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Introduction 

 In 1921, Jacob Levy Moreno, a Romanian psychiatrist, founded an innovative therapeutic 

technique called psychodrama, which as the name suggests, integrates elements of acting and 

theater into therapy practice (Orkibi & Feniger Schaal, 2019). Since then, this therapeutic 

intervention has been heavily researched with diverse populations and it has been continuously 

built upon by others (Lopez-Gonzalez, et.al., 2021). Originally developed to be utilized in a 

group therapy approach, there are now a variety of evidence-based applications (Lopez-

Gonzales, et.al,2021). This is part of what makes psychodrama unique. As explained in 

Psychodrama as A Social Work Modality, psychodrama is an adaptable treatment approach, 

allowing for the clinician to pair the practice with different therapeutic modalities and 

incorporate it into various settings including individual, group, and family therapy (Konopik & 

Cheung, 2013). This means that it is a versatile therapeutic intervention that can be used by 

mental health professionals of different backgrounds including social workers. Psychodrama is 

also unique due to the theories behind it and the five principles of psychotherapy set in place by 

Moreno to guide the implementation of this practice.  

Theory 

 It is difficult to pinpoint the exact theories that serve as the foundation for psychodrama. 

However, Spontaneity-Creativity theory is generally cited (Leonardis, 2021).  Moreno 

recognized the importance for humans to express themselves creatively and this idea of 

Spontaneity-Creativity refers to the ability to use energy to express emotion and innovate new 

actions and responses to situations (Lim, et.al, 2021). This theory relates to mental health in a 

unique way. The theory goes on to explain that when creativity and spontaneity are applied to the 

drama act, the protagonist can create a new reality where they may have deep emotional insights 
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and can develop and practice new habits of behaving through role playing (Lim, et.al, 2021). 

This theory helps to explain the therapeutic validity of psychodrama.  

 In addition to spontaneity-creativity theory, Role Theory can be applied to psychodrama 

(Blanter, 2007).  Role Theory explains that from infancy, the energy, and actions one does 

develop into roles, or the behavioral patterns of that individual (Leonardis, 2021). In 

psychodrama, clients are encouraged to play a variety of roles. The technique of role reversal is 

cited as the most effective psychodrama exercise where individuals play opposite roles of their 

real circumstances (Lim, et.al, 2021). However, there are a variety of techniques that involve 

roles. 

Five Principal Elements of Psychodrama 

 Psychodrama has been criticized for its lack of structure and loose definitions leading to 

inconsistencies in practice (Cruz, et.al,2018). However, there are five principal elements 

designed to be the foundation of this therapeutic intervention. First, there must be a protagonist 

that will act out different situations and portray the main role from their life; second is the role of 

an auxiliary egos, who is an assigned helper that acts as both observer and assistant as they play 

a co-role alongside the protagonist; third a director has the role of therapist, they must guide the 

therapy session by observing, processing, and implementing the therapeutic elements; fourth, is 

an audience which would be made up of other members of the group or family that are not 

assigned to other roles at that time and may serve as support and a “sounding box” for the others; 

lastly, the setting is important as it sets the scene for the protagonist (Lopez-Gonzalas, et.al, 

2021). These principles unify the variety of techniques that fall under the category of 

psychodrama interventions and set the stage for this practice to result in therapeutic change.  
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 The practice of acting out scenes related to the challenges faced by group members 

allows for processing feelings in the “here and now”, understanding patterns of behavior, and 

practicing new skills in a safe environment (Konopik & Cheung, 2013). As opposed to talk 

therapy, an important element of psychodrama is that clients are encouraged to assume roles 

where they talk to those in their life through these scenes instead of just talking about them 

(Orkibi & Feniger Schaal, 2019). This practice seems to utilize acting to create empowering 

narratives and build resiliency, aligning well with the social work model.  

