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Abstract 

This thesis presents developmental transformations (DvT) and explores this technique’s 

connections with neural integration. Developmental transformations is an improvised drama 

therapy technique (Johnson, 2013). Neural integration is what occurs when the different parts of 

the brain are working together (Siegel, 2020). Domains of integration are the different parts of 

the mind that are attempting to work together (Siegel, 2010a). This thesis aims to demonstrate 

how elements and techniques of DvT may facilitate neural integration. Background in both areas 

is provided, then specific concepts, skills, and methods of developmental changes are connected 

to domains of integration. Practical applications are reviewed, and future directions and 

limitations are touched on. 

Key Words: developmental transformations, playspace, embodiment, encounter, 
transformation, varielation, neural integration, interpersonal neurobiology, domains of 
integration 

Author Identity Statement: The author identifies as a cisgender, heterosexual, White 
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On Developmental Transformations and Neural Integration: A Literature Review 

Introduction 

This literature review investigates developmental transformations (DvT), a drama therapy 

approach, and the connections it shares with the concept of neural integration. From this, a 

primary focus of this paper will center on how DvT practitioners may benefit from including 

neural integration in the theoretical framework from which they operate. Developmental 

transformations is defined as an embodied and improvised drama therapy technique that 

encourages flexibility and builds self-confidence in clients to deal with unstable situations, such 

as times when the future may seem uncertain (Johnson, 1982, 1991, 2013; Johnson & Pitre, 

2021). Interpersonal neurobiology (IPNB) is the overarching field from which the idea of neural 

integration comes from that intends to help clinicians understand clients better (Siegel, 2020). 

Neural integration is what occurs when all the different parts of the brain are work together to 

help people manage their emotions more effectively (Siegel, 2020).  

There is rich literature defining both DvT and neural integration as separate topics that on 

the surface may seem unrelated to each other, however, it is clear from this literature that they do 

indeed share a common goal of increasing flexibility for clients (Johnson & Pitre, 2021; Siegel, 

2010b). Siegel’s (2001, 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2013, 2020) work emphasizes that when the 

different parts of the brain work together, clients function better emotionally overall. An 

intervention such as DvT that focuses on flexibility may be able to target the different parts 

which may lead to the parts working better together which may, in turn, help clients regulate 

themselves more successfully (Butler, 2012; Johnson & Pitre, 2021; Wood & Schneider, 2015). 

Developmental transformations is an approach that provides clients with opportunities to practice 

dealing with the lack of control they have over life by encouraging them to become better 
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connected to their bodies and to the people around them which may lead to the rewiring of the 

brain (Butler, 2012; Siegel, 2020).  

With these commonalities in mind, this capstone thesis considers the brain and how 

differentiated neurons may link together while clients are participating in DvT, a still unknown 

factor. Similarly, it would be important for DvT practitioners to have an idea of what is going on 

in the brain while practicing because it would allow them to have a fuller and more in-depth 

understanding of their clients and their human experience. Moreover, the field of IPNB would 

benefit from having a complete understanding of DvT because it is a technique that is 

intentionally attempting to increase flexibility for clients, the underlying goal of both DvT and 

interpersonal neurobiology (Johnson & Pitre, 2021).  

Through the process of researching and writing this thesis, I have learned more about the 

connections between the body, the brain, and the human experience. I have discovered more 

about how neural integration can inform DvT and how it is utilized with clients as well as how 

DvT can inform neural integration and interpersonal neurobiology. I have learned more about 

how the brain operates and how that can impact DvT practice and can now incorporate it into my 

clinical practice. I hope that this thesis will inspire more research on both DvT as a technique and 

how neural integration happens, as well as how DvT can be utilized within an IPNB framework. 

