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ABSTRACT 

Developmental Transformations (DvT), a practice involving interactive, improvi-
sational play in pairs or groups, has gained international appeal as a therapeutic 
intervention for different populations in a variety of health, care and recreational 
contexts. However, a rigorous review of the benefits of DvT has not been conducted. 
The purpose of this study was to review extant literature for the observed benefits 
of DvT, identify gaps in the literature and make recommendations concerning 
future research including identifying possible areas for outcome measurement for 
preliminary studies. The authors, who each completed training in this approach, 
conducted a scoping review of English-language, published, peer-reviewed and 
grey DvT literature through 2021. From an initial 745 records retrieved through 
databases and a manual search, 51 publications met criteria, which, when analysed 
using in-vivo and pattern coding, resulted in a total of seventeen categories of 
observed benefits ascribed to DvT. These included six general categories – rela-
tional, emotional, social, cognitive, behavioural and physical benefits – and eleven 
complex categories of benefits to participants across the lifespan. In addition to 
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benefits for participants, benefits of DvT were also observed and reported for 
facilitators, therapists, teachers and supervisors engaged in this practice. This 
review revealed inconsistencies regarding the reporting of practitioner training, 
frequency, format, population, intended goals, assessment measures and outcomes. 
Future studies with increased experimental rigor, standardized outcome measures 
and consistent reporting are recommended.

RESUMEN

Las Transformaciones del Desarrollo (DvT), una práctica que involucra juegos 
interactivos e improvisados en parejas o grupos, han ganado atractivo internac-
ional como una intervención terapéutica para diferentes poblaciones en una varie-
dad de contextos de salud, cuidado y recreación. Sin embargo, no se ha realizado 
una revisión rigurosa de los beneficios de la aplicación de la DvT. El propósito 
de este estudio fue revisar la literatura existente sobre los beneficios observados 
de la DvT, identificar las lagunas presentes en la literatura y hacer recomenda-
ciones para las investigaciones futuras, incluyendo la identificación de posibles 
áreas para la medición de resultados para estudios preliminares. Los autores, 
cada uno de los cuales completó la capacitación en este enfoque, realizaron una 
revisión de alcance, de la literatura gris y revisada por pares, publicada sobre la 
DvT, en inglés hasta 2021. De los 745 registros iniciales recuperados a través 
de bases de datos y una búsqueda manual, 51 publicaciones cumplieron con los 
criterios que, cuando se analizó mediante codificación in vivo y de patrones, dio 
como resultado un total de 17 categorías de beneficios observados atribuidos a la 
DvT. Estos incluían seis categorías generales: beneficios relacionales, emocion-
ales, sociales, cognitivos, conductuales y físicos; y 11 categorías complejas de 
beneficios para los participantes a lo largo de la vida. Además de los beneficios 
para los participantes, también se observaron e informaron los beneficios de la 
DvT en los facilitadores, terapeutas, maestros y supervisores involucrados en 
esta práctica. Esta revisión reveló inconsistencias con respecto al informe de la 
capacitación de los profesionales, la frecuencia, el formato, la población, las metas 
previstas, las medidas de evaluación y los resultados. Se recomiendan estudios 
futuros con mayor rigor experimental, medidas de resultado estandarizadas e 
informes consistentes.

RÉSUMÉ 

Les transformations développementales (DvT) – une pratique impliquant un jeu 
interactif et improvisé en paires ou en groupes – ont acquis un attrait interna-
tional en tant qu’intervention thérapeutique pour différentes populations dans une 
variété de contextes de santé, de soins et de loisirs. Cependant, on n’a pas effectué 
d’examen rigoureux des avantages des DvT. Le but de cette étude était d’examiner 
les avantages observés des DvT, d’identifier les lacunes dans la littérature à ce 
sujet, et de faire des recommandations concernant les recherches futures, y compris 
l’identification des domaines possibles de mesure des résultats pour les études 
préliminaires. Les auteurs, qui ont chacun suivi une formation sur cette approche, 
ont examiné la portée de la littérature DvT en anglais, publiée, évaluée par des 
pairs et grise jusqu’en 2021. Sur les 745 premiers enregistrements récupérés via 
des bases de données et une recherche manuelle, 51 publications répondaient aux 
critères qui, lorsqu’ils ont été analysés à l’aide d’un codage in vivo et de modèles, 
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ont abouti à un total de 17 catégories d’avantages observés attribués aux DvT. 
Celles-ci comprenaient six catégories générales: avantages relationnels, émotion-
nels, sociaux, cognitifs, comportementaux et physiques, ainsi que 11 catégories 
complexes d’avantages pour les participants tout au long de la vie. Les avan-
tages des DvT ont été observés et signalés par des animateurs, des thérapeutes, 
des enseignants et des superviseurs engagés dans cette pratique. Cet examen a, 
en outre, révélé des incohérences concernant les rapports sur la formation des 
praticiens, la fréquence, le format, la population, les objectifs visés, les mesures 
d’évaluation et les résultats. On recommande que de futures études soient menées 
avec une rigueur expérimentale accrue, des mesures de résultats standardisées, et 
des rapports cohérents.

