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Modules 1 & 2 - Understanding the Theory and Practice of the 

TSM’s Action Safety Structures (including on-line versions) 

 
Note: This document is a work in progress. It is accurate but incomplete, as we continue to 

discover and develop methodologies for conducting these safety structures via ZOOM. 
 

The Therapeutic Spiral Model is a research-supported system of Experiential 

Trauma Therapy. It was designed to treat survivors of trauma and promote post-

traumatic growth using clinically-modified psychodrama based firmly in today’s 

advances in neurobiology and attachment theory.   The experiential learning process 

engages participants in the TSM’s stage-process approach of embodying strengths 

and appropriate containment in order to support the expression of traumatic 

experience within the windows of tolerance for both protagonist and group members.   

 

Since its initial formulation, TSM Psychodrama has integrated many cultural 

adaptations from the 40+ countries in which it has been taught.  The basic concepts 

have been adapted to various formats from individual work to community crisis 

intervention to conflict resolution, and now to working on-line through ZOOM. 

 

Rationale for Safety Structures in Trauma-Informed Psychodrama: 

 

Advanced research in trauma treatment reveals the need for safety and containment 

to be paramount for recovery.  Early and past individual and group approaches to 

trauma treatment believed that catharsis of abreaction was necessary to release the 

trauma. The client had to relieve the experience to purge the emotions.  Though this 

method may have helped some, it also risked re-traumatizing the client.  Re-exposure 

to the traumatic event without a shift in approach or situation is neurologically the 

same as being in the situation again.  With a focus on strengths, safety and 



 

 

containment, re-experiencing of a traumatic event can lead to a catharsis of 

integration.  The client can move through the traumatic events, safely releasing the 

related emotions, and expanding their ability to hold life experiences.  Through this 

process post-traumatic growth can happen, transformation occurs, and one can re-

integrate into society. 

 

Goals: These modules provide the on-line participant with an understanding of the 

theory behind the six TSM Action Safety Structures. They also provide experience 

in and practice with facilitating these structures for future use with live and on-line 

participants. Participants also gain skills in TSM Psychodrama’s interventions to 

increase spontaneity and facilitate change in group psychotherapy. 

 

Objectives: Participants will be able to 

• outline the six action safety structures used in TSM workshops to generate 

and maintain safety and to build group cohesion; 

• demonstrate how to conduct these structures both when interacting live with 

individuals and groups, and when facilitating sessions on-line; 

• describe how these structures can be applied to various training and personal 

growth content areas; and 

• explain how the first five of the TSM Safety Structures use sociometry to 

provide both group cohesion and opportunities for initial labelling of trauma 

before moving into enactment. 

 

 

Module 1: Structures 1-3 

 

1st Safety Structure:  The Observing Ego/Compassionate Witness 
 

Theory – Why we do it: 

 

TSM starts each trauma-informed session by concretizing the Observing 

Ego/Compassionate Witness (OE/CW) as the first role in the trauma survivor’s 

internal role atom (TSIRA).  This establishes a cognitive container to prevent 

uncontrolled regression, to promote accurate labeling, and to encourage mindfulness 

at all times. It also provides a physical space for role reversal in case people get 

triggered and need to cognitively re-stabilize at any moment.  
 

Group members select one or more inspirational card(s) to represent the role of a 

neutral observer of their own and others’ behaviors with an attitude of No Shame 



 

 

and No Blame. This helps embody the concept of the mindful observer.  Mindfulness 

heals the brain by engaging the ventral branch of the vagal nerve…the social 

engagement system.   

 

The OE/CW safety structure helps rehearse participants in seeing themselves from 

a neutral place, a place of no judgement, a place away from the internalized negative 

messages, a place of observation, the mindful place. 

  

How to conduct with individuals, with live groups, and on-line: 

 

This is a relatively standard structure regardless of the setting and number of people: 

 

1. Each individual selects a TSM OE Card, or a similar image/word combination 

(from the floor, when working in a live setting) or a card or object they have 

brought with them or find in their room in an on-line setting. One could also 

have the images of the OE cards available on the screen for on-line 

participants to select. 

2. They are asked to pick a card - based on the picture or word or both - that can 

hold the role for them of the neutral observer. Often this occurs as they arrive 

in the (live or ZOOM) room.  

3. After the card is selected, participants are instructed to share in pairs why they 

picked the card. In live settings participants may share multiple times, 

introducing themselves to other people while the group is arriving.  They are 

encouraged to share how their OE/CW will help when they see their own 

trauma and grief patterns during the weekend.  

