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background
Cultural aspects play a dominant role in a certain country 
related to emotional expressions, particularly in Indonesia. 
Biodanza and School of Empathy have been developing 
and are recognized as an alternative psychological inter-
vention in fostering the ability to express feelings, gener-
ate positive emotions and alleviate negative one. The aim 
of this study is to explore the implementation of Biodanza 
(nonverbal part) and School of Empathy (SoE) verbal part in 
expressing emotions and needs among adults in Indonesia.

participants and procedure 
This study in Indonesia consisted of 2 groups. Group 1 
was conducted through Biodanza with 17 participants 
and group 2 was the SoE verbal part with 17 participants 
(N = 34). All participants in both studies were collected ran-
domly through online advertisements. We administered 
both closed and open-ended questionnaires to ascertain the 
current feeling as well as the ability to express emotions and 
needs before and after the interventions in groups 1 and 2.

results
We found different themes between group 1 and group 2. 
Participants who received the Biodanza showed a signifi-

cantly increasing score of ability to express emotions, while 
the ability to express needs is not increased significantly. 
Furthermore, SoE indicated no significant difference in 
their ability to express their emotions and needs between 
the pre-test and post-test score.  

conclusions
For the samples of the Indonesian population in imple-
menting Biodanza and SoE verbal part, the cultural aspect 
plays a very significant role in discussing these findings. 
Overall, the findings of this study suggest that Biodanza 
has the potential to be a practical approach to assisting 
individuals in deriving positive benefits for their emotional 
well-being. The evaluation of SoE verbal part should be 
made related to the material, due to cultural barrier find-
ings. Future research is expected to fuse various measure-
ments that were not included in this study.
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Background

Biodanza is an autoregulative method from South 
America, developed by Rolando Toro. It works with 
dances and experiences in five lines: Creativity, Vitali-
ty, Affectivity, Transcendence, and Sexuality. Biodanza 
has been spreading since the 1960s all over the world. 
Biodanza is done in most countries. There are regions 
where it is a challenge to introduce Biodanza, because 
of political, religious, cultural reasons, e.g., Indonesia. 
As an archipelago, Indonesia is the third biggest coun-
try in the world, with 17,500 islands and more than 
250 languages. According to Hofstede (2007, 2011), In-
donesia has a low individualism score and high score 
in power distance. Therefore, as a collective culture, it 
represents a particular challenge to work particularly 
with Biodanza, which focuses on the nonverbal aspect, 
especially in the theme of identity development and 
expression of emotions. First of all, it needs to build up 
trust by using the research about Biodanza. 

If humans cannot express their feelings, they have 
a potential for getting insight tension (sympathetic 
activation) or deactivation (parasympathetic stimu-
lation), because underneath the feelings are hid-
den needs, which cannot be expressed and realized 
as well. This suppression (see Figure 1), in the end, 

can lead to psychosomatic illness (Alexander, 1950; 
Stueck, 2007; Adler et al., 2003).

That is why it makes sense to develop psychological 
methods for expressing emotions and feelings, e.g., by 
using art, music, dance, language, poetry. As research 
has shown (Stueck & Villegas, 2008) the specific ef-
fect of Biodanza is the extensive range of emotional 
expressions after the session in comparison to other 
emotion regulative methods, e.g., yoga (see Table 1).

In 2010, we introduced Biodanza in the frame-
work of the Concept “School of Empathy” (SoE), de-
veloped by Stueck in Germany from a  Ministry of 
Health Project 2007-2011 as a framework concept of 
our work at the Islamic University of Indonesia in 
Yogyakarta. SoE (Stueck, 2013) consists of two inter-
vention strategies:
1.	 Verbal (language-based) methods to increase em-

pathy, e.g., respectful communication, based on 
Marshal Rosenberg (2015); deep democracy, based 
on the works of Mindell (2002), theatre-based in-
terventions and exercises and cognitive natural-
based reflections (e.g., presentations studies about 
empathic links in animals, plants). It is away from 
the body in the head with a connecting language, 
which means from the feeling based communica-
tion to the rational verbal (e.g., expression of feel-

Figure 1. Basic model about the main aspects of human behavioural organization, salutogenesis and emo-
tional expression (Stueck, 2007).
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ings, needs, observation language, and integrative 
language to include all voices).

