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ABSTRACT

Background: Art therapy could benefit couples.

Aims: This article explores art therapy used by couples in relational crisis from a professional
perspective.

Methods: Seven art therapists working in family counselling participated in the qualitative study.
Results: The results showed that, through non-verbal communication, art making facilitated
clarification of situations, handling non-talkable concerns, and added playfulness to the
relationship. Three crucial dimensions were identified in the family counselling context: (1) outer
frames, i.e. room and material; (2) some special conditions, i.e. that they trusted each other and
both wanted to repair their relationship, and the therapist’s ability to assess this; and (3) art work
techniques that all couples could master.

Conclusions: Art therapy could benefit couples in relational crisis, given appropriate prerequisites
were ensured. Implications for practice: suitable rooms and appropriate materials have to be
arranged if the social services want to offer couples in relational crisis art therapy as a tool in their
work to reduce marital distress and prevent separations.

Plain-language summary

This study explores art therapy used by couples in relational crisis, from the viewpoint of art
therapists. Seven art therapists were interviewed. The results showed art therapy could benefit
couples in relational crises. Couples could understand each other better and they could get in
touch with positive sides of the relationship. Three factors were experienced as important when
using art therapy with couples in relational crisis: (1) to have access to an appropriate art therapy
room and sufficient art therapy materials, (2) that the persons in the couple wanted to repair their
relationship and that they trusted each other, and (3) that art therapists use easy art therapy
techniques that all couples could master. Limitations, research recommendations and clinical
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implications are discussed.

Introduction

The aim of this study was to explore art therapy used by
couples in relational crisis, in the context of family counselling
in Swedish Social Services. This pilot study focused on the
professionals’ perspective. Art therapy has been found to
be beneficial when working to strengthen relationships in
couples. Several aspects have been emphasised in the litera-
ture. For example, art therapy has been found to be beneficial
where one of a couple has developed Alzheimer’s disease
(Couture et al., 2021). In this context, art therapy was found
to have positive effects, such as providing pleasure, expres-
sing emotions, assessing relational dynamics, and fostering
empathy. Other studies (Hinz, 2020; Weeks, 2013) have
shown that non-verbal communication used in art therapy
offers couples opportunities to discover new aspects in
their relationship. Creative interventions can also change
the dynamics in relationships and offer a new and creative
dimension within which to explore their concerns (Metzl,
2020). Further, art therapy offers unexpected experiences
that could challenge couples’ assumptions of one another
(Wadeson, 2010). Creating art together also offers a new per-
spective where a ‘blame-shame’ dynamic could be altered

into a curious one (Metzl, 2020). In addition, art therapy
improves communication skills and facilitates future
problem solving for couples (Lin, 2015; Sanchez-Cruz, 2017).
Art therapy can also increase understanding of the patterns
and themes within a couple (Ricco, 2007).

Art therapy has also been found to be beneficial when
working with parenting struggles; art-based parental training
enables parents to connect better with their children’s experi-
ences and voice more approval of their children (Shamri-
Zeevi et al., 2019).

Various techniques and models are used in art therapy
with couples, e.g. joint paintings (Snir & Wiseman, 2010;
Weeks, 2013) and Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC)
(Hinz, 2020). One important aspect found in art therapy
with couples is the spatial dimension, including the visual
experience and function of the art therapy room (Fenner,
2012; Malchiodi, 2007).

Family counselling is a mainstay in Swedish Social Services.
It is mandatory for municipalities to provide relational
support for couples in need due to a crisis or another
urgent relational situation (SFS, 2001:453 5§3). The number
of couples receiving family counselling is increasing. In
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2019, 6 of 1000 people between 18 and 69 years attended
family counselling (Myndigheten for familjeratt och foraldras-
kapsstod, 2021). The aim of couple therapy is primarily to
reduce marital distress, and the main tasks for the family
counsellor are to (1) help couples find constructive solutions
to conflicts, (2) improve their life together, (3) avoid a destruc-
tive separation, (4) facilitate joint parenting when couples
separate (Lundblad & Hansson, 2005a). Family counselling is
a low-threshold service financed by taxes and fulfils a basic
function in the Swedish welfare system. Regardless of per-
sonal financial circumstances, all citizens can attend family
counselling. In Sweden, common problems among couples
attending family counselling are communication difficulties
and stressful life situations (Burman et al., 2018).

