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Abstract The COVID-pandemic measures, restricting physical distancing and lock-
down in 2020, had fundamental effects on all aspects of life, including face-to-face
group methods, like psychodrama. This situation provided a unique opportunity to
study the effects of unavoidable environmental interruptions on psychodrama groups
and the leaders’ roles and responses in such situations. We invited Hungarian psy-
chodrama leaders to describe their experiences with their ongoing groups. They
completed two online questionnaires; the frst was after the initial lock-down and
the second during the next wave of the pandemic. Results showed the risk factors and
protection regarding the stress on leaders during the interruption and their immediate
and lasting consequences after the reunion of the group. In addition, to using role
reversal and mirror technique questions, the emerging themes and patterns of their
experiences and their key learning regarding interruption and online group sessions
were also identifed.
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1 Personal introduction

The idea, underpinning this research, has roots in personal experiences. The frst
two authors were leading two ongoing psychodrama groups when the frst restric-
tions of holding face-to-face group sessions were announced due to the COVID-
pandemic. While dealing with the groups as leaders, as researchers they wanted
to trace the learning from this unique situation. Therefore, we would like to thank
our fellow psychodrama leaders for their participation in this research and, also, to
thank the Hungarian Psychodrama Association for their contribution in fnding our
participants.

2 Background

The COVID-pandemic, as an unprecedented phenomenon,means that the literature is
relatively current and inherently incomplete. COVID’s immediate and lasting effects
has been investigated and evaluated from various scientifc perspectives. However,
we are still in the frst phases of a long journey of research. This research journey
requires that we learn what exactly we are facing and what effective mechanisms
can be used for coping and adapting.

In our study we examined the effects of unavoidable environmental interruptions
on psychodrama groups and the leaders’ role. Relevant literature and research of
psychodrama included an overview of the methods that can be used to help coping
with the crisis caused by the pandemic (Drakulić and Radman 2020). According
to the authors preventing the re-traumatization of the protagonist is of high im-
portance; hence the elements of regular interventions had to be modifed and new,
transformative roles had to be activated on the way to recovery.

Another element of our study is online group therapy, which was a brand-new
feld for professionals, especially given that psychodrama is a method built on per-
sonal presence and relational contact. Literature related to online work, was mostly
about sociodrama; for example, Castro, Vidal, Silveira and Oliveira (2020) report
a video conference (Zoom) session with 36 participants, where they managed to
create spaces for reorganizing social roles.

We believed that the pandemic, as a collective experience, had a threatening
impact. From the literature related to social psychological dynamics in groups, we
found general patterns on perceived threat (e.g., collective nostalgia), which relates
to stronger feelings of in-group continuity via in-group belonging (Smeekes et al.
2018).

The interruption of psychodrama groups (or any kind of dynamic process)
inevitably affects the cohesion of the group. The impact on treatment outcome
(Burlingame, McClendon and Yang 2018) was found to be moderated by leader
interventions to increase cohesion, theoretical orientation, type of group, emphasis
on group interaction, and frequency or number of group sessions.

Similarly, the effects of forced or premature termination of therapy had to be
considered and there was much relevant information found. This included literature
that focussed on therapist-induced termination (Fieldstiel 2005); forced termination
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due to the death of the therapist (Garcia-Lawson, Lane and Koetting 2000); or the
client deciding on early dropout from the group (McCallum, Piper, Ogrodniczuk
and Joyce 2002; Rice 1996; Yalom 1966).

The crisis caused by the pandemic put increased stress on leaders in general and
on group leaders in particular. Our deeper understanding of the factors involved in
effective crisis leadership, for instance role-taking and decision-making accuracy,
came mostly from business environments (e.g. Hadley, Pittinsky, Sommer and Zhu
2011). However, we didn’t fnd literature on sudden, unexpected interruption or
termination of the group process, and its effect on leaders’ strategies.

Arising from our own experience as leaders, and the relative lack of literature,
we formulated the following two research questions for our study:

Q1 What are the effects of the forced interruption on the group?

Q2 What is the leaders’ role in such situation?

3 Research design

We asked psychodrama leaders to fll online questionnaires at two points of time,
which ftted into the COVID-pandemic related restrictions. The frst wave of restric-
tions in Hungary took place in March-June 2020; at this time, it was not allowed
to hold face-to-face group sessions, being the frst forced interruption. In order to
gather data, the frst questionnaire was sent to the research participants in August-
September; this timing focussed on the period of lockdown restrictions and on their
frst impressions after the group reunion. According to the original research plan, the
second questionnaire was designed to measure the lasting effects of the frst wave
restrictions, in December 2020.

Due to the progression of the pandemic, December also happened to be the time
of the second wave of restrictions, which started in November 2020. This allowed
us to learn not only about the longer-term effects of the frst interruption, but also
about the solutions leaders used during the second wave of restrictions.

