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Abstract

In this preliminary study, we propose an expressive and interactive research method using a
developmental transformations (DvT) model and a multimodal art response as applied to an
art-based research (ABR) design, specifically relating to the experience of social rejection. We
explored three research questions: Can the experience of social rejection be understood through
playful interactions in DvT play? How does playing with the experience of rejection vary in solo
play, play with an object, and play with a partner—i.e., otherness? How do researchers’ responses
to participants enrich this understanding? This study delineates subjective and expressive ways
of understanding the lived experience of social rejection through a multimodal approach, the
DvT theory, and practice in an ABR design. Four DvT practitioners participated in a three-
session pilot study, exploring rejection on their own and in pairs, then shared their experiences
in a group discussion. Between sessions, the researchers shared their response films and visual
response art with the participants. The outcomes of the study suggest that the experience of social
rejection impacts both individual and partnered play, although its intensity seems to increase in
pair interaction, and that response art supports participants’ exploration of this experience. Our
research outcomes emphasized the need for expressive and interactive research methods, such
as the application of DvT in ABR, in the study of complex and intersubjective social phenomena
such as the experience of social rejection.
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The Application of the Developmental Transformations Theory
and Practice to the Study of Social Rejection

As humans, we differentiate between preferred and no preferred objects, people,
and situations. We tend to draw closer to the preferred and distance ourselves from
the unpreferred on a moment-to-moment basis (Johnson & Pitre, 2020). Rejection is
therefore a primal and natural action that informs the choices we make. The experience
of social rejection is an affective reaction to real, anticipated, remembered, or imagined
rejection by other people, and evokes a variety of difficult emotional responses (Leary,
2015; Bondii & Krahé¢, 2015).

In recent years, social justice-oriented actions stemming from socially rejected
communities and psychotherapy practice and research have highlighted the ethical
response/ability to disrupt dynamics of social oppression and promote diversity
and healing within a therapeutic framework (Sajnani, 2012; Sajnani et al., 2017). In
particular, developmental transformations (DvI) has changed its orientation and
currently gravitates toward a social justice perspective (Johnson & Sajnani, 2015;
Johnson & Pitre, 2020). Our goal in this research was to incorporate DvT practice into
an arts-based research design in order to study the experience of social rejection.

DVT is an arts-based performative practice (Johnson, 2020) that aims to decrease
anxiety and enable adjustment to the unstable and ever-changing world we live in.
The DVI model originated in the early 1980s from the combined clinical practice of
drama therapy and dance and movement therapy (Johnson, 1993). It is an unstructured-
improvisation model that takes place within the therapeutic containment of the playspace.
The therapist and the client practice the continuous transformation of embodied
encounters (Johnson, 2009). The playspace in DVT contains the therapeutic action, while
the DVT therapist performs a double role: maintaining conducive conditions for play and
playfully engaging with the client in the playspace (Galway, Hurd, & Johnson, 2004).

According to DvT theory, the moment-to-moment differences we perceive in our
bodies, our interactions with others, and in our environment comprise one major reason
for instability (Sajnani et al., 2017). In perceiving differences, we form a preference for
one group, person, or object over another; the preferred is perceived as better, safer,
or more attractive, whereas the other is oppressed or rejected. Through physical and
emotional signals, the preferred elements approach intimacy, whereas the rejected
elements are pushed away, contained, or controlled (Mayor, 2018).

By adhering to the conditions of the playspace—restraint against harm, mutual
agreement to play, discrepant communication, and reversibility of roles and status
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(Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Pitre, 2020)—the therapist and client/s are able to explore
themes of preference and rejection within the playspace. In addition, Dintino, Steiner,
Smith, and Carlucci Galway (2015) claim that in order foreplay to be truly satisfying, it
must be meaningful and salient (that is, perceived as preferred) (p. 23). For many clinical
populations, the experience of social rejection might be experienced as a prevalent issue
and therefore potentially salient.

DvT and the Other/Otherness/Othering

In DVT, the other and our proximity to the other are perceived as potential sources of
turbulence and instability. Johnson (2013) suggests that without flexibility, resilience, or
tolerance in the boundary region between oneself and others, one is left only with the
choice of conflict or isolation, fight or flight. He states further that trust in others must
be based on an embrace of their freedom, not in its restriction. DvT practice can be seen
as a series of imperfect attempts by participants to be in proximity with one another
without controlling the other (Mayor, 2018).

