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Abstract
Background: Police–community relations have catapulted
onto the national stage after several high-profile instances
of alleged police brutality. Blame and hostility can be barriers
to positive police–community relations. Playback is a form
of audience-inspired, improvisational theater designed to
promote connectivity and empathy through storytelling.
Objectives: We tested the feasibility and acceptability of an
arts-based intervention, bringing together police officers and
formerly incarcerated individuals from the same community
in Memphis, Tennessee.
Methods: We collected pre/post quantitative data from five
police officers and five ex-offenders who took part in the
intervention, as well as qualitative data to provide contextual
information.

Results: The project was feasible and acceptable to
participants. Participants showed gains in their ability to
make meaning of stressful life experiences. The officers and
ex-offenders showed parallel gains in their increased positive
attitudes toward the other group.
Conclusions: This study demonstrates that creating contexts
of safety and understanding necessary to address relational
problems is both feasible and acceptable to law enforcement
and ex-offenders.
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N

tality clearly demonstrates the need for improved

their doors, terminating more than 1,500 jobs.3 The current

relations between communities and law enforcement. In

rate of people living below the poverty line is approximately

Memphis, Tennessee, the issue of police–community rela-

44%.4 The majority of residents (82%) are African American,

tions is longstanding, as evidenced by the assassination of

and almost one-quarter of those over 25 years of age have

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in a crime rumored to have been

less than a high school education.4 More than one-half of all

sanctioned by the police department and U.S. government at

schools in Frayser perform in the bottom 5% of public schools

the time.1 Recent violence in Frayser,2 a community within

in Tennessee.5

ational focus on police–community relations after

Once a middle-class working community, Frayser became

several high-profile instances of alleged police bru-

an economically challenged area when two businesses closed

Memphis and the site of the present study, suggests that the
legacy of tense relations continues today.

pchp.press.jhu.edu

In communities like Frayser, blame and hostility can be
barriers to positive police–community relations. Research has
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asserted that the legitimacy of an authority (e.g., police) is

that of the community partners. The specific aims were to

upheld if the authority is perceived to be just and trustworthy;

pilot test the feasibility and acceptability of PTP and examine

however, evidence supports the notion that discriminatory

its impact on individuals and on attitudes toward the other

treatment by police is experienced disproportionately among

group. Finally, we sought to share the impact of the project

African Americans when compared with other racial and eth-

by hosting two public performances, one for the command

nic groups. The confluence of negative attitudes toward police

staff of the Memphis Police Department (MPD) to promote

and discriminatory treatment by police poses a relational chal-

engagement in future iterations of the project, and one for the

lenge that must be addressed in creative and engaging ways.

broader Memphis community to offer an unusual narrative

6

One creative form of engagement is Playback Theatre.

of positive police–community relations.

Playback Memphis (PM) is a leading example of the Playback
method.7 Playback allows people to experience connectivity, communication, and empathy through storytelling. In a
unique collaboration, an audience member shares a personal

METHODS
Partner Agencies

story and then watches professional actors and musicians

The MPD had worked with PM to address police–commu-

bring it to life instantaneously using movement, music,

nity relations and youth violence, beginning in 2012. Through

metaphor, and spoken improvisation. This method has many

these projects, officers voiced concerns about the lack of trust

useful applications, particularly in exploring social issues,

and absence of positive communication between youth and

promoting understanding, and “honoring all that is rich and

law enforcement. Specifically, the officers asked for models of

wonderful about our shared life, as well as all that is painful

programs that foster goodwill, trust, and relationship building.

and challenging.” The majority of PM performances (85%)

The deputy director of the MPD committed to the develop-

take place in collaboration with underserved communities.8

ment of PTP and ensured officer participation.

7

The current project is one example of a burgeoning

Lifeline to Success (LTS) is a community-based organiza-

body of research adopting a community-based participatory

tion in Frayser with the goal of diminishing recidivism after

research (CBPR) approach. CBPR is a collaborative approach

incarceration and promoting community reintegration of

“that equitably involves all partners in the research process

ex-offenders. They accomplish this by helping ex-offenders

and recognizes the unique strengths that each brings.” Each

have a positive impact through community service, which

of the partners represents a diverse segment of the Memphis

helps to diminish negative perceptions associated with having

community: government, the arts, community-based orga-

a criminal record. Because Frayser is an area with relatively

nizations, and academia. As such, each contributes its own

high crime levels, interactions with police are common and

resources and introduces its own limitations. CBPR partner-

generally unwelcome, fostering an atmosphere of hostility. The

ships are based foundationally on mutual trust, which takes

LTS leadership had seen PM perform as part of the Mayor’s

9

time to develop, and must be open to ongoing transformation.

