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CREATIVE ARTS

Abstract
This paper summaries various readings from course material, discussing the integration of
creative arts in clinical practice. The integration of arts in physical and mental wellness and
healing is not new, and can be seen in early Egyptian, Greek, and Roman cultures. Creative arts
provide an additional outlet for processing beyond what is capable through traditional talk
therapy through the incorporation of body movement and sensorial processing. Topics such as
written narratives, drama, play, and wilderness activities are discussed, as well as how they can
be applied to clinical setting. There is a general focus on person-centered therapy, as this type of
therapy can be easily integrated with creative arts, as the arts foster a sense of self-knowing,
autonomy, creativity, and better understanding of unconscious processes.
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Creative Arts in Counseling

Creative arts foster a deeper awareness of beauty and encourage mental and emotional
healing as creativity is associated with good mental health, happiness, and resiliency. When
combined with other therapeutic techniques, these types of interventions can promote healing
and a sense of self-awareness that fosters long-lasting change and growth following challenging
events. Expressive arts include drama, visual arts, written and expressed language, dance, and
music that are used in combination with evidenced-based modalities to target a specific need.
There is limited research in specific modalities for expressive arts, although there is a growing
sense of responsibility to develop specific language and interventions for these techniques. This
paper will outline the history of expressive arts, application of techniques, as well as benefits and
limitations of these types of interventions.
History of, Rational for, and Benefits of Using the Arts in Counseling

Creative arts often provide a voice to experiences that are difficult to put into words and
create additional awareness of the self. Creativity is acknowledged worldwide, and is not bound
by ethnicity, age, culture, race, or other types of separation between people. The creative arts
were first recognized in Egyptian culture in 500 B.C.E. to heal mental illness and can be seen
throughout early Greek and Roman culture. Expressive arts are also recognized throughout
biblical literature through the poetry of the Psalms and the use of music and lyrics to connect
with others and remember past experiences. The arts have existed throughout therapeutic
modality development, with Freud’s dream analysis being recognize as an artistic concept
(Gladding, 2021).

Creativity is viewed as a six-step process including preparation, incubation, ideation,

illumination, evaluation, and production but is viewed across therapeutic modalities as involving
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different processes. Psychoanalytic views creativity as appositive defense mechanism, whereas
gestalt theorists view creativity to integrate split parts of the self. In the aftermath of the second
World War, art techniques were used to reduce trauma symptoms and foster increased awareness
and acceptance of self. Incongruence of self prevents growth and development, and arts can
assist in the integration of split parts. Incorporating arts outside of session continues to facilitate
growth and autonomy as individuals become more of effective interventions and recognizing
personal needs (Gladding, 2021).

Although there are many advantages to using expressive arts in counseling, disadvantages
must also be addressed. The client’s needs may not be suitable for creative interventions, or the
counselor’s personality may not be aligned with these types of interventions. Using these types
of arts in counseling should be distinguished from arts and crafts which are more structured by
nature. Arts in therapy must involve honesty, parsimony, duality, and insight in order to achieve
therapeutic results (Gladding, 2021).

Dance and Movement in Counseling

Dance has been used for thousands of years to express ideas, engage in religious rituals,
and provide a form of entertainment and recreation. Movement is considered one of the first
forms of communication, as an infant and mother communicate through rhythmic movements
and sounds. Dance as an expressive art utilizes physical movement to conceptualize worldview,
challenges, and strengths and has been long viewed as a source of healing in many cultures.
Incorporating movement into therapy facilitates a connection between the brain and body, which
is typically disconnected to protect the self from emotional harm. Additionally, movement
fosters a sense of connection to others, reducing feelings of isolation and interpersonal

difficulties (Gladding, 2021).
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The brain-body connection is fostered through movement and dance therapy to promote
integration between the right and left brain and therefore logical and emotional processing. By
focusing on feelings and senses, individuals can be encouraged to physically express their
internal self through movement. The clinician’s awareness to incongruent verbal statements and
body movement can increase client awareness of inconsistencies in themselves and experience
them in a physical way (Gladding, 2021).

This type of therapy can be used with all ages and all clinical needs as it is adaptable to
physical mobility and developmental level. Dance can provide an outlet for children with high
levels of energy and connect more deeply with their internal self and develop control over their
body. This type of therapy has been recognized as improving body image and awareness for
adolescents with eating disorders as well as general physical wellness for individuals with
depression. Movement utilizes bodywork as a way to become more aware of physical and
emotional needs, improving self-image and communication with support systems. As with other
forms of creative arts, movement and dance can be incorporated with other interventions such as
music, narrative, and role play (Gladding, 2021).