4. For Zoom sessions it is almost essential to have a team member whose role at 

this point is to put people into break-out rooms as they arrive, so that other 

team members can welcome new-comers. For on-line sessions one may also 

wait until all have arrived to begin the process. 

5.  Working in pairs, small groups, or individually in the full group (depending 

on the size of the group and whether live in the room or in break-out rooms 

for on-line sessions) each person does a role reversal with the card/object to 

anchor in the non-judgmental, internalized role and may: 

a. Speak from the role about the self: “I am X’s OE and s/he has decided 

to participate in this group because…” (provides a message about 

containment from a place of no shame/blame”) and/or 

b. Speak from the role to the self: “I am your OE, Pat, and I want to remind 

you that as you participate in the group today to … 



 

 

6. Participants place their cards in the group room or in their own space to 

witness the work and to serve as a location from which they can observe the 

session without shame or blame. 

 

2nd Safety Structure:  Circle of Safety 

 
Theory – Why we do it: 

 

With a live workshop, the 2nd Safety Structure provides a visual container that 

creates the stage or action space and stays on the floor the entire weekend. This 

provides participants the experience that trauma can be contained inside the circle 

of safety. The circle is a living thing and can expand, tighten, grow, be added to, or 

taken from. The circle (most often created with colored scarves) becomes the 

physical representation of a safe container, a vibrant holding space for healing.  

 

The circle also becomes the representation of the brain for the intra-psychic work on 

which TSM Psychodrama focuses. Trauma and grief disrupt personal boundaries. 

This Action Structure helps participants have a body experience of creating their 

boundaries and allows them to work with those boundaries throughout the workshop.  

 

For on-line workshops, the circle can be created within each participant’s own space 

using scarves or other objects. There are many ways to create this circle that draw 

on particular cultural strengths. 

  

How to conduct with individuals, with live groups, and on-line: 

 

1. With a live group or individual the circle is generally created using colored 

scarves, each representing a strength the participant brings or is calling in to 

promote greater safety. Strengths can be personal (a strength from within); 

interpersonal (a strength experienced through being with someone else, 

and/or a person who provides strength in one’s life; or transpersonal (a 

strength you get from something greater than self and others; e.g. nature, a 

connection to ancestors, spirituality or religion.) 

a. Be sensitive to cultural norms about naming one’s own strengths. E.g., 

in some situations, instead of each individual naming their own 

personal strength we have a group member give them a scarf to 

represent “a strength I have seen in you.” If this is the case, make sure 

each member of the group is given a scarf. TAEs and ALs may do their 



 

 

presentations last to take care of people who have not yet received a 

strength from another group member. 

2. When working on-line, notify people in advance to bring scarves with them 

to represent their three types of strengths. Depending on the size of the group, 

these can be named in various ways: 

a. For smaller groups, have each person name their strengths and create a 

circle within their own space, or use the scarves to decorate the main 

chair they are using. 

b. One could also invite each person to “create the rhythm/sound of your 

strength,” and build around the group creating a group rhythm. 

c. People can act out their strength with sound and movement and have 

group members guess (using chat) the strength being represented. 

d. For larger groups, one can ask all those who fit a certain criterion, e.g. 

everyone from a specific time zone, to stay on the video and others to 

turn off their video for the moment, and have those visible indicate their 

strengths; make sure all groups are represented in turn. 

e. Different tactics can be used for each kind of strength, e.g. all but one 

group mute their microphones and those in the designated group all 

name their strength out loud; or use sound and movement to represent 

their strength. 

f. Chat can also be used to name and record all the strengths.  

   

3rd Safety Structure - Spectrograms and Locograms 

 
Theory – why we do it: 

 

The next step in safety is to assess the group that has come together on things that 

the leader (and team) need to know. Although TSM workshops are generally 

conducted by a team, the safety structures also apply to a workshop led by an 

individual. It is important, as well, to incorporate criteria offered by group members, 

especially in cross cultural or transcultural workshops.  

 

Spectrograms and locograms assess the group in the here and now while increasing 

interpersonal connections. The spectrogram is an imaginary line on the floor 

representing two ends of a topic. Participants place themselves on the line to 

represent where they are in relation to that topic. Locograms expand the activity to 

a number of different choices represented by objects placed on the floor around the 

room.  