Family counsellors employed in Swedish Social Services
have a high degree of discretion (Lipsky, 1980) concerning
the therapy methods used (Lundblad & Hansson, 2005a).
The counsellors can suggest whatever therapy they find
appropriate for each couple in crisis that they meet. Empirical
studies have shown that even a short and limited treatment
can lead to significant improvements in psychiatric symptoms
among couples attending family counselling (Lundblad &
Hansson, 2005b). However, there have been no further
studies exploring preferred therapies since the early 2000s.
How are the therapies applied? Why are they chosen by the
family counsellors? Family counsellors in Swedish Social Ser-
vices should apply evidence-based methods based on pro-
fessionals’ experiences, research, and clients’ experiences
(Foéreningen Sveriges Kommunala Familjeradgivare, 2019).
Cognitive behavioural therapy is widely used in family coun-
selling, but other evidence-based therapies are also applied,
including art therapy. Today, there is a lack of knowledge
about the role of art therapy when used with couples in
crisis in Swedish municipal family counselling. Why do
family counsellors suggest art therapy for couples? How is
art therapy conducted in the context of family counselling
in Swedish Social Services? This article contributes to these
questions. The aim of this study was to explore art therapy
used by couples in crisis applied in the context of family coun-
selling in Swedish Social Services. This pilot study focuses on
the professionals’ perspective to investigate the following
questions: What characterises art therapy with couples in
relational crisis in the family counselling context? Why,
when, where, and how is it used? When is it not used, and
why? From the art therapists’ experience, what does art
therapy contribute in the family counselling context?

Methods
Research design

A qualitative study was considered suitable to explore art
therapy with couples in relational crisis from a professionals’
perspective (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). The qualitative
research design provided opportunities to scrutinise the pro-
fessionals’ experiences of using art therapy with couples in
relational crises in depth and to identify similarities as well
as nuances concerning the research questions posed.
Throughout the study, ethical principles for medical
research involving human subjects (World Medical Associ-
ation, 2013) guided the work. The principles of informed
consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality were
emphasised throughout the study. This study included pro-
fessionals’ experiences of using art therapy with couples in
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relational crises, no ethical application was considered
necessary. The informants were not considered to be in vul-
nerable situations, but participated in the study in their pro-
fessional roles, with extensive experience of carrying out art
therapy with couples in relational crises.

Participants

Informants were recruited to the study by purposive
sampling (Polkinghorne, 2005), which meant that they
could provide relevant experiences in relation to the
purpose of the study. The Municipal Swedish Family Counsel-
lors’ Association (KFR) was contacted by phone, and infor-
mation about recruiting informants for the study was
posted on the associations’ website in September 2019. In
addition, members in a network of family counsellors with
art therapy competence within the association were con-
tacted personally. In total, seven art therapists, employed as
family counsellors and working with art therapy in the
context of family counselling in Swedish Social Service partici-
pated in the study. The informants had used art therapy with
couples in relational crises for between 2 and 30 years.

Procedures

Semi-structured interviews took place between October 2019
and January 2020. Each interview lasted for 40-60 min and
was recorded and transcribed verbatim (Brinkmann & Kvale,
2018). The interviews were carried out by phone as the infor-
mants lived in various parts of Sweden. During the interviews,
questions concerning informants’ experiences of working
with couples in relational crisis were posed:

(1) What guiding theories/models do you use in your work
with couples?

(2) Can you tell us how you implement art therapy with
couples in practice?

(3) Art therapy interventions?

What problems are couples having?

Do you think art therapy/art interventions may be appro-

priate? Any advantages/disadvantages of using art

therapy with couples?

GRS

Data analysis

Thematic analysis with an inductive approach was applied to
analyse the data according to Braun and Clarke (2006). The
analytical work consisted of the following six stages. (1) The
printed material was read several times to become familiar
with the data and the idea ‘let the material speak to you’
was the starting point. The question of whether there were
any patterns appearing guided the reading. (2) Initial codes
were generated. Different patterns in the material were high-
lighted and a first mind map was drawn. (3) Themes were
identified. The work with various mind maps continued,
and the first preliminary themes/sub-themes were found.
Statements that were considered to fit the different
themes/sub-themes were highlighted. (4) The themes were
reviewed and the authors returned to the first three phases.
According to the analysis model (Braun & Clarke, 2006), the
analysis is a back-and-forth process in which the researcher
moves between the different steps. (5) The themes were
defined and named. Eventually, a common thread was
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discovered in the process, and the main themes/sub-themes
were determined. Quotes from the interviews were sorted
under each theme. (6) This article was written and the
results presented for readers to examine.

Validity/reliability

Triangulation in terms of multiple analyses (Ritchie & Lewis,
2003) was used to validate the study. Both authors, with
different areas of expertise, were involved in the analysis of
the data when codes, themes and sub-themes were identified
and reviewed. Validity was also addressed when the prelimi-
nary results were presented to the scientific community, criti-
cally reviewed and discussed by three external readers within
academia. The reliability of the study was addressed by a
careful and transparent description of the procedures used
and of the material gathered so that others could follow
the same procedures and arrive at the same conclusions. Per-
sonal perspectives, experiences, and skills among those
involved matter when performing a study. However, the
findings and conclusions drawn should not diverge funda-
mentally when repeating the study. Carefully selected
quotes are included to strengthen reliability.

