to the perpetrator” (Sajnani and Johnson, 2014, p.17). This is what professionals refer to when they say: “You can discover some (other) versions of the colleague, it humanizes relationships. For the youth, that removes the label.  One may be more attentive to the other emotion” (K.). J. describes the way he is using his own experience to encourage his teams to have open relationships with the youths: “When I talk it is to show one can take the risk to lower the fence. (I am) not afraid if harsh things get revealed, then we can work through it. This type of mediating facilitates dialogue”.
Conclusion
I was surprised to hear how much the mirroring effect serves for the professionals to be more aware of the difficult emotions their colleagues and themselves go through and the necessity to work on it to impact positively their clients. As much as they understand the importance of that process they recognise that it requires lots of trust to be able to confide in each other. The effects of Playback Theatre as a containing ritual that facilitates expression while protecting the teller was spontaneously voiced. While the empathetic effect was turned towards their colleagues and themselves in the first context, it was more directed towards the youth in the second context where those were present. However, the professionals seemed more aware of the time needed to work on their own emotional balance for future improved relational quality with the families in the first context. In the second, the environment seemed to increase cleavage effects where some professionals would accuse their colleagues or themselves of being over reactive. The desire to not reject the youth lead to a reverse effect of directing the negative emotions towards others. It needs repetition to get out of this natural effect of cleavage by taking distance from the natural defensive reactions facing violence and trauma. It also requires specific work among the company members who become the screen where these forces are projected. The team of actors becomes a mirror to show that despite differences it is complicated but possible to connect for the purpose of collective creation. K. remembers how she was impressed by “the way (we) are sponges. The experience was joyful. I could see the other people felt joyous too, felt the connection”. L. also mentioned the way actors could work cooperatively: “I admired how the actors could put that altogether”.

These questions on how to create balance between safety and spontaneity and how to keep the actors safe and connected for the encounter to happen are the core of the work of Playback Theatre in violent contexts. By the rebounding effect of their own internal state, they slowly can impact the world around them
.   
. 
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Survey questions
· From what you remember what was your emotional state before the performance
· What are the most striking memories from that experience ?
· How did you feel after you heard colleagues tell a personal story ?

· How did you feel while watching the stories being staged ?

· Did you feel  any  changes in  your perception of a situation or with the population after that telling from another professional ?

· Did you tell a story and do you remember how you felt during the telling, the staging and after in relationship to this story ?

· Do you feel you changed your relationship to this situation following this experience ?

· Did that change last over time ?

· Do you feel you understand  your own emotions better, how ?

· Do you feel you understand  the audience's   emotions better?

· Do you feel more sereine in these same kind of contexts ? An example ?

· Did that experience give you some feeling of relief, or hope ?
�


	� Rosenfeld and al (2005) summarize some of the factors that may exacerbate compassion fatigue: professional isolation; emotional and physical drain compelled by an ethical imperative to sacrifice themselves to help meet the needs of those exposed to disaster; ambiguous successes (sense of depression) ; lack of expected rewards ; may also be survivors ; lack of nurturing resources (as cited in Cohen, Ayalon and Lahad, p.17). 





�


	�  Haen (2005) identifies the difficulty in expressions of the unspeakable, the loss of language as a trauma response and the crucial role that engagement with metaphoric arts therapies processes can have on working through trauma ( as cited in Dokter and Holloway, 2011, p. 64). 





�


	� When members of cultures in conflict listen deeply to each other's stories and hear each other's pain, they begin to care about one another. Their feelings of empathy and friendship become more powerful than the historical imperative to hate one another (Volkas in Sajnani and Johnson, 2014, p. 47)








�


	�  “This (…) is what rituals of preparation give us: they arm us with confidence and self-reliance” (Tharp, 2006, p. 20)





�


	� “Despite the level of destructiveness that was manifest in the work, there were also moments of connectedness and hope ” (Dokter and Holloway, 2011, p. 128) 





�


	� Hawkins (2012, p. 19) describes how such processes “increase the ability to broaden the range of people with whom we can achieve rapport (…) where the other person feels that you (…) have a felt understanding of what it means to be in their shoes...(This) inspire them to take on new action or create a heart and mind shift in how they engage with their work”.





�


	� Volkas describes this process as “the natural ebb and flow of the ocean, when a large wave of emotion appears, the facilitator needs to step back and allow it to engulf the group. As the wave recedes, there is a cleansing and integrative effect. As participants share their personal responses the group is able to sculpt meaning out of their suffering” (as cited in Sajnani and Johnson, 2014, p.55).





�


	�  Lahad (2008, p.50) describes an integrative model with the components of resilience and coping in individuals and systems as: belief and values; emotional resources; sense of belonging; creativity; need for knowledge and learning from other's experience, and need for doing.





�


	� Irwin explains how emotions play a pivotal role in the development of the self and in cognitive development ; this prevents from the need to rely on primitive defenses like splitting, projection, and denial, and viewing relationships and actions in terms of polarities (in Weber & Haen, 2005, p.10). 





�


	� Tharp describes metaphor as the lifeblood of all art (…), it is not only how we express what we remember, it is how we interpret it – for ourselves and others (2006, p.64).





�


	� Chesner and Zografou (p. 67) mention the “ritual aspect whereby the Conductor acts as a Master of ceremonies (…) for the purpose of the structure to air the issues rather than resolve them”. Since “the paradox of change is that we do not have to seek it for it to happen. Mere observation can be enough” (p. 61).