DVT practice does not attempt to do away with the experience of otherness, but
rather calls attention to it as it arises in the playspace. DVT informed by social justice
interrupts the dynamics that perpetuate harmful othering and promotes diversity as
necessary to health and wellbeing (Sajnani et al., 2017).

Our research set out to investigate the experience of social rejection associated with
otherness. What happens when we play with our experience of social rejection? How do
playful encounters in the DVT playspace change our reactions to rejection or otherness?
We propose that social rejection is inherent to our lived experience as human beings.
Thus, the experience of social rejection is universal and manifests in different ways
across all cultures and traditions.

Using Response Art in Research

Art has been used to explore clinical issues for many years (Fish, 2012). Response art
may help to process professional issues and complex responses to therapeutic work
(Fish, 2012; Malchiodi & Riley, 1996; Robbins, 1988; Wadeson, Marano-Geiser, &
Ramsayer, 1990; Wadeson, 2003). Donald Winnicott described his “Squiggle Game” as
away of eliciting drawings from his young patients as early as 1958. The game involved
an exchange of squiggle drawings as a form of “art conversation” between Winnicott
and his pediatric patients (Berger, 1980).

The use of response art in art-based research (ABR) builds on the concept of the
art conversation by incorporating art created by the researcher in response to the
participants’ art. Fish (2008) used images created by therapists in order to gain a better
understanding of their clients’ process and art; on occasion, these images were shared
with the clients themselves.

Response art allows the researcher and the participants to communicate about their
varied life experiences (Fish, 2008, 2012; Kapitan, Litell, & Torres, 2011; Van Lith, 2014;
Wadeson, 2011). Through response art, researchers can express their understanding of
the participants’ experiences without preconceived notions or judgments (Moon, 2009;
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Johnson et al., 2009). Cooper and Allen (1999), who used their own images and writing
in their ABR, argue that response art allows researchers to uncover another layer of
“truth” in their findings. McNiff reported in his 2007 study that response art helped
the researcher to focus more on the artistic process than on the human subject, which
contributed to the objectivity of the research. Havsteen-Franklin and Altamirano (2015)
assert that responsive art making is a powerful tool because it establishes crucial forms
of communication when words are not available.

The Multimodal Approach

In the literary and media arts, human experience is transmitted through the use of
words (Ryan, 2014). As creative writing can unearth our thoughts and feelings with
regard to a past that has yet to be revealed (Seih, Chung, & Pennebaker, 2011), it is
not surprising that creative writing can be used effectively in multimodal research.
Creative writing gives individuals living with hardships an opportunity to express their
experiences (Bruera, Willey, Cohen, & Palmer, 2008; Henry et al., 2010).

When we view video footage of ourselves in action, we are able to take a different
view of our experience, which in turn has the potential to enhance our understanding of
a given condition (Barone, 2003). Hearing, seeing, and feeling lived experience through
film not only helps the experience come to life, but enables connection to others with
similar experiences (Weber, 2008). The transformation of research data into film or vice
versa has been the subject of numerous studies (Eisner, 2006; Fish, 2017; Pink, 2001a,b;
Sparkes, Nilges, Swan, & Dowling, 2003) and has been used in art therapy for almost fifty
years (Carlton, 2014; Fryrear & Corbit, 1992; Malchiodi, 2000; McLeod, 1999; McNiff,
1981; McNiff & Cook, 1975). Malchiodi (2011), Leavy (2015), and Winther (2018) show
the power of film to facilitate communication between researchers and participants.

In addition, the visual modality may lead viewers to emphasize, feel, imagine,
and recognize the human condition (Sayre, 2001). The use of film is another way to
represent reality as participants see it; much like other art modalities, it can enable
different ways of making meanings of participants’ experiences (Winther, 2018). Still,
it should be noted that the use of film as an art medium is not a more “truthful” or
“objective” method than any of the other approaches (Buckingham, Pini, & Willett,
2009). Films and images are created and viewed through the values and experiences
brought by the filmmaker and the viewer, and they often represent multiple layers of
interpretation and bias.