INTRODUCTION

Developmental Transformations (DvT), originally conceived by David Read 
Johnson, is an improvisation-based practice with a recognizable indi-
vidual and group protocol, involving an entrance structure, unison sound 
and movement, structured and unstructured role play and an exit structure 
throughout

which the client, called a player, spontaneously enacts how they are 
feeling and what they are thinking with a therapist, called a playor, and 
other players if in a group format. This practice can occur in any arts 
modality, and any social frame (e.g., therapy, performance, education, 
public health), though DvT was created within a drama therapy context. 

(Johnson and Pitre 2021: 123)

It has been discussed and used in the context of other creative arts therapies 
such as dance therapy (Johnson 1993) and art therapy (Rosen et al. 2016) and 
used to promote health and well-being as well as manage and treat clini-
cal symptoms (Johnson and Pitre 2021; Landers 2012a, 2012b). Despite the 
fact that DvT is widely taught in drama therapy and postgraduate training 
programs around the world and used in a variety of clinical and community-
based care programs, a systematic investigation of the benefits ascribed to 
the practice has not been undertaken. Such appraisals are necessary to ethi-
cal practice, training and useful to the development or selection of suitable 
outcome measures to further investigate the impact of DvT. Therefore, the 
purpose of this scoping review was to identify and analyse literature docu-
menting observed benefits of DvT towards identifying patterns, gaps in the 
literature and making recommendations concerning future research.

A chronological review of benefits attributed to DvT

This review of literature tracks the chronological evolution of DvT with a focus 
on the benefits that have been theorized and proposed by people trained in 
this approach in order to establish the context for this study. The theoretical 
frameworks, settings and proposed goals of DvT have changed over time and 
oscillated between a focus on representing internal experience in the closed 
context of a psychiatric unit or residential care facility and an exploration 
of the external conditions that influence interpersonal experience in open, 
community and public contexts. As Johnson writes:
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DvT was originally conceived as a form of therapeutic free play (Johnson 
1982, 1991, 1993, 2007), and then it transformed into an exploration of 
intimacy (Johnson 2009; Johnson, Forrester, Dintino, James, & Schnee 
et al. 1996; Porter 2000), and then an encounter with presence (Johnson 
2013). Now DvT is being framed as a means of questioning and disrupt-
ing discourses of power. 

(Johnson and Pitre 2021: 124)

The earliest publication by Johnson on what he then referred to as the 
Developmental Method stressed its value in ‘increasing [one’s] range of expres-
sion, so that the person has access to, and flexibility to move among, all 
developmental levels […] [and an] ability to adapt flexibly to changing circum-
stances’ (1982: 185). In the early 1980s, the Developmental Method united 
aspects of dance movement and drama therapy which, according to Johnson, 
seemed ‘to be associated with an increased access to and flow of images and 
words’ (1984: 313). His observations, while providing group drama therapy in 
an elder care facility, led to insights about how this approach might improve 
the overall milieu of care while also instilling hope, enhancing vitality and 
deepening meaningful relationships. In the latter half of the 1980s, Johnson 
began to stress the value of DvT in reducing rigidity, anxiety and promoting 
greater psychological flexibility in addition to aforementioned benefits of free-
ing up and expanding one’s range of expression and adaptability to change 
(Johnson 1985, 1986).

In the 1990s, those writing about DvT appeared to place a greater empha-
sis on how this approach might lead to increased self-acceptance and a sense 
of meaning. Johnson wrote that ‘the benefits it provides include a sense of 
inner calm, acceptance of oneself and one’s painful history, a sense of fullness 
and an increased range of experiencing, deepened by the stirrings of an inner 
life, moving upward from below’ (1991: 299). Referring then to the practice 
as Transformations, Johnson wrote that this approach to drama therapy could 
increase ‘the client’s access to and tolerance of internal states that have for 
various reasons been cast aside, labeled as unacceptable, or seen as threaten-
ing’ (1992: 128).