Day of Recognition for National Service and enthusiastically

Given the sensitive nature of police–community relations,

joined the project. This involvement provided strategic entry

CBPR is an appropriate approach because it goes to great

into Frayser, where LTS is a well-respected and highly visible

lengths to maximize benefits and minimize the risk of harm

organization.

9

to all entities involved. This was accomplished through the

Dr. Robert Neimeyer (R.A.N.) of the University of

prioritization of partner relations and ongoing accountability

Memphis had been a supporter of PM since 2009. He oversaw

through all phases of the project.

the evaluation of the project as an extension of his efforts to

9

This paper describes the methods and findings from the

mitigate suffering and foster growth by promoting meaning

resulting project, Performing the Peace (PTP). The intended

making in the wake of difficult life experiences. This pilot

outcome was to establish a method of improving police–com-

study was partially funded by the Strengthening Communities

munity relations in Frayser through individual and interper-

Initiative at the University of Memphis, and received institu-

sonal change, with aspirations of deepening the work into

tional review board approval through the same institution.
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Structure of the Partnership
The partnership centered around PM, under the leadership of the third author (V.M.). She orchestrated collaboration
among the partners for the purposes of the project, though
some partners had existing relationships (e.g., MPD and LTS).
Initial funding for the project was sought collaboratively by
V.M. and R.A.N. The first author (M.A.S.) was involved in
planning meetings and crafting the evaluation, participated
in the intervention alongside MPD and LTS participants, and
facilitated data collection and assisted with implementation
across the project.

were appropriate in terms of content, relevance, reading level,
and comprehensibility. Additionally, the first three LTS participants who completed the instruments provided feedback.
This resulted in removing a measure that participants found
confusing.
Individual Impact. Living or working in communities with
high levels of crime and violence leads to frequent encounters with stressful events, whether experienced directly or
vicariously (e.g., shootings, family turmoil, victimization). We
hypothesized that participation would help participants find
meaning in their own distressing experiences. To assess this,
we used the Integration of Stressful Life Experiences Scale.10 In

Sample*

the present study, participants identified a stressful life event

Participants included five MPD officers who work in

was used in the post-intervention evaluation.

Frayser and five LTS participants. LTS participants were men
and women who had been formerly incarcerated and were
taking part in LTS’s reentry program. The average age of the
participants was 37.9 years (range, 20–59); five were women,
five men; nine were African American and one was Caucasian.

Measures
The feasibility of the project was assessed according to
whether sufficient participants were (1) present in each session
to carry out the theater-based activities, and (2) sustained
for the duration of the project (all sessions). For example, a

that had occurred within the last two years. The same event
Interpersonal Impact/Attitudes. Because a central goal of
the project was to improve relations, we also assessed group
dynamics. We hypothesized that gains would be observed
in greater levels of trust, cohesion, and collaboration. We
measured this using the Group Cohesiveness Scale11 and the
Allophilia Scale,12 which measure positive attitudes toward
outgroups. In this study, participants responded with regard
to officers (in the case of ex-offenders) and ex-offenders (in
the case of officers).

Procedures

common Playback form, fluid sculptures, requires four actors

Participants were identified by the leadership of MPD and

and one storyteller, plus audience members. Therefore, fewer

LTS in an effort to respect the autonomy of the organiza-

than seven participants in a given session would have made

tions and to defer to their judgment with respect to selection

practicing the form infeasible. Sustained participation was

of initial participants, consistent with the values of a CBPR

assessed by the number of participants who took part in

approach. The project was explained, consent obtained, and

the culminating performances, which relied on the training

interviews conducted by the first (M.A.S.) and third (V.M.)

acquired across sessions. Acceptability of the project was

authors. Participants engaged in 20 two-hour sessions over 2

evaluated according to participants’ responses to question-

months. These sessions were under the purview of PM, which

naires after the intervention.