Methodology/Research Design

Our research addressed the following questions: (a) Can we understand the experience
of social rejection in playful interactions through DVT play? (b) How does playing
with the experience of rejection vary in solo play, play with an object, and play with
a partner? (c) How do researchers’ responses enrich this understanding? Our aim was
to allow participants to examine their encounters with rejection in DvI play through
creative writing and DVT play, as well as our own response art, and to explore ways to
cope with rejection through DVT play.
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TABLE 1 | Example of Labeling System for All Materials for Fictitious Participant X

Session Labeled materials
Session 1 X Creative writing 1
X DvT play 1
Response Art X Video session 1
X Researcher’s video response 1
Session 2 X Creative writing 2
X DVT pair play 2
X Video session 2
Response Art X Researcher’s video response 2
Session 4 X Video session 3
Response Art X Researcher’s art response 3

This study involved four participants, each of whom participated in three sessions
(Table 1). The first session, labeled session 1, was comprised of individual play. The
second session, labeled session 2, involved duo/pair play. The third, labeled session 3,
was a collective review session with all four co-players/researchers. In two additional
sessions, the researchers worked on their own artistic responses without the participants
present. The first response is labeled as Researcher’s Art-Response: Edited Film 1, and
the second as Researcher’s Art-Response: Edited Film 2.

First Session: Creative Writing and Box Play

In the first session, the participants were invited to a studio with only a box inside the
playspace. They were offered pen and paper and asked to think of a situation where
they felt rejection, writing down their reflections in free verse or prose. The participant
then played with the box while the main researchers watched from the witnessing
circle within the playspace. Participants could choose to engage in dialogue, sharing
observations and feelings while they worked, or create in silence. Sessions lasted from
twenty to thirty minutes. The main researcher indicated the end of the session by telling
the player: “Take a minute.” The participant was then given five minutes alone in the
space for self-reflection.

The sessions were filmed in their entirety by a video camera in the corner of the
room and by a GoPro camera attached to the participant’s forehead.

Second Session: Creative Writing and Pair Play

In the second session, participants were divided into pairs. Each pair was invited back
to the studio, where, at the beginning of the session, they separately watched the video
that had been created in response to their individual session. They were once again
asked to respond to the video in writing.
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Researcher’s Response Art: Edited Film 2

This session was conducted by the two main researchers; participants were not present.
The researchers analyzed video footage from the two sessions in an attempt to interpret
the participants’ words and motions. They noted hand gestures, movements in the
space, interactions, and so on; they also recorded a precise transcript of all comments
made by the participant during the creation process of texts and the DvT play session.

Third Session: Viewing and Processing Response Art

In the third and final session, the participants were invited as a group to view each of

their edited films. They were then asked to respond orally to the film.
The participants were asked the following questions:

1. Can you describe your experience of the DVT play process in each of the sessions?
What are your thoughts and feelings now that you are looking at your sessions?
Have the process and results of the DvI play revealed any new aspects of your
experience of rejection?

2. Can you describe your thoughts and feelings after watching the first and second
edited films? What was it like to see our response to your process through the edited
films?

3. Having read the main author’s thoughts, observations, and preliminary conclusions
in the written notes, is there anything you would like to add that you feel has not
been mentioned or explored?

4. Please make an oral statement, as long or as short as you wish, describing your
overall experience of the study. In your estimation, did you gain anything from the
study? If so, please provide details. What, in your opinion, might be changed or
improved in future studies?

The Researcher’s Response Art

In the fourth and final session, during which the participants were not present, the
researchers created a concluding work of visual response art. This work summarized the
sessions as we experienced them and attempted to capture the role of each participant in
the process, focusing on the image that we wanted to share with them.

Examination of Materials from the Sessions

Creative writing. The texts from creative writing 1 and 2 for each participant were
examined. Noted were (a) issues raised, (b) the style and length of the writing, (c) the
participant’s body language while writing, (d) connections between the writing and the
filmed material from that session, and (e) significant changes between the writing in
different sessions.

Video footage. All video recordings of the creative writing, DvT play, and remarks in

the third session were transcribed and reviewed. Visual cues such as body language,
mood, tone of voice, and frequency of verbal communication were also considered.
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Close scrutiny was dedicated to the video footage of the final discussions of Session 3,
because this footage included the participants’ insights into the process and the effects
of the inquiry. We then added our own reflections and conclusions, discussing any new
knowledge that might have been gained from the inquiry.