Warming up, Action, and Sharing   

While there are many ways that psychodrama can be incorporated into therapy, there are 

best practices to be aware of. The three-step process of warm up, action, and sharing has been 

noted in research as the standard practice as developed by Moreno (Cruz, et.al., 2018). There are 

several examples of what this might look like in a session (see Appendix A for example). During 

the warmup phase, the clinician can select an activity, like a simple exercise, to get clients 

moving and comfortable enough to delve into spontaneous creativity, body movement, and 

communication with other members of the group (Litwińska-Rączka, 2018). Once this step is 

completed and the roles for acting have been decided, the group can move to the next phase, 

action, where the acting scene takes place. During this phase, the clinician may choose from a 

variety of evidence-based interventions such as mirroring, role reversal, or interview to select the 

technique clients will use to play out real or representational situations (Litwińska-Rączka, 

2018). The final stage called sharing also plays an important therapeutic role and can be divided 

into two categories, group sharing and individual therapeutic processing (Konopik & Cheung, 

2013). 
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 In their book, Konopik and Cheung describe that group sharing should involve all 

members of the session and each should be encouraged to share how the scene impacted them 

(2013). By sharing as a group, members can process ideas, practice communication skills, and 

apply takeaways from the experience to their lives. Sharing as a group is also important as it 

allows for the protagonist to gain support and feedback from the group (Lopez-Gonzalez, et.al., 

2021).  

Individual therapeutic processing, the second category of the final stage, happens 

between the clinician and the protagonist. This stage is described as a time for the clinician to dig 

deeper into the protagonist’s emotions and thoughts after completing the scene (Konopik & 

Cheung, 2013). It is important to note that this phase is not included in all the articles reviewed, 

however it is an important component of Koponik and Cheung’s practice.  

Overview of Psychodrama Techniques  

 There are many psychodrama techniques available to be utilized by clinicians during a 

session. The term techniques refers to the specific drama exercise the clients act out (Litwińska-

Rączka, 2018). While there are many, some common techniques recognized in psychodrama 

include “role reversal”, “mirroring”, and “empty chair”, each having their own directions and 

purposes (Lim, et.al, 2021). In the sections below, each of these techniques will be discussed 

further.  

 Role Reversal, as mentioned before, has been shown by research to yield the most 

effective psychodrama results (Lim, et.al, 2021). As defined by Psychodrama Australia, role 

reversal is the act of using imagination and acting to swap roles with another individual, for 

example a child taking on the role of their parent (Psychodrama Australia, n.d.). This would look 

like one person completely taking on the personality and mannerisms of another. It is important 
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that one also takes on the feelings of that other person to deepen the emotional connection 

(Barone, 2013). The Michigan Psychodrama Center mentions that this technique can work well 

at the beginning of the sessions and notes that role reversals do not require both parties to be 

present (Barone, 2013). Role reversal has been shown to be therapeutically effective as it 

involves exercising empathy and promotes interpersonal conflict resolution (Psychodrama 

Australia, n.d.). It is also important to note that role reversal may not be appropriate for all 

clients. If a client is a victim of sexual assault, they should not be expected to reverse roles with 

their abuser (Psychodrama Australia, n.d.). It is up to the clinician to be competent in which 

exercises to avoid with certain populations to avoid re-traumatization.  

 Like role reversal, mirroring is a technique utilized in psychodrama. This vulnerable 

activity requires one member of the group to act as the protagonist while another group member 

pretends as though they are looking into a mirror (Giacomucci, 2021). Due to the requirement of 

two people, this activity would likely not work in an individual counseling setting. The purpose 

of this psychodrama technique is to give the protagonist a visual representation how they are 

perceived by others as well as how their reactions and interactions impact others (American 

Psychology Association, n.d.). This technique can be utilized to help the protagonist find a way 

out of the role they are currently in, identify negative behavior patterns, and can be used as a 

strengths approach to show members their own growth (Giacomucci, 2021).  

 Lastly, the empty chair technique (Appendix B), is interesting as it involves a prop and 

seems to combine elements from both role reversal and another technique, doubling, for the 

intervention (Giacomucci, 2021). For this technique, the protagonist would be instructed to 

conduct a scene with an empty chair by imagining someone/something sitting in the chair that is 

related to a current challenge (Giacomucci, 2021). It is important to note that it does not have to 
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be a person sitting in the chair, but anything related to the client’s problem including an 

addiction, discrimination, or negative thoughts (Psychodrama World, 2022).  From there the 

clinician would encourage the protagonist to speak to the chair as if that person/something was 

sitting in it. Since this activity only requires the protagonist to act, it can be done individually. 

The clinician would then ask questions through the process to assess how the client is feeling 

emotionally, physical sensations, and any thoughts occurring (Psychodrama World, 2022). Some 

of the benefits of this technique is that it allows evaluation and diagnosis, a physical 

representation of feelings, and deeper processing of challenges (Psychodrama World, 2022).  