First, an introduction to the developmental paradigm will be provided to contextualize 

developmental transformations. Then history and description of the theory behind DvT are 

presented along with the current orientation of DvT for review. Developmental transformations 

skills and techniques as well as populations that benefit from DvT are explored. Next, IPNB is 

differentiated from neural integration, and the domains of integration are defined. Furthermore, 

the connections between DvT and neural integration within IPNB are drawn. Finally, a 
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discussion of practical applications of DvT in a IPNB framework for future clinical use is 

presented. 

Developmental Transformations 

The Developmental Paradigm  

Developmental transformations is a technique that situates itself within the 

developmental paradigm (Johnson, 1982). The developmental paradigm proposes that being a 

person is a process during which the future is informed by the past while developmental stages 

are completed (Levinson, 1978; Piaget, 1954). This idea differs from non-developmental world 

views in that many of these views categorize human beings as being one thing or another without 

room for growth or change (Johnson, 1982). Whereas the developmental paradigm simply 

proposes that the process of becoming an individual continues throughout their entire life 

(Johnson, 1982).   

Theory of Developmental Transformations  

Developmental Transformations Definition 

Developmental transformations is an improvisational technique that has been adapted 

from theatre to a more therapeutic setting (Johnson, 1991). During a DvT session, the client and 

therapist work together to continuously improvise what is happening and to steadily move from 

one scene to another. What comes up during DvT is typically derived from the client’s past and 

is indicative that the client is processing in a way that may be similar to what is seen in a more 

traditional talk therapy session (Johnson, 1991).  

Theoretical Concepts 

Historically, three basic theoretical concepts provide the foundation for developmental 

transformations (Johnson, 1991). The first is the idea that development facilitates the distinction 
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of self from the rest of the world. However, people’s full selves are not always available to them 

which means that people do not fully experience themselves most of the time. This ability to 

separate oneself from the rest of the world is crucial to ensuring a person’s adaptability (Johnson, 

1991). 

The second concept is the idea that clients’ perceptions of themselves and others create 

their realities that are unfinished and subject to change (Johnson, 1991). These representations go 

through both the processes of differentiation and integration. Differentiation is when experiences 

are separated from one another while integration happens once these experiences make 

connections between them. Once these processes take place, development aids clients by 

beginning to parse out the differences and similarities between their perceptions as they become 

more and more complicated. Through development over time, clients gain a better understanding 

of other people in the sense that people can still be generally good people and make mistakes as 

well as adapt to more nuanced patterns of thinking (Johnson, 1991).  

The third concept is the idea that the world is constantly changing (Johnson, 1991). 

Individuals’ feelings, thoughts, and images are ever-changing while their representations of the 

world as a whole transform as time goes on (Johnson, 1991). 

Core Elements 

Moreover, the three core elements that comprised DvT when first founded were the 

playspace, flow, and impasse (Johnson, 1991). The playspace was defined as a place that was 

intentionally different from the outside world in which anything could happen when clients 

participated in developmental transformations. Flow was experienced when participants 

connected to both their personal representations and feelings while simultaneously connecting to 

what was going on in the playspace. Impasse was experienced when the needs of a scene 
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conflicted with what participants wanted which led to interference with the flow. For example, if 

participants were unable to go with the flow in the playspace due to feeling attached to a pattern 

of behavior then they had reached an impasse and participants resolved this by leaving the 

playspace or by someone breaking character (Johnson, 1991).  

Primary Distortions 

Differentiation and integration are crucial because they aid people’s development of a 

sense of self (Johnson, 1982, 1991). However, at times efforts that are meant to protect this sense 

of self actually lead to cognitive distortions that are unhealthy. The three primary distortions are 

constriction, rigidity, and negativity. Constriction occurs when the self is narrowly defined and 

does not allow personality traits such as being flexible to be incorporated into a person’s sense of 

self. Rigidity occurs when people are not able to tolerate the unknown using flexible responses. 

Finally, negativity occurs when the self is characterized by trauma. These three distortions can 

lead to dysfunctional human beings (Johnson, 1982, 1991).   