determined the content and structure based on the Playback

Psychometrically validated instruments were used to

Theatre model (see below for more description of these ses-

measure change from pre- to post-intervention. All partners

sions). The first phase (1 week, three sessions) consisted of

reviewed the instruments in advance to ensure the questions

the officers and ex-offenders meeting as independent groups

* In this initial phase of the project, we oversampled the number of participants in recognition that attrition could reduce them to the
number regarded as workable. This was indeed the case, because 44% of the original participants sampled failed to complete the project
for reasons external to it (e.g., job promotion, scheduling conflicts). The great majority dropped out between phases 1 and 2. However, the
second iteration of the project had no attrition, suggesting successful refinement of the number of participants recruited and referred by
organizational leadership.
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to learn principles of nonviolent communication and to have

and relational applications, such as, “I learned I need to listen

honest exchanges about difficult issues, including conflict,

more to what the other person is saying, not to what I think

loss, and mistrust (Peacemaking Circles ). The second phase

about the person.” This process was repeated in each session.

†

joined the groups together to learn the forms of Playback and

Quantitative data were collected pre- and post-interven-

to continue exploring the themes that emerged during prior

tion. These data were further elucidated through qualitative

sessions (5 weeks, 15 sessions). The third phase consolidated

context provided by pre-intervention individual interviews, a

shared learning, culminating in two public performances

post-intervention focus group, documentation of stories told

featuring participants and setting the stage for further com-

by participants in public performances, and the field notes of

munity engagement.

a graduate research assistant (M.A.S.) who engaged in partici-

Across sessions, the overarching goals were to (1) foster

pant observation. Participant observation is regarded as a good

trust and build group cohesion, (2) build a safe container for

strategy when social relations are the topic of inquiry.14 This

personal reflection and sharing, and (3) practice deep and

mixed-methods approach allowed us to examine whether or

generous listening in service of (4) improving police–com-

not quantitative change occurred while simultaneously gath-

munity relations through promoting individual relation-

ering information to inform future iterations of the project.

ships focused on connection and shared humanity. This
was accomplished through a four-part process. The group
engaged in theater-based exercises that promoted awareness
of one’s own body, voice, and capacity to communicate,

RESULTS
Feasibility/Acceptability Evaluation

including both receptive communication (receiving another

The project was fully executed with a sufficient number

actor’s offering and embodying or reflecting it accurately) and

of participants across sessions and at the culminating public

expressive communication (extending one’s own offering with

performance, indicating that the project is feasible. The major-

personal integrity while also making it possible for others to

ity of participants (n = 8) agreed or strongly agreed with the

understand). This kind of communication requires empathic

following statement: “This experience was worth my time.”

attunement, which was facilitated through reflective aware-

Similarly, most participants (n = 8) endorsed the follow-

ness of one’s emotional experience, dialogue and listening to

ing statement: “It felt good to have my story told through

others’ emotional experiences, and determining how to move

Playback.” When asked what one word best described the

forward with new awareness toward a goal. The acting exer-

experience, responses included eye opening, interesting,

cises employed included several of the basic forms of Playback

moving, empowering, understanding, emotional, awesome,

Theatre (e.g., scenes, fluid sculptures, pairs13). Participants

and “wow.” These responses indicate that the project was

were trained in these forms to facilitate storytelling and

acceptable to participants.

enactment within the group experience and to prepare them
to perform alongside the PM professional ensemble. Each

Impact/Outcome Evaluation

session brought participants through the four-part process

Individual Change. Mean scores for outcome variables

of experience, reflection, learning, and application. As they

appear in Table 1. From baseline to post-intervention, LTS

engaged in various activities, they were invited to reflect on

participants showed comparatively greater gains in meaning

the experience, including their feelings and needs. Next they

making than MPD participants (Integration of Stressful Life

identified what they learned about themselves, the group,

Experiences Scale: LTS, Δ13.2; MPD, Δ3.0). The personal

and/or police–community relations more generally. Finally,

impact of the project on both officers and ex-offenders is

they shared how they could apply this learning to their daily

further described in the narratives found in Table 2.

lives, which included personal applications, such as improving

Change in Attitudes. MPD participants account for nearly

self-care (e.g., stress management, connecting with others),

all of the positive change on the Group Cohesiveness Scale

†

The authors express their appreciation to Jean Handley of Turning Point Partners for her skilled facilitation of the Peacemaking groups.
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(LTS, Δ0.6; MPD, Δ10.0), although LTS participants endorsed

ensemble in community performances, before a notably

the items more favorably during the pre-test, preventing large

diverse audience of Memphians. Finally, in the second itera-

gains. In contrast, MPD and LTS participants showed equal

tion of the project, MPD and LTS leadership specifically chose

gains on the Allophilia scale (LTS, Δ10.6; MPD, Δ10.8), with

to refer for participation the more recalcitrant members of

pre-test scores in a similar range (LTS, 72.2; MPD, 66.2).