 Each of these techniques can be applied to the psychodramatic spiral (See Appendix C). 

The spiral shows how psychodrama connects past and present roles and integrates them into 

training for the future (Giacomucci, 2021). This means that by utilizing these techniques to act 

out past and present situations, new behavioral patterns can be integrated for the future.   

How Psychodrama is Used 

 As discussed earlier in this paper, psychodrama is a therapeutic tool that is encouraged to 

be utilized alongside other psychotherapies. It is an extremely versatile and adaptive therapeutic 

intervention with studies showing that it can be applied in a variety of contexts. In the group 

therapy format, psychodrama has been shown to help those that have experienced trauma if 

clinicians are careful not to have clients participate in re-traumatizing roles (Clark & Davis-

Gage, 2010). Psychodrama can assist victims to further understand and process the trauma they 

experienced along with the support of a group therapy environment (Clark & Davis-Gage, 2010). 

In addition to helping trauma survivors, psychodrama has been shown to have a positive impact 

in many areas of mental health. Studies on various therapy groups have shown that psychodrama 
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was found to have reduced insecure attachment, anxiety, hopelessness, and improved self-

efficacy and self-esteem (Orkibi & Feniger-Schaal, 2019).  

 Besides groups, another way that psychodrama is used is in family and couple’s therapy. 

When paired with Bowenian Systems Approach, psychodrama was shown to have benefits in 

assisting families to explore emotions and identify each other’s strengths and could be used in 

situations of grief, trauma, conflict, and triangulation (Konopik & Cheung, 2013). Scene-based 

Psychodrama Family Therapy is a specific therapeutic modality that assists children and their 

parents in conflict resolution. This approach was shown to have a positive impact with both 

adolescents and their parents by improving emotional expression and problem-solving skills 

(Maya, et.al, 2020).  

Populations of Impact 

 Psychodrama has been applied to a variety of populations with different backgrounds and 

reasons behind seeking mental health care. For example, psychodrama can be used across the 

lifespan with both adults and children finding benefits from the practice. A study done with 

school aged children that were diagnosed with a stuttering disorder were shown to have a boost 

in self-esteem after attending group therapy with psychodrama (Younis, et.al, 2021). Similar 

results were found when psychodrama was applied to populations of children with an autism 

diagnosis (Manna, 2021). Psychodrama has also been utilized at the university level with young 

adults to promote mental wellness by improving self-acceptance and personal growth (Kaya & 

Deniz, 2020). On the opposite end of the spectrum, older adults were found to be able to redefine 

their narrative again and found meaning in group psychodrama therapy making the argument that 

psychodrama could further healthy aging efforts. (de Marco Rodrigues & dos Passos Gomes, 

2022).  
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 Other populations shown to benefit from psychodrama include those in recovery from 

addiction. On study done with recovering addicts with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

concluded that group therapy with psychodrama was able to help patients reduce intensity of 

(PTSD) symptoms as well as a deepening sense of connection and emotional safety in the group 

(Giacomucci & Marquit, 2020). When used in a group for anger management, participants 

showed a statistically significant difference in rates of anger pre and post treatment with 

improved scores (Bilge, 2017). A theme observed across all these studies is the theme of 

emotional regulation, self-expression, and self-acceptance. This seems to be the areas where 

psychodrama shines.   

Evidence of Efficacy  

 When it comes to evidence of efficacy for psychodrama, there are some limitations. The 

first factor that makes establishing efficacy difficult is that psychodrama is generally paired with 

other therapeutic modalities, making it difficult to determine if impact is directly related to 

psychodrama, or other therapeutic factors (Konopik & Cheung, 2013). Another factor that limits 

information is that compared to other evidence-based practices, psychodrama has less literature 

available then others (Orkibi & Feniger Schaal, 2019). However, several studies have shown that 

psychodrama does have therapeutic validity and evidence does show that it can improve overall 

psychological distress and quality of life (Lopez-Gonzales, et.al,2021).  