From the mid-1990s onwards, we see assertions of the benefits of this 
approach in publications written by other practitioners or co-authored with 
Johnson (Forrester and Johnson 1996; Dintino and Johnson 1997; Schnee 
1996). The Developmental Method and Transformations merged into its current 
form, Developmental Transformations (DvT), in an article written by Johnson 
et al. in which they emphasized the potential of DvT to reduce ‘existential 
discomfort and achieve greater intimacy’ (1996: 296). In an article exploring 
the benefits of DvT in the treatment of combat-related post-traumatic stress 
disorder, there was an explicit differentiation between the aims of DvT from 
other approaches in drama therapy:

The major focus on DvT is not the re-living or problem solving of life 
experiences, nor achieving catharsis, but rather embracing an attitude 
of acceptance and tolerance of the multifaceted aspects of self, good 
and bad, profound and superficial. The goal becomes to expand the 
freedom that the individual has in moving from one level of experi-
ence to another, rather than the ability to work out one particular 
conflict. 

(James and Johnson 1996: 138)
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The moral benefits of DvT emerged as a focus during the end of the 1990s 
and early 2000s. In work with Vietnam veterans, Johnson and Dintino (1997) 
asserted the benefits of self-acceptance and psychological flexibility but also 
highlighted how the representational properties of the playspace enabled 
clients to ‘acknowledge their past actions and future potential for violent 
behavior as they choose to behave differently […] each moment in the play-
space is a choice not to act in violence’ (1997: 220). Landers (2002), in an arti-
cle about the use of DvT to deconstruct toxic masculinity, also asserted that it 
may contribute to a reduction in violent behaviour.

Articles published in the 2000s reinforced earlier assertions about the 
benefits of DvT. In an article focusing on the benefits of DvT with older 
adults, Smith (2000) emphasized the potential of DvT to reduce existen-
tial fear. Johnson et al. (2003) revisited the contributions of DvT to a sense 
of vitality, meaning and self-acceptance while also contributing to a positive 
cultural change within care institutions. Galway et al. (2003) and Glaser (2004) 
explored the role of DvT in promoting greater flexibility, spontaneity and a 
means of disrupting limiting self-narratives. James et al. (2005) articulated the 
value of DvT in desensitizing memories of past sexual abuse in their work 
with children.

As we approached the 2010s and entered into the next decade, we saw 
the emergence of writing about DvT in languages other than English (see 
Dočkal 2009, 2010; Hannagan and Lau 2019; Louis 2021; Willemsen 2014). 
We also observed a critical turn in how the practice was being written about 
in that the benefits of DvT began to be discussed in terms of agentic potential 
and disruptions to the status quo. No longer was DvT solely located within 
a private, clinical context but situated as a public practice capable of decon-
structing stereotypes and enabling a greater sense of responsiveness and free-
dom amidst restrictive social conditions. For example, Mayor (2012) discussed 
DvT as a means of playing with race as a social construct. Landers (2012a) 
introduced Urban Play as an expression of DvT designed for public spaces 
and as a response to neo-liberalism in which participants might be awakened 
‘to the opportunities for action that are everywhere among us’ (2012a: 205). 
Sajnani et al. (2014) presented the value of DvT in school-based settings, and 
Sajnani and Johnson (2016) discussed DvT in relation to social change.

Previous assertions remained, though they were, at times, directed at 
related fields outside of drama therapy. Domikles (2012) discussed the poten-
tial of DvT to provide relief and greater self-acceptance of unpreferred feelings. 
Reynolds (2011), in a journal for group social work, described the benefits of 
DvT in relation to increased ‘flexibility and capacity for creative expression’ 
in an inpatient psychiatric unit for children. Like several publications within 
this period, he emphasized the benefits of DvT for individual participants as 
well as facilitators and the social and cultural milieu in which the practice was 
taking place.

Alongside these developments was a more rigorous engagement with 
how DvT could contribute to a reduction of symptoms of post-traumatic stress 
in children, adolescents and adults. In what could be described as a trauma-
informed turn in the literature, Johnson proposed Trauma-Centred DvT (2014) 
in which he situated the practice as a form of imaginal exposure therapy. In 
keeping with DvT as a response to trauma, Pitre (2014), Pitre et al. (2015, 
2016), Frydman and Pitre (2019), Webb (2019) and Willemsen (2020) demon-
strated the potential of DvT to offer emotional release and relief from stressful 
memories. Further, McAdam and Johnson (2018) wrote about the potential of 
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DvT in addressing symptoms of depression amongst adolescents. While not 
specific yet still relevant to trauma treatment, Frydman (2017) theorized how 
an embodied understanding of cognition might contribute to DvT practice.

The technological turn is the most recent lens through which the benefits 
of DvT have been explored. Regula (2020) asserted the possibility of experi-
encing the benefits of interpersonal presence in DvT online. Marshall (2020) 
raised ethical and practical questions about the relationship between DvT and 
developing technologies with a particular focus on similarities between the 
DvT practitioner’s capacities to notice micro movements and differences in 
interpersonal, embodied play and the mass deployment of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) to gather granular human data. Buckley (2020) called attention to 
how DvT online may both amplify and reduce isolation.