 



 

 

These simple actions engage the body and immediately show the team what group 

dynamics exist based on the topic(s) being assessed.  This process also increases the 

sociometric connections in the group because participants can, in a moment, “see”  

how they are connected to others’ experience.  These safety structures reinforce 

safety, trust, choice and voice. 

 

Spectrogram topics are chosen starting with strength-based criteria, then trauma-

based criteria, then spiral up to transformative criteria.  Here are some examples. 

The leader/team can adjust the criteria to meet particular needed group assessments 

and build group cohesion in a mindful manner. 
 

Strength-based Criteria: 

• I have no experience with psychodrama/TSM Psychodrama – I have a lot of experience 

with psychodrama/TSM Psychodrama. 

• I have no comfort taking roles – I can take on any role that is given to me. 

• I am here for personal work – I am here for training. 

• I don’t know anything about Post-Traumatic Growth – I know a lot about Post-Traumatic 

Growth 

 

Trauma-based Criteria: 

• I am not comfortable talking about how I feel about touch – I can talk easily about my 

comfort level with touch. 

• I do not understand the idea of role theory – I have a clear understanding of the concept of 

role theory. 

• I am not able to remain in my strengths and feel safe when I do my personal work – I know 

how to remain in my strengths and feel safe when I am doing my personal work. 

• I am not able to be vulnerable and feel safe – I am able to be vulnerable and safe. 

 

Transformative Criteria: 

• I know one way in which I can feel safe in my body – I have many ways I can feel safe in 

my body. 

• I can identify one element of post-traumatic growth I have experienced – I can identify 

many post-traumatic growth gains I have experienced. 

 

   

How to conduct with individuals, with live groups, and on-line: 

 

1. Spectrograms & Locograms with individuals and live groups: please refer to 

the Handout: SpectroandLocogramsR, for detailed instructions. 

2. When working on line there are a number of options, with varying degrees of 

physical involvement. One can still ask people to imagine standing along the 

imaginary line or in different places in a shared room to engage both the 

intellectual and imaginal sides of the brain. 



 

 

a. If questions are prepared ahead of time one can use the Polling feature 

on ZOOM for both Spectrograms and Locograms with participants 

selecting on a scale of 1-10 (nothing to a great deal for spectrograms) 

or among various choices (e.g. time zones for locograms.) This feature 

gives an instant breakdown by percentage of the people in each 

category, but it does not show who is in each category. It is useful, 

however, with large groups. 

b. If the question can be answered with a number, participants can be 

asked to hold up the number of fingers responding to their choice.  

c. For a number or a few words participants can write their choice on a 

card or piece of paper and hold it up to their camera for other group 

members to see. 

d. For a fully embodied response to a spectrogram you can ask people to 

use their bodies to indicate “not at all” by imagining they are holding 

up a grain of sand, all the way through “a great amount” by imagining 

holding a boulder in their arms, showing size and weight.  

i. Additional information can be shared via Chat. 

 

 

Module 2: Structures 4 - 6 
 

4th Safety Structure:  Hands on Shoulders 

 
Theory – why we do it:  

 

In this action structure we use the sociometric technique of hands on shoulders so 

that people can connect interpersonally and also learn the TSM’s Prescriptive Roles 

at the same time.  This exercise also teaches people how to choose, how to face being 

unchosen, and the delight of the learning new information.  

 

By asking participants to place their hands on the shoulder of the person in the group 

who meets a particular criterion, the invisible connections between group 

participants become visible, making assessment, as well as themes and challenges, 

more apparent.  This process also helps members practice making choices and 

decisions, which is helpful when preparing to select and/or be a protagonist. 

 

Criteria for Hands on Shoulders follow the same three as for spectrograms (Strength-

based, Trauma-based, and Transformative.) Some examples follow. 

 



 

 

 Strength-based Criteria: 

• Put your hand on the shoulder of the first person in the group you met. 

• Put your hand on the shoulder of someone with whom you have a positive dual role. 

 

Trauma-based Criteria: 

• Put your hand on the shoulder of someone you could share a time when you felt unsafe. 

• Put your hand on the shoulder of someone who could play the role of your hurting self. 

 

Transformative Criteria: 

• Put your hand on the shoulder of someone who could play your sense of safety. 

• Put your hand on the shoulder of the person who could represent some quality of post-

traumatic growth for you. 