their organizations, rather than those who they presumed

Systemic Change. Several systemic changes occurred as a
result of the first iteration of the project. First, training at the

would be disposed to participate. This is a strong behavioral
indication of trust in the project.

police academy has begun to use Playback performances in
the education of incoming classes of recruits, in the place of

DISCUSSION

expert lectures on topics such as handling diversity. Second,

This article describes the development and initial evalua-

participants trained in the first iteration have performed

tion of an intervention aimed at improving police–community

on multiple occasions alongside the professional Playback

relations in the Frayser neighborhood of Memphis through
individual and interpersonal change. Attitude change seems to
have been facilitated by different types of sharing that occurred

Table 1. Mean Scores for Outcome Variables
Pretest

Posttest

Actual Δ
Scores

LTS

48.6

61.8

13.2

MPD

68.4

71.4

3.0

Combined

58.5

66.6

8.1

LTS

32.4

33.0

0.6

MPD

20.0

30.0

10.0

Combined

26.2

31.5

5.3

Domain
Personal: ISLES

Collective: Group Cohesion Scale

Collective: Allophilia Scale
LTS

72.2

82.2

10.6

MPD

66.2

77.0

10.8

Combined

69.2

79.9

10.7

Abbreviations: ISLES, Integration of Stressful Life Experiences Scale; LTS,
Lifeline to Success; MPD, Memphis Police Department.

throughout the project. One officer expressed the frustration
he feels when police are painted as the enemy:
You wouldn’t believe how many times we hear [parents
telling their kids to fear the police]. We could be walking
through the store, and a kid’s acting up, what’s the first thing
the momma always say? ‘There go the police, they about to
take you to jail.’ Do not tell them that! Why would I want
somebody to be afraid of me? I don’t want somebody to run
from me. If they need help I want somebody to run to me.

This perspective was corroborated by an ex-offender, who
stated, “We disrespect [police] cuz of the way we were raised
and being in the street, knowing negativity.” However, this
participant went on to describe how the project changed his
perspective: “I believe in this Playback because you get to
know a person rather than a badge and vice versa.”

Table 2. Personal Change Narratives
Participant

Excerpt

Ex-Offender

“Most people got stuff on their heart. All I want to do is just get it off my chest. All I want you to do is listen to me.
And I think Playback gives you that. You can get a lot of stuff off your chest that you been holding back for years.”

Ex-Offender

“I finally have someone to tell my stories to. Like those stories, I never talked about. And for somebody to actually
sit there and listen to it . . . Because when I talk, I think about it, that solves it more. All the stories that I’ve told,
I don’t have to think about them as often as I used to.”

Police Officer

“For me, doing Playback, it brings out a lot of reality for me to sit and tell these young men or young ladies,
I haven’t been to prison, but I’ve been there and know what you’re dealing with on the inside because I saw my
brother lose his life to it.”

Police Officer

“[Playback] brought a lot of emotion to the table for me. . . . Cuz we told some stuff we probably wouldn’t have
told regular people . . . [Playback] changed my heart about a whole lot of stuff.”

Ex-Offender

“Lifeline, Playback Memphis, it just opened my eyes to doing positive things. That’s all I want to do now, is be
positive. I don’t think about going back.”

Smigelsky et al.
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Police–community relations play out within a broader

out” that was otherwise inaccessible or deemed inappropriate

network of complex relations, such as race relations and power

in the mixed group environment. The symbolic language of

dynamics and the role of individual and collective trauma. For

play is well-established with children, specifically the notion

one ex-offender, the project cut through that complexity and

that play, art, and movement promote access to unconscious

connected him with a sense of shared humanity:

knowledge and experience and subsequently beckon them into

Playback takes race off the table, you gotta take your pride
and put it to the side. Playback took me back to being a
kid, before I ever did anything wrong. I think that’s why
the kids need to see it because kids think that when you
get to a certain age, you’re too old to laugh, too old to play.
We would laugh, joke, do silly stuff. I never thought that
me and these police officers would talk the way we do. I
don’t even look at them like they police officers, I look at
them like they people . . . That’s a man that I met, that’s a
man that I spent time with, that I told stories to. That’s a
man that trusts me to tell me his stories.