This chronological review reveals an evolution of how this approach has 
been theorized. This is evident in the writing of its progenitor, David Read 
Johnson, whose publications reflect the same commitment to transforma-
tion as the method itself. When taken up by other authors, DvT theory was 
brought into conversation with their unique interests and world-views such 
as Buddhism (Legari 2019), cognitive neuropsychology (Frydman 2017), neo-
liberalism (Landers 2012a), gender studies (Dintino 1997; Dintino et al. 2015; 
Landers 2002), critical race and performance theory (Mayor 2012), attachment 
theory (Pitre 2014), family systems (Domikles 2012) and group work theory 
(Reynolds 2011) that likely influenced how they understood the value and 
purpose of DvT.

In summary, there have been many psychological, physical, relational, 
social (including cultural) and moral benefits attributed to the practice of DvT 
inspired by the theory and practice of its founder and people who trained in 
this approach. Amongst these are an expanded range of expression, greater 
psychological flexibility, adaptability, tolerance of uncertainty, a reduction of 
fear and violent impulses and an increased sense of vitality and intimacy in 
interpersonal relationships and various spheres of social organization.

METHOD

The purpose of this scoping review was to systematically identify which bene-
fits have been observed in DvT practice, identify gaps in the literature and 
make recommendations concerning future research. The primary research 
question for this study was ‘What are the observed benefits of DvT?’. As 
authors, each of us had completed training in DvT, used it in clinical prac-
tice and trained students in this approach at our respective institutions. 
We chose to conduct a scoping review as it is an approach that can facili-
tate a broad investigation of the breadth and depth of what has been writ-
ten about in a field of practice and highlight directions for further research 
(Arksey and O’Malley 2005; Peters et al. 2015, 2020). A scoping review is a 
‘form of knowledge synthesis that addresses an exploratory research ques-
tion aimed at mapping key concepts, types of evidence, and gaps in research 
related to a defined area or field by systematically searching, selecting, and 
synthesizing existing knowledge’ (Colquhoun 2014: 1292–94). We used the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses exten-
sion for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) checklist to facilitate complete and 
transparent reporting (Tricco et al. 2018). Consistent with guidelines concern-
ing scoping reviews, the protocol for the search was registered,1 and more 
than two researchers were involved in the selection and screening process. In 

	 1.	 The protocol for 
this scoping review 
was registered with 
the Open Science 
Framework: https://osf.
io/8zrtq/?view_only. 
Accessed 1 July 2023.

https://osf.io/8zrtq/?view_only
https://osf.io/8zrtq/?view_only
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accordance with the purpose of scoping reviews, we did not appraise the qual-
ity of the study extracted before inclusion, but rather provided an overview to 
map the variety of research, identify gaps and make recommendations (see 
Appendix 1).

Eligibility criteria

On average, we met online biweekly and used an iterative process to define 
inclusion and exclusion criteria prior to the selection phase. We agreed that 
literature had to include statements about benefits directly or indirectly 
observed as a result of the DvT intervention. Direct observations involved 
documented practitioner accounts of the benefits of DvT intervention. Indirect 
observations were the practitioner accounts of what clients or involved staff 
shared with the practitioner about the benefits of DvT intervention as well as 
observations recorded by researchers. We agreed that the literature had to be 
published in English, as this was the language common to the co-authors, in a 
peer-reviewed publication before 2021. Consistent with best practice concern-
ing reviews, we included grey literature in order to further ‘reduce publica-
tion bias, increase reviews’ comprehensiveness and timeliness, and foster a 
balanced picture of available evidence’ (Paez 2017: 233). Grey literature may 
be divided into sources of varying trustworthiness relating to degrees of edito-
rial oversight and peer review. We included first-level grey literature consisting 
of literature published in books and periodicals (e.g. articles published in the 
Chest of Broken Toys), but excluded second- and third-level grey literature such 
as theses and opinion pieces (Higgins et al. 2019; Pollock et al. 2021).

Information sources

We searched the following databases for English peer-reviewed literature: 
PsycINFO, Academic Search Complete, Web of Science and Sage. In addition, 
we asked the directors of DvT training institutes around the world to send DvT 
publications in English that they have used in their training. Contributions to 
peer-reviewed and grey literature came from Belgium, Canada, China, Czech 
Republic, France, Hong Kong, Israel, the Netherlands and the United States. 
Finally, we completed a manual search through the references listed on the 
online DvT library.2

Search

The search protocol was developed from December 2020 to January 2021 in 
consultation with two research librarians at our affiliated universities. The list 
of search terms was organized in search strings adjusted to the underlying 
structure, syntax and capabilities of each specific database used.3

Selection of publications

In the different databases, 643 records were identified and 95 duplicate records 
were removed. The remaining 548 publications were imported into the web 
tool Rayyan (Ouzzani et al. 2016). We screened the title and abstracts for every 
entry independently from each other. In case of doubt or disagreement, we 
examined the full text and came to consensus. Although entries were filtered 
for English language, several publications were excluded because they were in 
another language (n = 7). We also excluded publications that did not have direct 