4 Questionnaires

In both questionnaires, we asked the age, gender, psychodrama training and expe-
rience of the pair of leaders of the given group and basic frames of the group: aim
(e.g. self-awareness), size, total duration in hours and hours already done at the
beginning of the frst wave.

There were questions about the quality of leaders’ experience with the group and
the quality of cooperation between leaders before, during and after the March-June
interruption on a fve level Likert scale.

Regarding the interruption, communication forms, channels, and frequency with
the group were asked. The perceived stress on leaders and group members during
the interruption were measured on a fve-point Likert scale. The leaders were asked
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to describe the incidences of COVID- or non-COVID related events among group
members.

In the second questionnaire, focussing on the reunion, we asked them about the
continuity of the group, form of group sessions and absence rate.

We used psychodrama techniques in the questionnaires: in the frst one, partic-
ipants formulated sentences from the role of the group and from their leader role
(Moreno 1985, 1953) during the interruption. In both questionnaires, they formu-
lated their perceptions from a mirror perspective (Moreno 1985, 1953) looking at
the group and themselves after reunion. They created advice for themselves based
on key learning from the interruption and the reunion experiences.

5 Sample

We received data on 29 groups (from 23 participants) in the frst questionnaire, and
on 23 groups (from 20 participants) in the second questionnaire. Among them there
were 8 recurring groups, meaning that they appeared in both samples. Most of them
were self-awareness groups; both samples had one training group as an exception,
with the aim of preparing participants for leading psychodrama groups, whilst also
working on their self-awareness.

All the groups had 10 to 16 participants and their duration ranged from 40 to
250h (meaning from few months up to three years length); in the two samples, the
hours done at the beginning of the frst interruption ranged between 8 and 242h.

Table 1 Characteristics of the two samples

Sample 1 Sample 2

Questionnaire focus Interruption characteristics
and immediate effects

Lasting effects of
interruption

Number of groups in the sample 29 23 (8 recurring)
Aim of the groups 28 self-awareness 22 self-awareness

1 training 1 training

Number of groups with members above
65 years

3 1

Average group duration in hours (mini-
mum–maximum)

150 (40–250) 170 (120–250)

Average hours done at the beginning of inter-
ruption
(minimum–maximum)

65 (10–170) 87 (8–242)

Gender of leader pairs 18 female—female 11 female—female

10 male—female 12 male—female

1 n/a
Training of leader pairs 3 assistant—assistant 0 assistant—assistant

12 assistant—leader 2 assistant—leader

10 leader—leader 11 leader—leader

4 trainer—assistant/leader 10 trainer—assistant/
leader

Number of groups with leaders above 65 years 4 9
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There were female-female and male-female leader pairs with various combina-
tions of psychodrama training: from assistant (beginner) level and more advanced
leader to a senior trainer level.

In both samples, there were groups with members and leaders above the age of
65 years. During the time of the study, this age group was considered to be most
endangered from the COVID disease health consequences (e.g. Crimmins 2020;
Mallapaty 2020; Modi, Böhm, Ferraro, Stein and Seljak 2020). For the details of
the samples’ characteristics see Table 1.

6 Results and discussion

The results in this section are presented in two parts; frstly, looking at the data
arising from analysis of the online questionnaires complemented by a discussion of
the fndings. The second part reports on the qualitative analysis from the text that
was drawn from the open-ended questions in the questionnaire.

6.1 Immediate effects of interruption

The immediate effects of the interruption in March-June of 2020 were studied using
the frst questionnaire in August-September the same year. The results, measured on
a fve-point Likert scale, showed that stress on leaders, during the interruption, was
a substantial and immediate effect, variously connected with other phenomena.

One potential risk of higher levels of stress on leaders, was the intensity of com-
munication with the group during the interruption; this was found to be moderately
correlated: r(27)= 0.586, p= 0.001. This connection could be explained by the ten-
sion from using new ways of communicating with the group. Another explanation
might be due to the intense levels of communication from the group members,
about their experiences of stress arising from COVID related events, which con-
tributed to the stress leaders experienced. Supporting this interpretation, the number
of online sessions during the interruption showed positive correlation with leaders’
stress (r(27)= 0.510, p= 0.004). The other group of risk factors of leaders’ stress
was connected to the group members’ state and its perception by the leaders; these
included crises among group members (r(27)= 0.471, p= 0.010) and perceived stress
on group members (r(27)= 0.546, p= 0.002).

An important protective factor against stress was the effective cooperation be-
tween leaders: r(27)= –0.405, p= 0.029.

A diffcult consequence of the stress, on leaders during interruption, was the
absence rate after reunion; identifed r(27)= 0.429, p= 0.020. It is worth highlighting
that the absence rate did not show signifcant correlation with any other variables in
the study of immediate effects.