Imagery and Counseling

Imagery can be described as an inner vision incorporating all five senses to experience
imagined or true circumstances. Although it does not require extensive physical movement, it is
a complex internal process that can access experiences that may be difficult to describe through
verbal language. Imagery can also be used to face change or bring awareness to unconscious
processes. The nature of the brain to have difficulty differentiating between real and imagined
experience allows imagery to provide powerful interventions of behavior and emotional

expression (Gladding, 2021).
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Imagery can assist individuals in loosening strict cognitive processing to improve
flexibility and change self-perception. This can also be used to create an ideal situation involving
habits and interpersonal interactions and provide an opportunity to practice various conversations
prior to real-life behaviors. Imagery can be incorporated into various therapeutic models and
other creative interventions due to its flexibility in application and is effective in treating
individuals of all ages and a variety of needs by increasing cognitive flexibility and problem-
solving ability (Gladding, 2021).

Visual Arts and Counseling

Visual arts incorporate a wide range of techniques including sculpture, painting, drawing,
and photography, providing yet another avenue to expressing unconscious processes in a tangible
way. This type of art also provides a series of creations that can be used to reflect on progress
and periods of increased awareness and can be easily combined with other forms of expressive
arts in a variety of treatment modalities. Previously created art through photographs, magazines,
or line drawings to color can be used in early interventions to reduce anxiety related to low art
skills, particularly early in the therapeutic process (Gladding, 2021).

Interventions such as photovoice combine visual and written arts to capture and describe
a scenario or individual with important meaning. These can be combined with narratives to
evaluate progress and transitions in interpersonal relationships and provide a visual description
of change. Children and adolescents are often the most receptive to art processes as adults
typically are confined by negative self-awareness or fear of rejection from others. Open-ended
prompts may be challenging but often provide additional information regarding subconscious

processes (Gladding, 2021).
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Writing and Literature in Counseling

Writing therapy can be incorporated through journaling, poetry, story-writing, or other
means to connect with the emotional self and increase acceptance of feelings. This type of
intervention facilitates processing by slowing down enough to think about what is being written.
Writing about meaningful topics improves overall wellbeing and general stress levels, but the
processing of less meaningful material may still increase self-awareness. Reflecting on previous
written material often fosters recognition of patterns of thinking or changes in overall view of
self or the world. Using techniques such as a thought web may assist individuals in making
connections between worldview and general emotional experiences (Gladding, 2021).

Literature can provide an additional basis for processing in individuals who are having a
difficult time expressing their unique experiences. Reading works of art written by novelists,
poets, and authors can provide a sense of community when an experience has left a person
feeling isolated. The beauty of the written and spoken word fosters a sense of connection
between health, emotion, and general wellness. Bibliotherapy in the therapy setting can include
reading, audio, and visual texts to provide inspiration and awareness of the self that may not be
achieved through other interventions (Gladding, 2021).

Interventions such as letter-writing, rewriting a personal story, or poetry writing have
been acknowledged as beneficial across ages and clinical needs. A counselor should be aware of
literature representing a variety of needs to be prepared at recommending appropriate readings to
reduce the chance of ineffective interventions. As mentioned previously, combining creative arts
interventions often enhances the effectiveness of each intervention, promoting personal
awareness (Gladding, 2021).

Animal-Assisted Therapy in Counseling
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Animal assisted therapy is not new, as animals have been recognized as providing
comfort and relief to individuals who are physically or mentally ill. This can include informal
interactions such as petting or holding an animal to reduce stress, or formal interactions such as
incorporating a trained animal in a therapeutic intervention. Both the counselor and client can
reflect on the benefits of the interaction and what it means for the session. Client introspection
and counselor interpretation are used to better understand the interaction and how it is fostering a
sense of safety or growth (Gladding, 2021).

Animals can range from small rodents such as mice or guinea pigs to large mammals
such as horses or dolphins and facilitate rapport through providing a nonthreatening positive
interaction to the counseling relationship. This type of therapy may have significant benefits to
individuals with attachment challenges or insecurity and bring subconscious thoughts to
awareness. The empathy, trust, and care extended to the animal is often transferred to other
interactions, increasing positive social behaviors, self-esteem, and motivation for treatment.
Individuals who have experienced trauma often find support in therapy animals when required to
discuss their experiences, with a noticeable decline in trauma symptoms including dissociation
(Gladding, 2021).

Horticultural, Nature, and Wilderness Therapies

Horticultural therapy incorporates gardening into counseling through relational
connection and care of plants to foster emotional wellness and healing. This includes more than
just basic plant care, fostering imagination, commitment, and recognizing the importance of
caring for oneself. Plant care is associated with lower stress levels, lower blood pressure, and
increased alpha brain waves facilitating feelings of calm. Therapy incorporates active plant care

while also recognizing individuality, creativity, autonomy, and understanding the whole person.
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Benefits of this therapy have been noticed in all age groups, with various needs including
physical health and mental disorders (Gladding, 2021).