	 2.	 The online DvT library 
is accessible here: 
http://developmental 
transformations.com. 
Accessed 1 July 2023.

	 3.	 The databases, date of 
search, search strings 
and identified records 
may be found in the 
registered protocol 
on Open Science 
Framework: https://osf.
io/8zrtq/?view_only=. 
Accessed 1 July 2023.

http://www.developmentaltransformations.com
http://www.developmentaltransformations.com
https://osf.io/8zrtq/?view_only=
https://osf.io/8zrtq/?view_only=
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or indirect observations about the benefits of the practice of DvT (n = 508). The 
materials received from the DvT training directors and found through a manual 
search were read and discussed individually (n = 102). Reasons for exclusion 
included ‘not relevant’, ‘wrong publication type’, ‘background article’ (n = 46). 
After a full-text reading of the remaining 58 relevant entries, seven publications 
were excluded from the scoping review because they did not contain direct or 
indirect observations about the benefits of the practice of DvT, leaving a total of 
51 (Figure 1). For example, Frydman (2017) was purely theoretical.

Data extraction

The 51 publications were divided between each of us, and we rotated the 
publications through a process of extracting and charting information on a 
shared Google Excel document. During this process, the chart was refined 
several times. To best meet the objectives of the scoping review, we extracted 
and charted the following information from each of the included publica-
tions: year of publication; authors; title including title in language of origin; 
type of source (i.e. chapter, book, article); abstract; age of the target group; 
characteristics of population; intended benefits; DvT concepts; settings (i.e. 
private practice, outpatient care, school, public space); frequency; format (i.e. 
individual, group); country where DvT took place; method of research if any; 
DvT primary intervention or not; training of the first author; full APA citation; 
the authors’ assumptions about the theoretical benefits of DvT with quotes; 
observed benefits of the practice of DvT with indicative quotes.

Data analysis

We used in vivo coding to identify the observed benefits of the practice of DvT 
(Saldaña 2014). To stay as close to the intended meaning of the author(s) as 
possible, we bolded words and phrases within each excerpt in the chart that 
stood out as indicative of what the author(s) documented as benefits. In total, 
615 codes were identified and transferred to the computer-assisted qualita-
tive data analysis software (CAQDAS) Dedoose. Using Dedoose, we grouped 
these initial 615 codes into 102 unique codes and then, upon further examina-
tion, reduced this to 95 unique codes.

We further categorized these 95 unique codes according to their similari-
ties. As a result of this pattern coding (Saldaña 2014), a hierarchically organ-
ized outline was developed. Fifty of the 95 coded benefits were categorized 
into six general categories: cognitive, behavioural, relational, social, emotional 
and behavioural. The remaining 45 coded benefits were grouped into eleven 
additional ‘complex categories’ as they were observed to have a complex 
mixture of the general categories (i.e. both emotional and cognitive). After 
pattern coding, we went back to the excerpts of the observed benefits to check 
if any possible benefits were not identified. This did not lead to new codes. 
From Dedoose, the results were brought to a shared Google document and, 
in accordance with the last step of the coding process (Saldaña 2014), a cross-
case analysis was conducted to come to a final layout (Table 2) of the observed 
benefits of DvT and findings written below (Onwuegbuzie et al. 2016).

FINDINGS

Fifty-one publications met the inclusion criteria in that they presented direct 
or indirect observations of benefits ascribed to DvT (Table 1). Only one of the 
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included publications constituted a formal study; it involved process research. 
The rest included observations made by the authors about the benefits of DvT 
as demonstrated through case vignettes and, in one case, descriptive statistics. 
Of the included publications, the majority (47/51) were from authors located 
in the United States. Also represented were contributions from Canada (1), 
the Netherlands (1) and the United Kingdom (2). Thirty-one (31) publications 
were from peer-reviewed sources, and twenty entries consisted of grey litera-
ture, including book chapters and non-peer-reviewed articles.4

Authorship of the included publications was limited to David Read 
Johnson, the originator of DvT, from 1982 to 1995 after which co-authored 
publications began to emerge (Figure 2). There was variation and incon-
sistency with regard to whether and how details such as age group, clini-
cal focus, setting, frequency and format were reported. Included publications 
presented work with children (twelve), adolescents (two), adults (28), older 
adults (six), and the remaining publications included work with mixed age 
groups (three). The majority of sessions took place within a private practice 
(fifteen), followed by inpatient hospitals (nine), outpatient care (seven), aged 
care centers (six), schools (six), training institutes (two), universities (two), 
public spaces (two) and mixed settings (two). An examination of age in rela-
tion to setting, in the included publications, revealed that adults partici-
pated in DvT across settings; children were seen in outpatient and inpatient 
settings as well as in schools; older adults were seen uniquely in aged care 
facilities; and adolescents were minimally represented in schools and public 
spaces (Figure 3).