6.2 Lasting effects of interruption

The lasting effects of the interruption were studied in December 2020 and provided
various results and fndings about the reunion.
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Similar to the immediate effects, the stress on leaders during the interruption had
negative lasting consequences on the quality of leaders’ experiences with the group
after reunion. These, measured on a fve-level Likert scale, showed a moderate neg-
ative correlation between these two variables indicate: r(17)= –0.529, p= 0.020. An-
other similarity to the immediate effects, the leaders’ effective cooperation continued
to play a positive long-term role. This quality from the beginning, before the frst in-
terruption, was a protective factor against absenteeism after reunion: r(21)= –0.432,
p= 0.039.

Importantly, we found that the reunion experience of leaders was connected to
the continuity of the group; this meant the re-planned number of hours after reunion
compared favourably to the original plan when the group started. The correlation
between these two variables were r(16)= 0.474, p= 0.047, including groups that
became shorter, followed original plan, or agreed an even longer duration after
reunion.

The second interruption, during the second questionnaire, meant that leaders could
indicate the form of group sessions they used. Results suggested that those leaders
who communicated more often with the group during the frst interruption were
more likely to hold online sessions during the second interruption r(21)= 0.415,
p= 0.049.

6.3 Qualitative results

We had fve open questions in the questionnaire. We aimed to use psychodrama
techniques to gain insight into the emotional experiences the group leaders: role
reversal, mirror etc. The answers revealed a wide variety in length, wording, and
content. To analyse these texts, we used thematic coding to identify the emerging
topics. The results were visualized through word clouds (we used the free website
worldclouds.com to create them), where the font size of each word is proportionate
with their occurrence in the answers.

6.3.1 In the role of the group

The main topic that emerged in the role of the group was a feeling of ambivalence
between losing the security of the well-known (missed, insecure, hard, apart) and
in the meantime gaining strength from the coping process itself (became, strong,
connected, etc.) (see Fig. 1). Online sessions appeared to be a transitional object for
the group that one can hold onto in times of change.

6.3.2 In the role of the leader

Compared to being in the role of the group, the voice of the leader’s role reported
a stronger sense of responsibility: for the safety of both the members and the process.
It can be seen in the codes worried, support, holding, provide, for instance in Fig. 2.
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Fig. 1 Frequency of themes
mentioned in the role of the
group

Fig. 2 Frequency of themes
mentioned in the role of the
leader

6.3.3 In the mirror: first impressions of the group within the two months after
reunion

The frst impressions of the leaders when, once again, they worked with the group
face-to-face, formed two main patterns as Fig. 3 indicates. Many of them experienced
diffculties due to the interruption of the working stage of the group process, this
can be seen in the codes of stopped, interrupted, loss. In the meantime, a great inner
cohesion was reported with the implication that the group commitment became even
stronger during the interruption.
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Fig. 3 Frequency of themes
mentioned in the mirror shortly
after reunion

Fig. 4 Frequency of themes
mentioned in the mirror six
months after reunion

6.3.4 In the mirror: Impressions of face-to face sessions six months after reunion

In December, a few sessions later and six months after reunion, group cohesion
was still reported strong and the importance of being present, meeting face-to-face
became central, more than ever before. Leading the groups was demanding, due to
emerging anxiety and intense group dynamics as can be seen in themes appearing
in Fig. 4.

6.3.5 Leaders’ advice to themselves

From the position of the second interruption in December, looking back on the entire
experience from the frst interruption through to the reunion, the leaders’ advice to
themselves focussed on the online work. Essential to go online as soon as possible
and be more prepared to work online, as Fig. 5 indicates.
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Fig. 5 Frequency of themes
mentioned in the leaders’ advice
for themselves

7 Conclusions and further directions of research

This study demonstrates that the unique, novel and unexpected external interruption,
due to the impact of COVID, affected several ongoing psychodrama groups in Hun-
gary; this gave an opportunity to investigate the impact on leaders, group members
and the group process. Results indicated that the accommodation to new commu-
nication forms and the perception of group members’ crisis and stress contributes
to leaders’ own levels of stress. Importantly, this study highlighted that the quality
of the leaders’ cooperation was a protective factor. These factors had lasting effects
after the group reunion: affecting the continuity of the group, the absenteeism, and
the quality of the leaders’ experience.

Leaders’ narratives explained the connections above. New forms of online com-
munication and sessions served as tools for continuity and group cohesion, leaving
higher levels of pressure on the leaders to respond to and create new forms of
communication, in times of ambiguity. As a result, after the reunion, they either
experienced diffculties in group process or an increased level of cohesion. Leaders
learned that the sooner, or more frequent use of online channels, the better for group
cohesion and continuity; this is supported by Burlingame, McClendon and Yang’
(2018) fndings related to the role of leaders’ intervention and group interaction on
group cohesion.

The interpretation of the results is limited by the sample size and the cross-
sectional nature of the study, although, the similar results two months and six months
after interruption suggest that stress on leaders and cooperation between them play
key roles in how the group process shapes after reunion.

Future research, especially on larger samples or in longitudinal setting may in-
vestigate the effects of further interruptions on the same group and the effects of
various interventions and solutions of leaders, thus contributing to the higher level
of adaptivity of self-awareness groups in times of uncertainty.
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