Culture and Diversity 

 An important factor to consider with any therapeutic intervention is its ability to be 

applied to diverse groups and adapted to cultural needs. Psychodrama is practiced all over the 

world and can be adapted to different cultural needs. For example, it is encouraged that 

practitioners encourage clients to speak in their native language while acting and incorporate 
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culture into the scenes (Baim, et.al, 2007). But beyond this it is important for a clinician to 

understand that culture influences creativity and expression in addition to influencing roles 

(Gershoni & Lipman, 2006). Keeping this in mind, it would be important for these cultural 

themes to be acknowledged.  

Use in Future Practice  

Psychodrama as a therapeutic intervention aligns well with the social work model due to 

its ability to be strengths based, culturally adaptive, and therapeutic. Therefore, I could see 

utilizing it in future practice. While I am not sure where my career will take me, I am passionate 

about working with older adults. It was encouraging to find that psychodrama can be utilized to 

promote healthy ageing as well as having an impact on self-esteem and self-acceptance. 

Psychodrama techniques such as the empty chair could be integrated into practice to encourage 

clients to express feelings they may not have done before in order to process past trauma or 

resolve conflict. If I were to ever be in a position where I was a clinician for group therapy, 

integrating psychodrama would be an excellent way to break up talk therapy practice for 

something more creative that would still align with the group’s therapeutic goals.  

Conclusion 

 Psychodrama is an evidence-based therapeutic intervention that can be applied to a 

diverse range of settings and populations. Evidence has shown that psychodrama can be helpful 

in regulating emotion, resolving conflict, and establishing/practicing new behavioral patterns. It 

is a unique practice involving creativity and the body to portray emotions and experiences that 

may not arise in traditional talk therapy settings. Psychodrama aligns with social work values 

and can be paired with other psychotherapies making this a great intervention to consider 

integrating into practice.  
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Appendix A 

Susana Pendzik © 

 

WARM UPS: 

Pair warm-up – embodiment 

Playing each other like an instrument 

Goals: 

- To warm up physically by discharging tensions held up in the body. 

- To establish trust and generate a sense of intimacy among members. 

- To generate body awareness. 

Procedure: 

- Pairs distribute themselves in space and name each other “A” and “B”; 

- “A’s” start as the “instrument” and “B’s” as the “players”. 

- “A’s” stand up straight but relaxed, take a deep breath, and begin to 

exhale producing a uniform, consistent sound (preferable using the vowel a”). They repeat the 

sound for three consecutive breaths. 

Meanwhile, “B’s” move “A’s” bodies, swing their limbs, play with their face, 

shoulders, etc., tapping on various parts of their bodies so as to alter the 

sound they produce. 

- After 3 consecutive breaths, they swap roles; everyone should play at least 

twice in each role.  

Comments: 

- The sound should be altered 

only by the player – not by the instrument. 

- On the second round, instruct “players” to sense where their “instruments” 

are holding up tension and try to help them discharge the sound from 
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Appendix B 

 

 

 

 

The Empty Chair Group Exercise: 

 

You may erroneously think of it is all there is to Gestalt Therapy. But you know it. You love it. Please 

welcome,  

The Empty Chair.  

You might as well use it. 

Instructions: 

 

1.Invite the participant to set up two chairs facing each other. 

 

2. Inform the participant that the chair will be representative of whatever (s)he wishes to put in it; 

a part of him/herself, a person, drug of choice, a problematic behavior, etc. 

 

3.Once the participant has chosen what will go in the chair, invite him or her to begin by saying 

whatever (s)he needs to be said to what the chair represents. 

 

4.Role reversal should be employed throughout, i.e., whatever is in the chair is given a voice. 

During this “role reversal,” the protagonist switches chairs and acts the part for a minute or two. 

 

5.The scene plays out in this way until completion, i.e. the protagonist feels finished. 

 

6.At that point the facilitator/director instructs him/her with, “Say the last thing you need to say,”  

and then calls for quiet. 

 

7.After a quiet pause, processing begins.  

 

8.The facilitator/director may ask specific questions regarding his/her internal experiences, i.e., 

body sensations, emotions, thoughts, memories, insights, etc. 

 

9.Finally, the facilitator/director invites the audience (those in the group who were not directly 

involved in the scene) to provide feedback to the protagonist regarding his/her feelings about the 

scene. Prompts such as “How has what you’ve witnessed or been a part of related to something 

in your own life?” may be offered to clarify the type of feedback is being solicited. 
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Appendix C 

 

 