The majority of reported sessions took place once a week (twenty); other 
intervals reported were variable (nine), twice per week (three), single session 

	 4.	 Amongst the included 
publications were five 
involving one or more 
of the co-authors of 
this study.

Figure 2:  Authorship of included literature.
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(two), and seventeen did not indicate frequency. An equal number of reported 
sessions took place within a group format (22) vs. individual format (22), while 
the remaining publications referred to both individual and group sessions 
(seven). When examined in relation to age, the majority of included publica-
tions involved adults in group DvT (Figure 4).

Figure 3:  Age and setting.

Figure 4:  Reported format by age.
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Categories of benefits

Through an analysis of the coded segments, we grouped observed bene-
fits into six general categories and an additional eleven complex categories 
of benefits (Table 2). The six general categories are positive relational change, 
positive cognitive change, positive emotional change, positive social change, posi-
tive physical change, positive behavioural change. The eleven complex categories 
are increased tolerance, increased playfulness, increased self-acceptance, increased 
self-regulation, increased agency, increased flexibility, increased dimensionalisa-
tion, symptom reduction, increased presence, increased quality of life and benefits 
to others.

DISCUSSION

Before moving into a discussion of the categories of benefits observed, it is 
important to note that, with the exception of one study, all the observations 
were made in the context of case vignettes rather than intentional research 
studies. Therefore, confidence in these findings must be calibrated accordingly. 
This review also revealed several inconsistencies regarding the reporting of 
practitioner training, frequency, format, population, intended goals, assess-
ment measures and outcomes, which are further discussed in the context 
of recommendations. Finally, it is important to remember that the language 
used to describe categories of benefits arose from a combination of in vivo and 
pattern coding in combination with our own interpretations as co-researchers. 
This is further discussed in the context of limitations.

Categories of observed benefits of DvT

The 95 unique coded benefits found in the selected 51 publications, distrib-
uted across six general and the additional eleven complex categories, show 
a wide variety of observed benefits. While we did not conduct a comparative 
analysis of theoretical versus identified benefits, it would appear that the find-
ings resemble the benefits presented in the chronological review of theoretical 
benefits ascribed to DvT. The exception to this was the ‘moral benefits’ of DvT, 
which were theorized to be a possible benefit of DvT in the review of literature 
but were not identified explicitly in the included publications.

Discussing each of the codes in depth is beyond the scope of this arti-
cle; however, we have chosen to highlight some of our observations. The 
general category of positive relational change had the largest number of coded 
segments, with representation in 36 different publications, related to interper-
sonal engagement. This is consistent with Johnson and Pitre’s (2021) articula-
tion that DvT theory went through periods focusing on intimacy, encountering 
others and power, all dynamics that are centred around relationships and 
engagement with the ‘other’. For example, in early writing, Johnson theorized 
the impact of DvT on relationships, noting that groups, in particular, could 
lead to ‘increasing the sense of spontaneity, hopefulness, and life, through the 
development of meaningful interpersonal relationships’ (Johnson 1985: 125).

The complex categories, however, included a mixture of the general 
categories. The complex category with the highest number of representative 
publications was increased tolerance (23). This is also resonant with the exist-
ing theoretical literature where it has been theorized that benefits include 
the tolerance of internal states (Johnson 1991, 1992, 2013), the tolerance of 
multifaceted aspects of experience (James and Johnson 1996) and, as the focus 
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turned towards trauma-informed DvT with its emphasis on desensitization, 
a greater tolerance for anxiety and uncertainty (James et al. 2005; Johnson 
2014; Pitre 2014; Webb 2019; Willemsen 2020). Rather than being firmly in 
one general category, our analysis highlighted both the emotional and cogni-
tive components of tolerance, informing the creation of this complex category.

The benefits observed in the earliest selected literature (Johnson 1982, 
1984, 1985, 1986) continued to recur in the literature that followed. An excep-
tion to this is that increased agency and increased presence were not observed 
in those first four publications by Johnson. This relative consistency remained 
despite the fact that the included literature covered a wide variety of target 
groups and, over time, reflected a wider authorship beyond the originator 
of the method. This may be due to the fact the categories are quite broad. 
Benefits of DvT were also observed and reported not only for clients but also 
for facilitators, therapists, teachers and supervisors engaged in this prac-
tice who reported feeling more hopeful and/or emotionally able to tolerate 
unplayable material in encounters with students and clients, depending on 
the context.