Nature therapy includes a general experience of being outdoors, connecting with the
natural world. This type of therapy is associated with reduced stress, depression, and anger
through connecting with something larger than the self. Nature can be easily integrated into play
and narrative approaches and is found effective at treating all age groups. Research has focused
on incorporating this type of therapy in treatment of children, adolescents, and older adults
fostering more connection to the surrounding environment and a greater sense of self (Gladding,
2021).

Wilderness therapy as a practice in the United States started with treating delinquent
adolescents who had difficulty in traditional therapy settings. This type of therapy fosters a need
for adaptability, risk-taking, cooperation, communication, and problem-solving, making it an
effective method of treatment for a variety of age groups and needs. The general magic of being
in the wilderness combined with isolation from negative influences and overstimulation provide
a setting to assess personal functioning and acknowledge previously avoided issues (Gladding,
2021).

Introduction to the Use of Expressive Arts in Counseling

It is the creation of art to represent deep feelings, inner conflict, and at times
subconscious thoughts that is the important part of the process, not the processing of the art after.
Intermodal expressive therapy encourages a blending of multiple expressive techniques to
encourage further processing and self-discovery. The arts as a prescription for mental health has
been discovered as early as ancient Greece and Rome and can include visual, music, drama,

expressive writing, and movement. Although there is specialized training for each of these types
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of interventions, it is possible to integrate these types of techniques into other types of
therapeutic modalities (Degges-White & Davis, 2017).
Person-Centered Therapy

Person-centered therapy is supported through the clinician creating a genuine,
empathetic, and accepting environment to foster the client’s self-direction and resolution of their
needs. Roger’s four phases focused on creating a warm and nondirective environment to
facilitate self-awareness through reflection, accurate empathy to explore subjective experiences,
remaining present and accessible with unconditional positive regard, and encourage individuals
to acknowledge their own responsibility to face and manage challenges. Empathy and mutuality
have been identified as important components for client healing in other therapeutic modalities,
and correlates with positive outcomes to therapy (Degges-White & Davis, 2017).

Expressive arts can be easily integrated into person-centered therapy, as both require a
safe and nurturing environment, as well as the clinician being empathic, honest, congruent, and a
deep listener. Both types of approaches recognize the importance of self-awareness and
understanding of emotions, thoughts, and experiences for healing and growth. Both create an
accepting environment providing an opportunity for individuals to empower themselves and
discover innate potential for change. These therapies can be applied in individual, group, and
family interventions, with art providing nonverbal opportunities to process needs and change
(Degges-White & Davis, 2017).
Integrative Theory in the Expressive Arts

Integrative theory recognizes the importance of flexibility in interventions to meet the
complex needs of individuals with a variety of backgrounds. This type of therapy can easily

incorporate multiple expressive arts techniques as it is meant to be flexible at using interventions
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that may be effective at treating a clinical need. Although there is no specific theory of
integration, art can be incorporated into various theoretical approaches that acknowledge the
individual’s creative capabilities. There are multiple concepts that are fundamental to expressive
arts including are humans are creative, arts and imagination have the capability to foster change
and facilitate emotional reflection and reflect on inner meaning and various parts of the self
(Degges-White & Davis, 2017).

Clinical Supervision

Expressive arts in the supervisory relationship can improve communication and
exploration of the self in the developing counselor. Working from Gestalt therapy, creative arts
can assist individuals in becoming unstuck by creating emotional awareness and work through
unfinished business. Supervision can be used to assist the supervisee in recognizing their own
strengths, ability to set boundaries, and express emotions appropriately. The supervisor can help
the supervisee become more aware of personality traits, relationships with clients, development
of their personal theory, and approach treatment in an ethical manner. A Gestalt approach
encourages the supervisee to experiment with interventions to increase flexibility while also
monitoring projections and boundary issues. In combination, these things improve competency
and inner guidance during therapy (Degges-White & Davis, 2017).

Experiencing supervision with right-brain activities helps to address anxiety or other
emotions that may be experienced during self-reflection. This increased awareness increases
understanding of client processes and the benefits of art for relaxation and mood improvement.
When a supervisee is feeling stuck, creative arts may help access other parts of the brain that

foster a different way of viewing the issue. Creative arts encourage risk-taking, expression, and
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experimentation that allows for personal growth of the supervisee and supervisor (Degges-White
& Davis, 2017).

Art can provide a record of progress to determine supervisee growth and development of
the supervisory relationship and can include drawing, clay, role-play, and small objects or
miniatures. Unlike art in therapy, art in supervision heavily relies on the processing of the art
activity and supervisor reflections and interpretation of the created work. Recognizing the
strength of the supervisory relationship helps determine the level of detail and supervisor
interpretation in the processing activity. As with a therapeutic relationship, multicultural issues
should be acknowledge and addressed early in supervision to foster understanding and attention
of how this influences the relationship (Degges-White & Davis, 2017).

