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The Challenges of Leading a Psychodrama Conference Opening

Last December, | was invited by the
Taiwan Association of Psychodrama to
lead and conduct an opening session by
incorporating some elements from
playback theatre for the 8" Annual
Psychodrama Conference in Taiwan on
February 4, 2017. According to Centre
for Playback Theatre, Playback Theatre is
defined as “an original form of
improvisational theatre in which
audience or group members tell stories
from their lives and watch them enacted

on the spot” (http://www.playbacktheatre.org/).

My leadership role involved
communicating with several
coordinators from the Association of

Psychodrama who were in charge of this

conference during the preparatory

period.

More and more requests coming from

the clients

Over the course of the two-month
preparatory period, various requests
kept coming. | soon realized that
different coordinators seemed to have
different expectations on what needed
to be achieved in this 70-minute opening
session. For instance, through playback,
we were expected to make more than

300 participants, especially
newcomers, be more connected to one
another, propel them to become more

spontaneous in psychodrama, bring in

E—1E
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some elements in positive psychology
relating to the keynote speaker’s speech,
commemorate Zerka Moreno’s

contribution to psychodrama, give the

participants short playback training so

that any of them could spontaneously
come up to the stage any time to
playback any teller’s stories, and have
our team playback 5 guest speakers’
speeches. All of these expectations were

hoped to be fulfilled within 70 minutes.

Being a liaison between my playback

team and the clients

In addition to the wide range of
expectations, | also needed to be the
liaison between my team and the
clients—the various coordinators from
the association. Being a leader, | needed
to deal with the complaints, frustrations,
arguments, and the hostile atmosphere,
as well as the possibility of either party
leaving, especially in regard to my own
team members. | hoped that we could all
cooperate in the process and on the day
of the event, facilitate team practices
and rehearsals, and conduct the warm
up activities and the playback

performance in the opening session.

The Precious Tips Learned through Conducting the Opening

Session of the Conference

Over the course of the two-month
preparation and the completion of the
event, | have accumulated many
precious learning experiences as a leader
of the opening session of the 8" Annual

Psychodrama Conference in Taiwan.

Come up with a back-up plan

Coming up with a back-up plan eased
my anxiety. Although we did not follow
this plan at the end, at least having the
second plan eased my worries when

facing the chaos.

Simplify to communicate with just one

coordinator

As a leader, | needed to take care of
both my playback team and my clients.
Thus, | decided to ask the clients; various
coordinators, to choose one
representative who | could communicate
with and confirm direction and details
with in order to avoid confusion. As a
result, having simply communicated with
one coordinator, Yu-Chien, who could
make a decision and who respected our
ideas, helped move our work forward

tremendously.




Be creative, work together, and find

solutions

Working together and finding
creative solutions with my client gave me
a sense of achievement! After working
together, Yu-Chien and | decided that our

top two priorities were to propel

participants’ connection and spontaneity.

Therefore, we came up with the idea to
showcase Zerka and people’s memories
of her through a video that could be
played before the opening session. Thus,
when participants walked in, they could
watch the video and learned about her.
Therefore, the request concerning
Zerka’s commemoration would be

covered prior to the opening session.

Balance between the clients’ needs

and the spirits of playback

One of playback spirits is to serve
people in the community and not solely
the ones in power. Moreover, the stories
to be told should be spurred at the
moment and not prepared beforehand.
After many conversations with Yu-Chien,
as well as communication with my
playback team, we finally came to a
consensus. The four speakers the client
hoped us to do a playback show for could
prepare a short personal story, rather
than a formal speech, relating to
psychodrama and positive psychology.
However, because they also needed to
know that | would interview them, we
co-created the story together during the
interview and my team would playback

for them. As for the audience members,
my team and | would make sure that the
participants could be warmed up enough
and learned at least the form of fluid
sculpture so they could playback for each
other in their small groups. In this way,
everyone in the audience would have a
chance to be served and to serve others.
Having these agreements, my client, my
playback team, and | finally felt content

to continue this work.

Sign a specific and doable contract with

my client
After this experience, | learned the

importance of reconfirming the goals my
client and | both agreed upon. The client
might have tons of expectations of me
and my team but | needed to remind
them to set up reasonable goals by
considering what could be done within
the time, budget, resources, and the
number of people we had. Also, | learned
to ask my client to prioritize the goals.
After having the goals confirmed, my
team and | could then create relevant
activities based on these goals. This vital
lesson of signing a specific and doable
contract with my client at the early stage
later helped me in direct my
psychodrama tremendously, such as,
confirming and reconfirming with my
protagonist the goal we want to achieve
in a psychodrama within the time we

have.



Leading 300 participants to do playback

becomes possible!

It was not exactly the playback
performance my team and | originally
expected when we first took this project.
However, we were very pleased with the
result that we could introduce playback
to more than 300 psychodrama
practitioners by having them experience
telling and listening to one another’s
feelings, being served with fluid
sculpture, and seeing my team playback
the speakers’ stories. In the process, |
could see the tears and smiles from
some audience members when they saw
their feelings being played back. It

touched me deeply.

It takes a team, not an individual, to

accomplish something big!

More importantly, | gained this
invaluable experience of leading more
than 300 participants to do warm up
games and fluid sculptures for each
other while my team members
demonstrated for the audience in the
process. It is something that | have never
imagined possible when | was first asked
to take on this challenge. | truly believe
that it takes a team to accomplish
something big like this! | thank my
playback team for believing in me and
my leadership in this challenge. |
especially appreciate Yu-Chien for a lot
of communication we had late at night
and working together effectively in the
process. You are an awesome partner!
Finally, | must say thanks to Professor

Nien-Hwa Lai for inviting me to conduct

the opening session and believing in me

and my playback team! Without this
invitation, none of this would have

happened.

My team and | led the opening session,

and played back speakers’stories.
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