Although a majority of the DvT sessions referred to in the selected publi-
cations took place within a mental health care setting, the benefits were, on 
the whole, not linked to specific symptoms or diagnoses but appeared to 
refer to transdiagnostic factors – factors that cut across different mental disor-
ders like negative affectivity (Böhnke et al. 2014) related to positive emotional 
change, intolerance of uncertainty (Khakpoor et al. 2019) related to increased 
tolerance, repetitive negative thinking (Ehring et al. 2008) related to positive 
cognitive change, emotion regulation difficulties (Cludius et al. 2020) related 
to increased self-regulation and experiential avoidance (Khakpoor et al. 2019) 
related to increased tolerance.

Lastly, the observed benefits were unevenly balanced across age groups. 
The majority of included publications were about individual and group DvT 
with adults. DvT with children and adolescents was mostly presented in 
the context of individual care, while older adults were only discussed in the 
context of group work. This raises questions about whether the provision of 
DvT was determined by the format of care available to these age groups in 
specific settings or by what clinicians considered to be most effective.

Limitations

The primary limitations of the review process itself are tied to critiques of 
scoping reviews. Namely, the limitations of a scoping review are typically 
associated with the lack of critical appraisal that limits its capacity to iden-
tify gaps in literature or offer recommendations concerning policy or practice 
(Pham et al. 2014).

The primary limitation of the literature included in this review is that 
observations were not made within the context of intentional research studies, 
with the exception of one publication (see Armstrong et al. 2016). The majority 
of included publications did not state a research question and were based on 
case vignettes and therapist observations without a defined methodological 
approach. Given the inconsistencies in reporting, it was often necessary for us 
to make interpretations about the authors and their observations. For exam-
ple, in cases where the author’s training was not indicated, we relied on our 
knowledge of the author. In addition, this review did not include publications 
written in languages other than English.
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We also acknowledge our own biases as practitioners versed in the theory 
and practice of this approach as well as the biases present in the publications 
included in this review. For the most part, the benefits ascribed to the practice 
of DvT were documented from the perspective of practitioners rather than 
participants and, in nearly half of the included publications, were authored 
or co-authored by the founder of the approach. Additionally, most of the case 
vignettes were used to illustrate a DvT concept; thus, they may not be repre-
sentative of general DvT practice and likely highlight positive outcomes. It was 
not possible to determine whether the articulated benefits were actually due 
to DvT or external factors, or whether the benefits observed and reported by 
practitioners occurred at all for the participants.

Consistent with confirmation bias, our tendency to interpret evidence in 
ways that confirm existing beliefs, explanatory models used to describe DvT 
influenced the kinds of benefits that contributing authors were inclined to 
notice, document and report (Mynatt et al. 1977). Of course, given that we 
were analysing observations reported as case illustrations of theory, this is not 
surprising. For example, in Willemsen’s (2020) case study of a woman working 
through the impact of incest through weekly DvT in an individual format, he 
used ‘parental embodied mentalization’ with its emphasis on the development 
of the bodily self as an explanatory model and, consequently, described the 
benefits of DvT in similar terms such as the integration of exteroceptive and 
interoceptive body sensations or sensory integration. However, this tendency 
may have obscured or minimized attention to information that appeared to 
fall outside of an author’s original theoretical frame.

Implications for practice and training

Notwithstanding these limitations, there remain several insights and implica-
tions arising from this review that may be beneficial for students and practi-
tioners of DvT. Considering possible benefits associated with the practice may 
facilitate making more informed decisions about the suitability of DvT as an 
intervention. For example, documentation about the relational benefits of DvT 
may offer insights to practitioners working with clients who struggle with inti-
macy about the potential ways in which DvT may support treatment goals.

The categorization of the observed benefits may support students and 
practitioners in setting treatment goals as well as identifying and document-
ing possible positive impacts of their practice. It may also aid trainees and 
practitioners in finding a language to communicate observations made within 
the context of their DvT practice to others involved. As revealed by this review, 
such communication should include salient details such as the setting, diag-
nosis, format, frequency and outcomes of practice.

Recommendations for future research

This review revealed a need for research about the impact of DvT across age 
groups, diagnoses, formats and settings. For example, there were very few 
publications about DvT with adolescents, and those that existed were focused 
uniquely on individual DvT. While there were multiple publications about 
working with older adults, these were all in group-based format and in aged 
care settings. It was not possible to determine whether this was reflective of 
what is happening in practice or only an indication of what was being written 
about. Future research might also focus on the intersections of age and other 
aspects of identity or social determinants of health such as socio-economic 
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status, access to healthcare and housing and availability of social support 
networks.

Given the inconsistency of reporting, our overall recommendation to those 
interested in documenting and/or researching the practice of DvT is to include 
standardized information such as intended goals, frequency (e.g. once a week 
for 45 minutes over six weeks), format (individual or group), the context of 
intervention (i.e. school, hospital, etc.), any measures used to evaluate impact 
including participant feedback, and outcomes. Documented accounts of prac-
tice should also include demographic information including the age, gender 
identity, race and ethnicity and referring concern or diagnosis.