2.	 Nonverbal (body-oriented) methods to increase 
empathy, e.g., Biodanza, art therapy, yoga, chi 
gong, meditation, praying. It is away from the head 
to the heart and body, which means from the ra-
tional verbal to the feeling based communication, 
working with the experience (Spanish: Vivencia).
These two pathways can be trained by evidence-

based training:
1.	 SoE (verbal part): Training of respectful commu-

nication, developed in Germany by Mueller and 
Poerschmann (2009) in 2 versions (10 sessions) for 
4-6 year and 7-12 year old children and evaluated in 
several research works (Schoppe & Stueck, 2012).

2.	 Biodanza (nonverbal part): Biodanza-training for 
kindergarten (3-6 years) and school children de-
veloped by Marcus Stueck, Alejandra Villegas, 
Vineta Greaves, and Andrea Schult in 2010 on 
the basis of the Biodanza work of Cecilia Luzzi 
in children. Several studies have evaluated this 
TANZPRO-Biodanza for children programme 
(Stueck et al., 2016).
In a second step, we did studies with these two in-

tervention strategies in Indonesia, to test the effects 
in another culture. For this, we had to train trainers 
from 2009 to 2013 at the UII (Universitas Islam Indo-
nesia/Islamic University of Indonesia) and in a pri-
vate course in Jakarta with 60 participants. Some of 
these course instructors used six sessions of Biodan-
za and four sessions of SoE verbal – Respectful Com-
munication to work with children in schools.

The first study of SoE among children in Indone-
sia was conducted by Trimulyaningsih, Novitasari, 
and Qudsyi (2014), who found that it is necessary to 
adapt the concept of SoE non-violent communication 
(NVC) based on culture. The formulation of consid-
eration about NVC implementation in Indonesia is re-
lated to 1) appropriateness with the stages of child de-
velopment, 2) application of NVC in a various culture, 
and 3) appropriateness with the religious belief in 
Indonesia. Further is the second study of the develop-
ing module of NVC in the Indonesia context (Qudsyi, 

Trimulyaningsih, Novitasari, & Stueck, 2018). Based 
on the result of the study, the evaluations were per-
formed related to training procedure, description of 
activities in one section of training, instruction of ac-
tivities in one section of training, topics of the story 
on activities in one section of training, and sentences 
used in training instructions. Most participants re-
sponded with “happy” emotions while doing the ac-
tivities. Some children can discuss their basic emo-
tions (i.e., joy, sadness, anger). However, for higher 
emotion levels of self-consciousness emotions (i.e., 
proud, shy, moved) are not visible during the session. 
It was also found that there was a lack of understand-
ing of emotional vocabulary among participants. 

Among those previous studies of SoE NVC, the 
Indonesian researchers investigated the effect of SoE 
on children’s well-being (Widiasmara, Novitasari, 
Trimulyaningsih, & Stueck, 2018). It was found that 
there were no differences in children’s well-being be-
tween control and experiment groups. However, the 
SoE training has a moderate effect towards a positive 
outlook rather than a positive emotional state among 
children. 

Therefore, in the current study, we aim to explore 
the role of both the Biodanza (nonverbal part) and 
SoE (verbal part) in fostering the ability to express 
emotions and needs among adults in Indonesia. We 
hypothesized that there is a difference in expressing 
emotions and needs among adults in Indonesia be-
fore and after the Biodanza and the SoE verbal part.

Participants and procedure

Participants

We conducted our field research on Java Island, the 
biggest population in Indonesia. This study consists 
of two groups. In group 1, a total of 17 participants 
were investigated before and after Biodanza. In group 
2, a total of 17 participants participated in SoE verbal 
part. Participants were teachers, educators, students, 
and parents from Yogyakarta and Central Java Prov-
ince. The Biodanza session was conducted in 2019 in 
a public university in Semarang city and SoE verbal 
part in a private university in Yogyakarta city. 