Sandplay Therapy

Sandplay therapy originated in Jungian theory and was thought to help an individual take
a hero’s journey through the deepest parts of their subconscious to reconnect with their ego.
Sandplay should have as many figurines as possible to represent various cultural systems, skin
tones, religious backgrounds, fantasy figures, and both man-made and natural items. The
sandtray should be large enough to fit multiple items comfortably with space to create textures in
the sand. A camera should be used to document each sandtray to use as a comparison and
reflection on progress (Degges-White & Davis, 2017).

Because the sandtray process is nonverbal, individuals can act out feelings and concerns
without having comprehensive vocabularies. To not disturb the process, counselors should not
try to communicate with the individual, and instead take note of which figurines are selected,

which are placed and then removed, or which are considered but not used. The sandtray should
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not be broken down until after the individual has left, to not foster a sense of breaking progress
developed in the session (Degges-White & Davis, 2017).
Integrating Expressive Arts Techniques into Trauma-Focused Treatment with Children

Trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy (TF-CBT) is an evidenced-based therapy
for treating disruptions to attachment, feelings of safety, cognitive processing, and behavioral
challenges in the aftermath of a traumatic experience. Creative arts provide an alternative method
to express feelings and experiences, which is important for individuals who may not have the
vocabulary or developmental capabilities to verbalize their experiences. Traumatic events disrupt
the coding of verbal memory, making it even more difficult to process using only talk therapy
techniques.

These techniques include creative writing, visual arts, drama, dance, and music and can
be easily integrated with TF-CBT interventions. For instance, children could develop a coping
skills booklet with words and pictures to help them remember certain coping skills during
emotional regulation. An important component to remember is allowing the child to choose the
art medium to increase autonomy and meaningful emotional expression. However, it is also
essential for the counselor to ensure each art activity relates to a treatment goal or intervention in
the TF-CBT model.

Aesthetic Mutuality: A Mechanism for Change in the Creative Arts Therapies as Applied
to Dance/Movement Therapy

Movement and dance should be recognized as a processing language that can be just as
beneficial as verbal expression of experiences. Dance and movement therapy (DMT) incorporate
multiple sensorial stimuli, developing mutuality across emotions, thoughts, and movement.

These stimuli often exist just under consciousness, are deeply influenced by culture and social
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habits, and are considered connected to attachment. Assessments such as the Creative Interest
Inventory (CII) can be used to assess an individual’s interest and cultural influences of the arts
(Imus & Young, 2023).

This article addresses eight core components within the therapeutic relationship that a
psychotherapist should be aware of when using dance or movement therapy; these include: full
presence and engagement, attunement, somatic awareness, kinesthetic empathy, somatic
countertransference, shared presence, empathic reflection, and mutual engagement. Each of these
components are interrelated and provide a basis to best understand a client’s expression of
emotion through movement. Being trained in this modality must incorporate personal awareness
of body knowledge and prejudice, the therapist’s personal preferences to movement patterns. The
authors address a recognized need for taxonomy in DMT in order to facilitate student learning
provide framework for interventions and develop language for describing techniques (Imus &
Young, 2023).

The Power of Creativity in Gestalt Therapy

The here-and-now process of Gestalt therapy is directly achieved through in session art,
allowing the individual to connect with subconscious processes without the need for verbal
skills. It is important for the counselor to help bridge the gap between the internal and external
world by tailoring processing to goals and needs. Connecting the right and left hemispheres of
the brains increases the connection of split parts common in individuals who have experienced
trauma. Silence is an important part of using creative interventions in counseling, to allow the
space for the individual to connect with their inner selves and communicate their internal self

through the art activity (Vassallo, 2021).
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This article discussed the use of art in a person-centered approach with a woman with
extensive psychiatric history including a diagnosis of borderline personality disorder. Art
provided a link between the woman and the therapist to communicate without words, as the
woman was distrusting of therapy and being misunderstood by therapists. Allowing the creative
expression of art, combined with seeing the person as human and a here-and-now perspective
allowed the therapist to connect at a deeper level to foster further healing (Vassallo, 2021).
Conclusion

Reviewing this literature has fostered a sense of awareness and understanding of the
benefits of creative arts that | was just beginning to acknowledge. | have been drawn to the
creative arts in counseling, but these resources have provided a foundation for additional
research in the integration of certain techniques. | have a client that I think would benefit from
movement as she processes challenges of self-worth and identity. Another client who has
experienced sexual abuse will benefit from incorporating additional imagery techniques to foster
a sense of safety as she navigates new interpersonal relationships. The possibilities for
incorporating these interventions are just about endless, and | look forward to learning more

about integrating these techniques into my own therapy setting.
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