Recruitment. Adults between the ages of 20 and 40 years were recruited from among
trainees of the Israeli DVT Institute. All participants were drama therapists and level
2DvT practitioners. Candidates for selection were shown the detailed research design.
At the end of this process, four volunteers were selected for the study: three women
and one man with DvT training, all in their thirties or forties. All methods and goals of
the study were clearly explained to the volunteers. They were informed that they were
free to withdraw from the study at any time and that copies of the videos made from
the sessions would be available to them after the study was completed. These terms
and conditions were stated in writing in the preliminary consent form signed by each
participant.

Results
Outcome 1: The Experience of Rejection in DvT

Outcome 1 can be summarized as follows: Playing with oneself as compared with
playing with a partner, or playing with the other as object versus playing with the other
as person.

The study involved two different sessions—the first alone, playing with a box, and
the second playing with a partner—in order to examine the experience of rejection in
both cases.

In the third meeting, participants compared their experience of rejection when
playing with a box as opposed to a partner. Some expressed surprise when they
were directed to play with a box, although this was specifically mentioned in their
initial orientation for the study. Some participants wondered about the logic behind
introducing an inanimate object into the DVT playspace, as this was an unusual choice
for a DVT session. All anticipated difficulty in playing with the box, but three of the
four ultimately reported that they were more playful than expected. Three participants
engaged in imaginary play with the box, treating it as though it were a fellow participant.
The fourth participant felt frustration even before beginning the session due to the
anticipated unresponsiveness of the box. During play, Pat forcefully flattened it and
playfully yelled: “Hit me back, you annoying thing!”

The participants experienced either a sense of isolation or a sense of solitude in
their playful interactions with the box. At first, Tami felt that she had been rejected by
the researcher and left to play on her own with the box. Tami later withdrew and hid
herself in the box, where she reported feeling more secure and calm after withdrawing
from a confrontational discourse with the researcher. Jana said that the box felt like a
sanctuary that she explored in her play.

All four were surprised by the personal themes that emerged from their play with
the box as the researcher looked on from the witnessing circle. They explored the notion
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of visibility—seeing and being seen; solitude as opposed to isolation; embodied and
mostly silent play as opposed to an emphasis on verbalization; and communication and
play with the witnessing researcher.

Upon watching the artistic response—short video clips of their play—three of the
four participants acknowledged the level of verbalization that took place during the
sessions. The participants were either highly verbal or almost non-verbal, a dynamic
that was apparent in their encounter with their partners. On the whole, verbalization
served as a means to reject the other by controlling the situation, as noted in the second
play session—whether in Tami’s hostile discourse with the silent researcher, or Uri’s
rejection of Pat’s playful and embodied offerings. In contrast, embodied interactions
between Tami and Jana seemed to establish an emotional bond between the two
participants and included a delightful “stickiness” a rowdy, proximally entangled
two-minute-long play. The researchers’ silent witnessing stance seemed to create a
distancing and even a rejecting experience for the participants.

Outcome 2: Playing Alone vs. Playing with the Other

Outcome 2 can be summarized as: Uncovering or revealing what we know about
rejection in play (with an object and with the other).

The creative writing exercise on rejection prior to entering the playspace was
intended to help the participants focus on the experience of rejection over a relatively
short time. The themes explored in the exercise varied among the participants, but
a sense of discomfort was palpable in all the participants’ voices as they read their
anecdotes aloud.

A discussion of the participants’ learning experience during the third session revealed
that the box in the first session had offered physical and metaphorical containment. The
box was a place within the playspace where one could feel solitude and safety while
experiencing rejection. Tami said, “If I hadn’t had the box, I would have continued to
react aggressively toward the researcher in the witnessing circle. Being inside the box
enabled me to contain those feelings.” Tami contemplated the alienating effect of the
researcher’s Foucauldian gaze. Jana said, “Having this [box] was like having a place
where I could hide, like a sanctuary.”

When comparing both experiences—playing with the box and playing with the
other—some expressed disappointment. Pat said, “I was disappointed. I knew the box
wasn’t going to play back and that [ needed to be active. But when I saw that I needed to be
active playing with you [speaking to Uri], I was expecting much more, and I felt rejected.”