 

How to conduct with live groups, and on-line: 

 

1. In a live group people are told that they will be asked to select others in the 

room based on various criteria and indicate their choice by placing a hand on 

the person’s shoulder. If there are group members who would prefer not to 

be touched, they can let people know that and one can extend a hand, palm 

up, in the person’s direction without actually touching them.  

a. Inform people to be free to move with the group as people are making 

choices. So, if someone’s hand is on your shoulder, that person 

follows you as you make your choice. 

b. Inform the group whether or not team members are available to be 

chosen and whether or not they will be choosing (sometimes TAEs 

participate in the choosing as group members, with an eye toward 

those who are under- or non-chosen.) 

c. In many cases participants are asked to briefly share “why I chose 

you.” 

d. Leaders can get a good sense of sociometric stars or isolates, 

reciprocal choices, those who do not choose. 

2. Working on-line: We are still experimenting with variations of this activity on 

line. Much depends on the sophistication of the group and whether or not the 

leader is working with a team, and if there is a specific person assigned to 

handling technical functions. 

a. Mostly, unless the group is very small, this activity is done using the 

Chat function of zoom. 

b.  Choices via Chat may be shared with everyone or with a team member 

assigned to map and chart the choices. 

c. Private chat is the simplest way to have individuals share their choices 

with each other. 



 

 

 

5th Safety Structure:  Circle of Similarities or Step-In Sociometry 

 
Theory – why we do it: 

 

This Safety Structure is done with the group in a circle (in a live setting) and is 

focused on increasing the sociometric connections between participants, and 

warming up the participants for a drama.  

 

The team-led criteria are presented in the same pattern as done previously in the 

workshop. Some examples follow. 
 

Strength-based Criteria: 

• Step in if you have ever snuggled in a warm blanket and just felt great. 

• Step in if you have ever…. (have participants offer fun criteria). 

 

Trauma-based Criteria: 

• Step in if you have ever felt unsafe. 

• Step in if you have ever felt unsafe in your body. 

• Step in if you have ever felt not contained by your body. 

• Step in if you have ever felt too contained by your body. 

 

Transformative Criteria: 

• Step in as a body sculpture representing some growth or self-awareness you gained after 

going through a hard time in your life. 

• Step in if you can recall a time you felt grounded and fully present in a positive way. 

   

How to conduct with live groups, and on-line: 

 

1. With a live group, participants are standing in a circle and individuals 

(generally starting with members of the team) step into the circle and make a 

statement that is true for them. Others who feel the statement is also true for 

them step in and join. 

a. People may step in with one toe, all the way to whole body and several 

steps to indicate just how much the statement is true for them. 

b. Facilitator may elect to have sharing and/or clarification as people step 

in. 

c. Depending on whether this activity is used as part of creating initial 

safety within the group, or perhaps used later or on day 2 for 

discovering commonalities of experiences with trauma, leaders may set 

limits on the kind of criteria to share. 



 

 

2. One way to facilitate this activity on line is to have people step several steps 

away from their camera and imagine themselves standing in a circle, and then 

as each criterion is stated for which they connect they can take a step or two 

closer to the camera.  When the facilitator says “thank you” they step back. 

a. The three conditions stated in number 1 also apply. 

b. If the group is small you can have everyone unmute their microphones 

before the activity. For larger groups people need to step in, unmute the 

microphone, and then speak. 

c. If comments are desired in a large group one can also use chat. 

 

6th Safety Structure:  Art of Integration 

 
Theory – why we do it: 

 

The Art of Integration Project helps participants integrate both the experiential 

(body-based), creative (right brain) and didactic (left brain) learning/knowing of the 

workshop.  It has been observed that doing an Art of Integration within 72 hours of 

a psychodrama helps to concretize the work and set the healing deeper into the body 

in a safe and full manner.   

 

Within the design of TSM workshops we have formulated a number of Art of 

Integration projects to help concretize and solidify the work of the specific 

workshops. They might focus on containment, exploring the Autonomous Healing 

Center, Post-Traumatic Growth, etc.   

 

How to conduct with individuals, with live groups, and on-line: 

 

1. With a live, 3-day workshop, we generally have participants develop the art 

project over the three days, offering time, usually at the end of the day, or at 

the beginning of a new segment, to add to the project. 

2.  Participants often elect to work on their art project during free time or 

before the start of each day. 

3. For on-line groups, the art project is described and demonstrated and people 

are generally instructed to work on it between meetings and to bring the 

project to the following meeting. 

 

 

 

Please visit our website: www.therapeuticspiralmodel.org  

http://www.therapeuticspiralmodel.org/