Participants of this study were collected randomly 
and voluntarily through online advertisements in 
Central Java and Yogyakarta. They were informed 
that they would follow the Biodanza programme (in 
Semarang) and SoE verbal programme (in Yogyakar-
ta). They had to be at least 18 years old and Indo-
nesian. Exclusion criteria included psychiatric illness 
and serious physical disability. Participants complet-
ed baseline questionnaires before the session (pre-
test) and after the session (post-test). Participants in 
group 1 and group 2 were different. After completing 
the initial pre-test, they commenced the programme. 

Table 1

Comparison of emotional expression between Biodanza 
and yoga	

N = 50 Biodanza
After class 

(in %) a

Yoga
After class 

(in %)

Positive  
emotional states

58.80 (73.70) 19.50 (65.40)

Negative  
emotional states

21.00 (26.30) 10.30 (34.60)

Σ Sum 79.80 (100.00) 29.80 (100.00)
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Materials and procedure 

Procedure of group 1. The Biodanza intervention was 
led by the same, experienced and highly trained train-
er. The session lasted 90 minutes. In the beginning, 
participants were encouraged to talk about them-
selves. Afterwards, they had a warm-up period with 
music and low-intensity movements in the welcome 
circle. During the next 40 minutes they performed 
more active movements, including walking, danc-
ing, exercising and finishing up with a 10-minute fi-
nal celebration round. In the end, participants were 
asked to share their feeling or emotions. The move-
ments were based on natural human movements, 
such as walking and shaking hands. The archetypical 
gestures come from the original gestures of human 
expression belonging to different cultures, such as 
bowing (López-Rodríguez et al., 2017). 

Procedure of group 2. The first step of the course 
was conducted by giving the pre-questionnaire to 
each participant. Second, an opening session was 
done by the trainer by asking participants feelings 
and in which situation the feeling occurred. Third, all 
participants were in a group and stimulated by mu-
sic while walking around the room. When the music 
stopped playing, participants communicated about 
each other’s feelings in pairs and described which 
situations precipitated the feeling. Fourth, the trainer 
gave a theoretical background of SoE verbal respect-
ful communication which consists of 5 sessions based 
on Rosenberg (2007) and Mueller and Poerschmann 
(2009): 1) introduction, 2) observation, 3) knowing 
emotion, 4) understanding needs, and 5) making re-
quests. At each session, the trainer explained and let 
the participants perform exercises in pairs or groups 
and opened discussions in the sessions. Fifth, all par-

ticipants were asked to fill out the post-questionnaire 
after the last session. 

This study used both open- and close-ended ques-
tionnaires. The close-ended questionnaire consists 
of two questions with the score range 1-10 reflect-
ing the lowest to the highest level of perceived abil-
ity to express feelings and needs. The open-ended 
questionnaire consists of six questions (Table 2). The 
questions are about further exploration about their 
kinds of most showed feelings and needs as well as 
programme evaluation. 

Pre-test and post-test measures were compared 
between groups using the Mann-Whitney U test 
(close-ended question) as well as descriptive analysis 
(open-ended question) to sharpen the analysis. With-
in-group comparisons were carried out to explore the 
effects of the programme in each group, as per the 
study objectives. The between-group analysis was 
used to compare these changes with those observed 
in the control group. A p-value of < .05 was consid-
ered significant in all tests. 

Results

Descriptive analysis

Descriptive analysis was conducted between group 1 
and group 2 separately before the session of Biodan-
za and SoE verbal part. We described some themes in 
both groups related to positive and negative feelings 
and needs of participants. However, we found the 
different themes for each group related to the most 
showed feelings and needs. 

Group 1: 
Qualitative results revealed that participants had 

an overall positive perception of the Biodanza in the 
form of a feeling of stable, fluctuating, sad and anx-
ious, happy and excited after doing a Biodanza ses-
sion (Figure 2). They expressed willingness to prac-Table 2

Open-ended questionnaire	

No. Item

1. How easy is it to express 
your feelings?

Close-ended

2. How easy is it to express 
your needs?

Close-ended

3. What kind of feelings do 
you point out frequently?

Open-ended

4. What kind of needs do you 
express frequently?

Open-ended

5. How much do you intend to 
join this programme?

Open-ended

6. What is the lesson that 
you want to get from this 
programme?

Open-ended

Esteem (4.00%)
Self-actualization (14.00%)
Physiological (40.00%)
Belongingness and love 
(42.00%) 

Stable (9.00%)
Fluctuate (31.00%)
Sad and anxious (6.00%)
Happy and excited  
(54.00%)

Figure 2. Descriptive analysis of Biodanza group.