A few of the participants talked about the roles they adopted in their play during
both sessions. Jana defined it as taking the role of the aggressor as opposed to the
retaliator. All of the participants appear to have played with these roles. Two of the
four participants were actively aggressive toward the researcher or with their boxes,
while the other two treated the box as the aggressor. This dynamic continued when the
pairs came together for their joint session. Pat expressed that she was waiting for Uri
to actively play with her; when he did not, her disappointment made her retreat and
become passive. The responsive element between the participants during the second
session was a key factor in this research.
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Outcome 3: Impact of the Responsive Approach

Outcome 3 can be summarized as: The correspondence between the findings of the
response film art and the participants’ experiences of response art as a mediator.

After watching the edited response films, the participants complained that the
researchers had omitted important elements of their sessions. Interestingly, most of these
elements did not occur, or at least not to the extent remembered by the participants. When
participants watched themselves play in the films, two main feelings came up towards
the video. Firstly, watching the video enabled the participants to make a connection
between sessions as well as to their previous play, and allowed them to understand
what the researchers viewed as significant in their play. Secondly, participants found
it meaningful that the researchers had taken time to review and edit their sessions,
devoting considerable thought to the three-minute clips.

The first video was filmed using a GoPro camera attached to the participants’ heads,
while the other film was taken from the side (Figure 1). Participants reported that the

FIGURE 1 | Shot from the (a) GoPro camera and (b) from the side.
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GoPro enabled them to feel what it was like to play “firsthand.” As Uri said: “Now
we know what happened in the box when I was playing inside.” This angle enables
observers from the outside to feel that they are in the players’ heads—not looking at
them but through them, savoring their experience in a more authentic way.

Uri Session 1: Shot from the GoPro camera

Uri Session 1: Shot from the side

However, some participants questioned the editorial choices made in the response
films. They felt that they would have edited the films differently and were concerned
that some elements might be missing.

The researchers created a final art piece (Figure 2) in response to each of the
participants’ processes. The participants were not present when this response art was
created; they were later presented with the response art, along with the researchers’ notes.

When the participants shared their thoughts on this final response art, almost all of
them discussed the sense of being seen. They were reminded of specific interactions
or experiences during the process, so that the art served as an enhancement of their
emotional experience.

@ | - (b

FIGURE 2 | The visual response art to the processes of (a) Tami, (b) Pat, (c) Jana and (d) Uri.

© 2022 Inspirees International. caet.inspirees.com


http://caet.inspirees.com

Developmental Transformations and a Multimodal Art Response Model 195

Summary of Outcomes

Understanding the Experience of Rejection through Art

The creative writing aspect of the study helped participants to enter the playspace with a
focus on experiences of rejection. It also allowed the researchers to better understand the
“social rejections” with which the participants were willing to play. As the participants
listened to themselves reading their writing in their final sessions, some were surprised
by the things they had written and the level of intimacy they were willing to share.
The writing seemed to be an effective catalyst for the introduction of the idea of social
rejection into the play session.

The DVT play itself provided the participants with a safe space where they could
experiment with their experiences of rejection. Play in the presence of a box allowed
the participants to form a dialogue with the box. The box invited participants to play
with social rejection on their own within a potentially containing or confining object.
Surprisingly, they did not find it easier to play individually, serving in effect as their
own objects, than to play with others. On the contrary, they attempted to engage with
the main researchers in the witnessing circle. After the first session, they all said that
they were looking forward to playing with their fellow participants.

The response art was shown to the participants sometime after their initial
experience. According to some participants, it enabled them to recollect what they had
experienced and to acknowledge the impact of these sessions. They noted the internal
shift that had occurred as a result of the sessions, even if the shift “only” comprised
heightened awareness of experiences of rejection in their lives.

Playing with Oneself vs. Playing with the Other

As noted above, the results indicated that the participants found it challenging to play
alone, acting as objects in their own play. They felt that they had been rejected by the
main researchers in the witnessing circle. Two of the participants acted aggressively in
their play, while the other two were submissive. Still, the presence of the box in their
play helped them to deal with their experience of rejection, as it provided a place of
comfort and reassurance.