Results

The reasons for using art therapy with couples in relational
crisis, as expressed by the family counsellors, are explored
in relation to the question why? Three dimensions of art
therapy identified as crucial in the context of family counsel-
ling in Swedish Social Services are presented in relation to the
questions where, when, and how?

Reasons for using art therapy with couples in
relational crisis: why?

The informants found that art therapy revealed thoughts and
feelings that could be difficult to convey in traditional voice-
based therapy. Adding art making to the conversation was
also experienced as helping individuals to perceive each
other beyond thoughts and the spoken word.

What can be very effective in working with couples is that through
the painting, they can see each other in a way that you cannot
always do with the help of the words. [...] The painting is so
direct and can also resonate with the other on a deeper level,
so you actually get to see each other. And | have experienced
that with a couple, we went on for ages and never really got
there. Then we tried with art therapy and it was striking; they
saw each other and could sort of move on from that. (Interviewee
2)

Art therapy was considered useful to awaken and get in
touch with positive aspects of the relationship, to gain new
insights and understanding of each other. Informants experi-
enced that art therapy could bring out things that people had
not thought of before. The reason for that was explained in
terms of art therapy offering both verbal and non-verbal com-
munication. Thus, an additional type of communication was
experienced in art therapy compared with verbal therapy,
which only offered verbal communication.

For example, in a painting, the messy room emerges. They
showed me the dirty room, they had painted it in black. [...]
The ability did not exist to put it into words, because painting is
a different way of communicating than talking. (Interviewee 1)

Most of the informants thought that art therapy worked
particularly well with people who had difficulty expressing
themselves verbally. However, one art therapist believed
that those who had problems expressing themselves verbally
also had difficulties expressing themselves in paintings. Infor-
mants also emphasised that art therapy worked well with
couples where one of the couple was less verbal, and with
people who talked too much.

You can get rid of this, what we could call ‘the therapy talk’, and
instead get to the bottom or core. (Interviewee 6)

Informants experienced that through the art work, the indi-
viduals in the couple were able to clarify situations or pro-
blems to a greater extent than was done in ordinary
conversation.

Three crucial dimensions of art therapy in the context
of family counselling for couples in relational crisis

In the interviews, the following three dimensions were ident-
ified (Figure 1) as characterising art therapy work with
couples in relational crisis in the context of family counselling:
(1) the outer frames (rooms and materials), relating to the
question where; (2) conditions concerning the couple and
the therapist, relating to the question when; and (3) practical
art work, relating to the question how?

Dimension I: the outer frames: where?

A room and the materials are a prerequisite for art therapy.
Some informants had specific art rooms where the couples
could paint. Sometimes rooms were arranged so that the indi-
viduals in the couple could choose whether they wanted to
stand up or sit down and paint. Other therapists re-furnished
their therapy rooms into art rooms. They placed screens
where couples could put up paintings in the room. Because
the couples had not explicitly sought an art therapist, the
art therapists used the room and the materials to arouse curi-
osity about the method:

Because they were not looking for me as an art therapist, they first
saw that | had crayons, paper, brushes, and paints. They became

Dimension I: The
outer frames
where?

Dimension II:
Conditions
concerning couples
and therapist:
when?

Dimension Ill: The
art work: how?

Figure 1. Three crucial dimensions of art therapy in the context of family
counselling.



curious about the paints and brushes, and some could back off. |
would then say: Shall we try? Try it once or twice and you will get a
feeling for what it is like. | told them that this is another way of
working with another language. (Interviewer 3)

The art materials had in their rooms included acrylic, waterco-
lour, and oil paints, pastel crayons, crayons, and felt-tip pens.
Informants also had various kinds of brushes and sponges.
Some therapists had white and brown paper and one art
therapist had large and small pieces of paper. Some used
paper rolls. Some emphasised the importance of the
couples being able to choose materials such as paper,
brushes, and paints.

It was often watercolors and acrylics. These were ordinary crayons.
And pastel crayons and many different brushes. So that they
could express themselves in many different ways. And then |
made sure that | had a large roll of paper that | cut from, also
according to what they themselves wanted and taped up on
the wall. Some wanted to stand and paint. Others wanted to sit
with the crayons. | thought people should be able to choose
what they are used to. (Interviewee 6)

Other therapists preferred to narrow the choice of material
to make it easier for the couples.

Always acrylic. Acrylic is easy. It dries well. (Interviewee 1)

Large pieces of paper, a lot of paint, and large brushes were
commonly required.

Dimension IlI: conditions concerning couples and
therapists: when?

According to the informants, the following two basic con-
ditions needed to be in place for art therapy to be appropri-
ate for a couple; that they both wanted to repair their
relationship and that they trusted each other.