Most showed 
feelings 

Most showed 
needs 
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tise and learn more about Biodanza so that they can 
implement this method to their family, partner, cli-
ents, and students. 

Group 2:
As depicted in Figure 3 above, the SoE verbal 

group reported positive feelings, e.g. most of them 
were feeling happy and fewer reported grateful and 
negative feelings (i.e., sad, angry and wound up). 
Also, they showed some needs related to attention, 
support, safety, and love.

Between-group analysis 

Measurements of emotions and needs expression of 
17  participants in each group after completing the  
Biodanza session in Semarang (group 1) and SoE – 

verbal part (group 2) in Yogyakarta were calculated 
using the Mann-Whitney U test. For Biodanza partici-
pants, they showed significant results for subjects ex-
pressing emotions (Mpretest = 3.12 ±1.90, Mposttest = 5.53 
±1.46, Z = –3.43, p < .001). Different results were ob-
tained for SoE-verbal participants, who showed no 
significant differences in terms of ability to express 
emotions (Mpretest  =  4.94 ±1.60, Mposttest  =  4.24 ±1.85, 
Z = –1.40, p > .05). On the other hand, the Biodanza 
session was not able to increase their ability to express 
their needs (Mpretest = 3.59 ±1.69, Mposttest = 3.59 ±1.87, 
Z = 0.00, p > .05) as well as the SoE-verbal participants 
(Mpretest  =  5.65 ±1.32, Mposttest  =  4.59 ±1.94, Z  = –1.75, 
p > .05).

Regarding the most frequently indicated needs, as 
many as 35.00% of Biodanza participants still have 
problems in meeting physiological needs and have 
problems with fulfilling psychological needs. On 
the other hand, participants of the SoE verbal part 
showed mostly the needs of attention (54.17%) and 
support (25.00%). This indicated that they still have 
problems with fulfilling those needs in daily lives. 

The post-test results of Biodanza and SoE-verbal 
(see Figure 4) showed a significant difference in the 
ability to express emotions (Z = –2.18, p < .05), but 
it was not significant for specific ability (Z = –1.38, 
p >  .05). The post-test results of group 1 (Biodanza) 
and group 2 (SoE-verbal) showed a  significant dif-
ference in the ability to express emotions (t = 2.39, 
p < .05), but it was not significant for expressing abil-
ity (t = –1.43, p > .05). 

In terms of emotional states, in the Biodanza 
group before the session, participants reported 
58.82% positive emotional states like happiness, joy 

Figure 4. Pre-test and post-test score for emotional expression (A) and need expression (B).
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and excitement and the rest reported a  feeling of 
negative emotional states, such as worried and sad 
(see Table 3). After the class, almost all participants 
(94.12%) reported a  feeling of positive emotional 
states like very happy, relaxed and joyful. However, 
in the SoE verbal group before the session, partici-
pants reported 76.47% having positive feelings in 
their daily lives, such as happiness, joy, excitement, 
optimism and grateful. The rest of the participants 
(23.53%) reported some negative emotional states like 
sad, angry, upset, and worried in their daily lives. Af-
ter the session, all participants reported the feeling 
of positive emotional states, such as grateful, happy, 
and satisfied (see Table 3).

Qualitative results revealed that participants ex-
pressed willingness to practise and learn more about 
Biodanza and SoE-verbal so that they can implement 
this method to their family, partner, clients, and stu-
dents.