a therapeutic space.17 Some clinical professionals integrate these
processes into work with adults,17 and this project provides
further evidence for the value of such integration.
By working through discomfort and engaging in meaningful
expression through playfulness, participants accessed deeper
discomforts, particularly those that arose from hearing others’
stories. Several ex-offenders reported feeling “convicted” by
an officer’s emotional story of the devastating impact of the
shooting death of a child that occurred on duty. This type of vulnerability was made possible through the methodical creation of

In addition to the impact on individual participants, there

a safe space, in which support was made continuously available:

is potential for considerable community impact. The public

“It [the officer’s story] was deep, and I couldn’t do nothing.

performance for MPD command staff, as well as local news

Because I feel, and it took me back. I felt bad about what I used to

coverage has prompted MPD leaders to seek out information

do, what I was doing in the streets.” Friedman and colleagues14

about how their officers can participate in future iterations.16

refer to this type of empathic attunement and connectivity as

After the culminating performances, multiple participants

“resonance,” which occurs when the fundamental humanity in

have performed with the PM professional ensemble and have

one person is experienced by another. They assert that this type

been involved in training participants in the second iteration.

of engagement helps people move out of an internal protective

Based on the outcomes of the first iteration, additional grant

mode and into an openhearted consideration of the other.

15

support was sought and obtained, allowing more officers and
ex-offenders to take part. Finally, although the number of

Limitations

participants directly involved remains small, the story of this

One challenge to the project’s feasibility was getting

work is being disseminated through various means in the

started. A major setback occurred when there was an outbreak

community, offering a narrative of positive police–commu-

of gun violence in Frayser, which led to increased patrols that

nity relations to contrast with the barrage of negative stories

required officer reallocation, including away from PTP.2 This

that pervade our newsfeeds. One example of a positive story

was necessary despite organizational support from the MPD’s

occurred in Frayser, when a uniformed Caucasian MPD officer

deputy director. Although this challenge to feasibility was not

spontaneously stopped in his squad car to greet and embrace

inherent to the project itself, it was impossible to circumvent

one of the LTS participants who was working in the street

and delayed the launch of the project by a few months. Another

cleaning up blight. Their interaction was observed by several

limitation was the specificity of the stakeholders and the com-

community members unaffiliated with the project. Although

munity in which they work. The visionary leadership necessary

it is difficult to evaluate the impact of such occurrences, both

to undertake a project with this level of coordination and com-

police and LTS participants commented on the very positive

mitment is not universal, and the confluence of these specific

perspective on police–community relations it reflected.

groups may be unusually synergistic. Additionally, the current

Participants provided insight into what was most valuable

study did not measure change between phases 1 and 2, so it is

about the project for them. One major finding was the perceived

difficult to determine the differential impact of the initial group

benefit of being uncomfortable. Participants noted that being

sessions and the theater component on changes in outcomes.

“silly” in the form of training exercises allowed them to “let stuff

Finally, this was a small pilot study with no control group.
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

lem of poor police–community relations. Solving relational

Intervention studies targeting police–community rela-

problems requires intimate sharing and deep listening that

tions are uncommon in the literature, which is understand-

occur within a context of safety and understanding. Creating

able given the complexity of the work. Rothman reported

such contexts is a challenge for many communities; however,

the power of “why” discussions, in which participants in

this study demonstrates that such work is both feasible and

Cincinnati experienced “resonance” with one another through

acceptable to law enforcement and community members.

the mutual sharing of stories about why they wanted to

One direction for future research is to evaluate the impact of

improve police–community relations. Creating a “social and

integrating Playback into the organizational learning structure

psychological space” in which participants could voice his-

of the MPD. From the newest recruits to the most senior

torically and contextually-situated concerns, as well as hopes

leadership, Playback is now reaching all levels of the MPD.

and dreams for the future, was believed to be an essential

This is perhaps the most advantageous structural change we

component of the process. This suggests that the process is

could see in the effort to improve police–community rela-

indeed fundamental to the desired outcome.

tions. This project is a model that other communities can use

18
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This study is a timely example of how community partners
can collaborate in creative ways to address the escalating prob-

to promote empathy, connection, and peacefulness using a
collaborative CBPR approach.
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