Goals 

The goals of DvT are to guide clients toward more flexible responses in life by sifting 

through their experiences and then figuring out how to relate to them (Johnson, 1982, 1991). To 

counteract constriction, DvT works toward helping participants express themselves fully instead 

of concealing their emotions. As opposed to maintaining a rigid self-definition, DvT’s goal is for 

clients to be able to attune to themselves and their surroundings along with managing the 

unknown so that they may have more flexibility when dealing with new situations. Another goal 

is to help clients accept themselves as well as to be able to move on from mistakes they and 

others have made (Johnson, 1982, 1991).   

Current Orientation and Practice of Developmental Transformations 
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Developmental transformations is a current approach used in drama therapy during which 

clients, also known as players, are encouraged to play with the therapist, also known as a playor, 

in an improvised manner along with anyone else in a group (Johnson, 2013; Johnson & 

Pitre, 2021). During this play, players are given the opportunity to play with aspects of life that 

were previously thought of as unplayable (Butler, 2012; Johnson, 2013; Johnson & Pitre, 2021). 

Those who practice DvT work primarily from the idea that every moment is completely unique 

(Johnson, 2013; Johnson & Pitre, 2021). Therefore, the overall goal of DvT is to increase 

players’ abilities to deal with life’s uncertainties, which includes but is not limited to players’ 

relationships with others (Johnson, 2013). This means that there is some risk when participating 

in this approach because, similar to increasing physical flexibility, some discomfort may be 

necessary in order to increase emotional flexibility (Johnson, 2013).   

Within this overarching goal, DvT aims to prepare participants for the stipulations of 

those they have personal relationships with as well as the stipulations of the overall world around 

them (Johnson & Pitre, 2021). Developmental transformations achieves this by giving players 

multiple opportunities to practice responding flexibly to situations they may have never 

experienced before (Johnson & Pitre, 2021). Players may then become more comfortable with 

the unknown and are able to overcome life’s obstacles (Johnson & Pitre, 2021).   

Developmental Transformations and Clinical Practice  

Developmental transformations has been used “in a wide variety of settings, including 

inpatient hospitals, outpatient clinics, substance abuse and rehabilitation programs, nursing 

homes, and private practice clinics” (Johnson & Pitre, 2021, p. 154). Developmental 

transformations can be practiced in both group and individual settings over both long and short 

periods of time (Johnson & Pitre, 2021). Developmental transformations has been employed by 
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therapists working with clients with “schizophrenia, substance use, posttraumatic stress disorder, 

sexually abused children, homeless mentally ill, elderly, violent men, and the normal neurotic” 

(Johnson & Pitre, 2021, p. 154). Additionally, the DvT therapist should work with their clients to 

come up with and work toward specific goals while keeping in mind how long they will be 

working together and the level of care the therapist is providing (Johnson & Pitre, 2021). 

However, DvT “is not well-suited for addressing highly specific symptoms or issues (e.g., 

obsessive-compulsive disorder, phobias, psychotic symptoms, achieving sobriety, and decision-

making around divorce)” because they typically require a more explicit approach (Johnson & 

Pitre, 2021, p. 154). 

Playspace 

Playspace is now defined as a space that players and the playor enter together with the 

understanding that everything that happens in this space is not real (Johnson, 2013; Johnson & 

Pitre, 2021). This understanding is reached by the participants through movements in their 

bodies and faces that are more exaggerated compared to how they would move outside of the 

playspace so that everyone is on the same page regarding the play. Another important element of 

playspace is discrepancy. This means that it must be clear to all in the playspace that what is 

happening is not real. The discrepancy within the playspace may adjust to the participants’ needs 

in that some groups may need more discrepancy and others may need less (Johnson, 2013; 

Johnson & Pitre, 2021).  

The third important element of the playspace is the idea that anything that happens in the 

playspace is reversible (Johnson, 2013; Johnson & Pitre, 2021). This means that anything that is 

said or done by the players or playor can be changed by someone else. It also means that players 