DvT practitioners are trained to facilitate using a recognizable protocol 
for individual and group intervention. Manualizing this protocol, including 
the operationalization of key terms (e.g. dimensionalization), would enable 
research of DvT’s effectiveness and impact to be conducted by both DvT and 
non-DvT researchers and further reduce the risk of bias. Further research 
might also focus on specific adaptations of this protocol such as Trauma-
Centred DvT (Johnson 2014), short-form DvT (Pitre et al. 2016), urban play 
(Landers 2012a) and sensory-focused Trauma-Centred DvT (Willemsen 2020).

It is necessary to organize well-designed qualitative, quantitative and 
mixed-method studies with identified research questions and clearly artic-
ulated procedures towards increasingly rigorous quasi-experimental and 
experimental research. Future qualitative research would benefit from a rigor-
ous analysis of the voices and perspectives of participants of individual and 
group DvT in a variety of settings. Future quantitative and mixed-method 
research would benefit from the use of validated measures to evaluate the 
effectiveness of this approach in addressing the benefits observed in this 
scoping review. Given the findings of this review with regard to the poten-
tial of DvT to increase one’s tolerance of uncertainty or facilitate positive 
emotional and cognitive change, such instruments might include Dalbert’s 
Uncertainty Tolerance Scale (1996), the Profile of Mood States Scale (POMS) 
(McNair et al. 2003) and/or the Alternative Uses Task (AUT) (Felsman et al. 
2020; Guilford 1967; Lewis and Lovatt 2013) to measure divergent thinking 
as possible pre and post measures. As intolerance of uncertainty has been 
correlated with both anxiety and depression (Carlton et al. 2012), this may be 
a unique area where DvT may be able to offer relief and therefore should be 
studied further.

Finally, future research might also examine therapeutic factors theorized 
and demonstrated to contribute to the benefits observed in DvT in connec-
tion with observations made about the therapeutic factors in the creative arts 
therapies (see de Witte et al. 2021), improvised dramatic interaction (Felsman 
et al. 2019) and non-scripted and semi-scripted drama (Zeisel et al. 2018).

CONCLUSION

Given the interest in DvT and its use across several populations, systematic 
appraisals of impact and efficacy are necessary to ethical practice. This scop-
ing review revealed six general and eleven complex categories of observed 
DvT benefits in the included publications as well as significant inconsisten-
cies in documentation. These findings may support students and practition-
ers of DvT in making more informed decisions about the suitability of DvT as 
an intervention and to document and communicate their observations about 
the benefits of this practice to others. Findings from this review also offer us 
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useful starting points from which to design focused studies on the impact of 
DvT with specific age groups, settings and concerns. Finally, this review has 
revealed the need for a standardized approach to documenting the impact of 
DvT and increasingly rigorous methods of evaluation, which include partici-
pant voices, towards increasing confidence in and accessibility to this compel-
ling and creative approach to care.
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APPENDIX 1: PRISMA CHECKLIST WITH APPLICABLE ITEMS 
RELEVANT TO THIS SCOPING REVIEW

Checklist items Status 

Title: identify as scoping review Completed

Abstract Completed

Introduction

Rationale Completed

Objectives Completed

Methods

Eligibility criteria with rationale Completed

Information sources: all databases including the dates of 
the last search

Completed

Search strategy: present the full search strategies Completed

Selection of evidence: how we chose Completed
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Checklist items Status 

Data collection process: specify the methods used to decide 
whether a study met the inclusion criteria

Completed

Data items: list and define all outcomes for which data 
were sought

Completed

Data items: list and define all other variables for which 
data were sought

Completed

Study risk of bias assessment: specify the methods used to 
assess risk of bias in the included studies

Completed

Synthesis: describe the process used to decide which stud-
ies were eligible for each synthesis

Completed

Results

Selection of sources using flow diagram Completed

Cite studies that might appear to meet the inclusion crite-
ria, but which were excluded and explain why

Completed

Characteristics of the evidence Completed

Results of individual sources Completed

Discussion

Summary Completed

Limitations Completed

Conclusions Completed

Other information

Registration and protocol: provide information for the 
review, including register name and registration number

Completed

Indicate where the review protocol can be accessed Completed

Describe and explain any amendments to information 
provided at registration or in the protocol

Completed

Support: describe sources of financial or non-financial 
support for the review

Completed

Declare any competing interests of review authors Completed

Report which of the following are publicly available and 
where they can be found: template data collection forms; 
data extracted from included studies; data used for all anal-
yses; analytic code; any other material used in the review

Completed
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