Discussion

The ability to express feelings and needs in this study 
is essential to consider the socio-cultural context. 
Both people in group 1 and 2 were internalized by 
Java culture. It is significant for Javanese to maintain 
relations with others in the entire amicable state. Cul-
tural congruity is characterized by presentations of 
balance, arrangement, common help and thriving (Ip, 
2014). A condition of harmony will happen if all com-
posing parties are in a  state of harmony, collabora-
tion, and recognition in a calm and tolerant condition 
(Magnis-Suseno, 2003). Living in harmony in Indone-
sia is also one of the five basic life factors which are 
implemented as the country values. Individuals need 
to carefully see if they need to have potential conflict 
with others or have caused animosity. By having this 
consideration, individuals maintain compatibility, 
and tolerance in differing interests. Hence, the SoE-
verbal group members still face difficulties to fulfil 
their emotional expression and needs. Cultural barri-
ers related to high power distance and masculinity in 
Indonesia (Hofstede, 2007) are assumed to make this 
occur. To maintain harmony with society, they tend 
to suppress their emotions and needs. These findings 
are in line with the previous research of SoE-verbal 
among children (non-violent communication) in Yo-
gyakarta, Indonesia (Trimulyaningsih, Novitasari, 
& Qudsyi, 2014; Qudsyi et al., 2018; Widiasmara et al., 
2018). Javanese children had difficulties to express 
their feelings because there are around 100 words 
about emotion in Javanese language. Also, those chil-
dren rarely use and communicate their emotional 
feelings in daily lives, even within families.

Despite the difficulties of participants that we 
found related to fulfilling emotional expression and 
needs, SoE-verbal gives various changing of emotional 

states before and after the session, especially in posi-
tive emotional expression. Some participants who re-
ported negative feelings before the session mentioned 
that they felt happy and satisfied after the session of 
SoE-verbal. The concept of respectful communication 
which was trained in the SoE-verbal could accommo-
date the needs of participants related to attention, sup-
port, love, and safety in relations to others. However, 
the needs of attention and support are still considera-
tions in the intervention of SoE-verbal. Participants 
reported after the session of SoE-verbal that they 
could find some difficulties to apply this to inexpres-
sive people, in constant communication, how to ac-
cept a negative response, to make the feeling neutral, 
to understand others’ feelings, and to express negative 
feelings like anger which tend to be repressed in soci-
ety. This is supported with the previous study among 
children in Indonesia indicating that SoE-verbal tends 
to change the positive outlook of individual emotions 
rather than feelings (Widiasmara et  al., 2018). Com-
pared with the SoE-verbal, Biodanza gives a promising 
approach to help people become aware of their emo-
tion. In group 1, Biodanza is significant for improving 
emotional expression but not in their ability to express 
needs. Further, there was a strong significant correla-
tion between the ability to express emotion and needs. 
Regarding the most frequently indicated needs fewer 
participants in Biodanza (group 1) have problems in 
meeting physiological needs and fulfilling psychologi-
cal needs. In the Biodanza groups, social, love needs 
and physiological are the highest needs. 

We addressed some limitations in our study for 
both groups. First, due to the limited time to recruit 
participants, the number of participants was not 
representative and most of the participants were 
psychology students who can be assumed to have 
more knowledge and experience related to this study. 
Further, we realize that the session for both groups 
should be longer to obtain more obvious change and 
give participants more time to apply and experience 

Table 3

Participants’ emotional states	

Participants’ emotional 
states

Measurement

Before 
class (%)

After 
class (%)

Biodanza (n = 17)

Positive emotional states 58.82 94.12

Negative emotional states 41.48 5.88

School of Empathy verbal  
(SoE-verbal) (n = 17)

Positive emotional states 76.47 100.00

Negative emotional states 23.53 0.00
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in their daily lives during the session. Thus, the cul-
tural barriers could be observed and reported system-
atically and measured. The length of the programme 
will help us to evaluate it in case some adaptation of 
the content in Biodanza and SoE verbal part is needed.

Conclusions

Overall, the findings of this study suggest that Bio-
danza and SoE verbal part have the potential to be 
practical approaches to assist individuals in deriv-
ing positive benefits for their emotional expression 
among adults in Indonesia. However, the SoE-verbal 
approach is necessary to facilitate individuals in their 
ability to express needs of attention and support in 
collective culture, such as Indonesia. Future research 
is expected to fuse various measurements com-
prehensively that were not included in this study, 
including physical wellness, psychological well-
being and cognitive functioning. Proper participant 
number, long-term intervention, evaluation/adapta-
tion of module, and follow-up are necessary to fully 
comprehend the potential advantages of Biodanza 
and SoE-verbal over a period of time.
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