These power dynamics persisted in the second session, when the participants played
in pairs. The participants who assumed the controlling role in the first session tried to
play the same role vis-a-vis their counterparts. Although they had looked forward to
play with others, some of them were disappointed. Some of their expectations for the
session were not met, which led them once again to feel alone and rejected. However,
the presence of a partner made it possible to play out these experiences in the relative
safety of the playspace.

The Impact of Response Art

The videos allowed the participants to draw on their initial experiences as a starting
point for the second and third sessions. They enabled the participants to connect to the
experience of rejection and facilitated engagement with this theme.
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When the participants looked at the three main outcomes, they explicitly
acknowledged that they experienced rejection on a daily basis and that their participation
in the research made them more aware of their personal approaches to with rejection.
The participants appeared to differentiate between experiences of loneliness and
isolation. During the third session, Pat said: “Participating in this research enhanced
my perception. I now understand rejection with otherness better in relation to my
experiences of loneliness.” Uri added: “I not only learned about my experiences of
rejection with otherness, but also toward myself, the conflicts it brings up, and how
much they relate to my experiences of rejection.”

Discussion

The study aimed to understand the experience of social rejection using a novel research
design that applied DT theory and practice to ABR. Human beings crave affection and
closeness, and most of us find the experience of rejection challenging (Mayor, 2018).
However, rejection is embedded in society; by living with others around us—that is,
living with otherness—we risk rejection. DvT theory acknowledges that by showing
preference to some, we oppress or reject others by default.

In this study, DvT provided an effective platform to examine social rejection and
the complex emotional reaction it elicits. By keeping to the conditions of the playspace
in this study—restraint against harm, maintaining mutuality, discrepancy, and
reversibility (Johnson, 2009, 2013)—we were able to invite the participants to enter a
safe enough playspace to explore the salient theme of rejection (Dintino et al., 2015).

The placement of a box in the DvT playspace enabled the participants to experience
a container within a container—the box within the playspace. While the playspace
allowed for representational, imaginary, and intersubjective encounters (Johnson,
1998), the box allowed the participants to play with their vulnerability in the absence
of a “real other.” In it, they were their own objects, as the box reflected the otherness
in their play.

The four research participants actively engaged in their experiences of social
rejection: first through creative writing, then through individual play, and finally with a
partner within the DVT playspace. This latter enabled them to play with their otherness
side by side, each holding his or her own experience of rejection and at the same time
engaging in playful dialogue with the other’s respective experience. The dialogue
was held not only with their partners in play, but also with the main researchers, who
witnessed two sessions and responded to them in film and visual art.

The study’s research design, which incorporated multimodal and art-based models,
is consistent with the growing body of evidence indicating that the multimodal
approach provides an opportunity for expression through visual art and embodied play
of complex experiences such as social rejection (Bruera et al., 2008; Henry et al., 2010).

The results of the study demonstrate that artistic dialogue allowed the researchers
to better understand the participants’ experience of rejection. When the researchers
reflected their insights to the participants through artistic expression, the participants
were better able to process their own experiences.
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This is a preliminary study and leaves room for future adjustments. For example, the
feedback given by the participants to the researchers’ film response may indicate that
this aspect of the study was less successful. We are considering enhancing or replacing
the film response with an improvised DvT response in future research; this may open
up more opportunities for intersubjective dialogue.

In conclusion, the use of an interactive and expressive research approach involving
DvT methods enabled the researchers to enter dialogue with the participants. It offered
the inter/intrapersonal containment of the DvT playspace in order to explore the
subjective and intersubjective experiences of social rejection expressed in play and in
the subsequent discussion.

Limitations of Study and Future Research

The limitations mentioned here applied to the researchers and the participants alike. In
this study, participants had considerable experience in DVT practice, because familiarity
with the playspace is a necessary condition in applying this method. Therefore, the four
participants were from similar academic and professional backgrounds. Future studies
should examine the DvI model among a more diverse population.

Future research may explore experiences of social rejection and their manifestation
in Eastern as well as additional Western cultures. This will potentially further our
knowledge of the experience of social rejection in connection to specific cultures.

An arts-based, expressive, and intersubjective research model has the potential
to alleviate social rejection experienced as the social exclusion of marginalized and
underprivileged social groups. For example, the research of disabilities through a DvT-ABR
approach has the potential to significantly advance interpersonal dialogue between groups.
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