There must be basic trust when working with art and couples.
They should feel safe and trust each other; and that what you
say will not be abused, but you say it in order to build the relation-
ship further and especially to help them find joy together again.
(Interviewee 2)

All informants emphasised that art therapy was not suitable
for couples in ongoing separation processes, because the
level of conflict was usually high in these situations; art
therapy could arouse feelings that couples could not handle:

What happens when you are in crisis and your whole life sways
[...] man’s worst side wakes up. You also become so defensive.
And there you should definitely not use art therapy, | feel.
Because art therapy is such a powerful tool, and you go a little
behind the censorship. [...] You should not open up more than
can be taken care of. (Interviewee 2)

The art therapist thus needed to possess the ability to assess
when art therapy could be appropriate, and when it was not a
suitable alternative for the couple. Accordingly, it was impor-
tant to be able to assess the couple’s confidence in each
other. The therapists’ own confidence in conducting art
therapy with couples was also experienced as important by
the informants.

Dimension llI: the art work: how?
The informants worked using the following directive and
theme-based therapeutic interventions:

¢ Painting themselves as individuals and their relationship:
couples were asked to paint pictures of how they imagined
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their relationship in the future (Interviewees 4 and 5).
Couples were given the task of painting themselves in
relation to the other (Interviewees 1 and 3).

e Painting together in collaborative exercises: couples did
joint collaborative paintings where one first painted a
line, and the other responded by continuing to paint
further from the line (Interviewees 1, 3, and 4).

e Painting metaphors: couples were asked to paint meta-
phors that the art therapist suggested (Interviewees 1, 3,
and 4). Couples were asked to paint a house or a tree
and then reflect together on the pictures (Interviewee 7).
Couples were asked to paint a ‘wish house’ or a ‘wish
tree’ to express how they wanted the future to be (Intervie-
wee 7). Couples were asked to paint themselves as a flower
or animal to express themselves on a symbolic level. The
couple then had the opportunity to reflect on the
painted flowers, such as reflections on the properties of
the specific flowers and how they matched each other
(Interviewees 2, 3, and 6).

In one example of how one of the techniques was ben-
eficial, the couple had painted themselves as animals. By
using the paintings, the individuals could reflect on the
balance in their relationship:

| remember a couple where the woman made herself like a sea
lion. The man, he was probably a little cat or a dog, some small
animal. And it became so clear how big she was and how she
took a lot of space. [...] In such a picture, we talked about how
these animals could get along, how these animals could meet
or take care of each other. (Interviewer 3)

The informants emphasised that playfulness was an impor-
tant factor needed for the art therapy to work. Various tech-
niques were used to make the couples comfortable with
trying out and using art and art materials in the art sessions:

| often let them try first and play down the art making by asking
them to describe who they are by letting them choose colors,
shapes that they somehow think remind them of themselves,
because they say ‘I can't paint’ and ‘I can’t draw’. Often there is
so much prestige, and you need to tone this down with some
kind of playfulness in the materials. | use a lot of tissue paper,
tear and paint with tissue paper and wallpaper paste, for
example, and it is something that many people start with and
then they move on from the difficult idea that they need to
perform. (Interviewee 4)

The informants emphasised that the art materials could
lead couples on to a thought or insight of some kind or put
them in a certain mood. The material was an important part
of the therapy; it had a therapeutic function. Crayons were
considered to be a good material for anger, and liquid
colours were considered useful for those who needed to let
go of control. One informant had experienced how a
couple got tools to manage their relationship by using
different materials, fluid colours and clay, in the same
painting:

The woman makes herself in profile facing the man'’s picture and
then she takes out plastic clay and then she sculpts an ear, a big
ear and then she asks, may | do something in your picture? Yes, he
says, you can. And then she takes that big ear and puts it on his
figure that he has done. And this is going to be a lot of fun,
because she thought; he says he listens, but he never hears any-
thing. So she put a big ear on him so he could hear a little better. It
was both fun, but it also became so concrete and clear to him
what it was like. (Interviewee 4)
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The informants emphasised the importance of asking
Socratic questions, i.e. that couples themselves needed to
find insights, understanding and solutions. Examples of
Socratic questions that the informants asked were: What do
you see in the picture? How did it feel to paint? What did
you think? Is there something in the picture that makes you
feel or think that way? What do you think that figure means?

In some cases, art therapists used techniques that included
people other than the couple themselves. One informant
conducted art therapy with the couple’s children, and then
let the couples look at the children’s drawings; they could
then see how their conflict affected them.

We always talked about having the opportunity to talk to the chil-
dren when there were very difficult conflicts. Several parents
brought their children there. And it is very easy for children to
paint; it is usually their way of expression. Sometimes they
could tell a fairy tale or so, and it was quite fascinating because
all the children who painted wanted the parents to come in
and look, and there was a lot of emotions then, because the
parents saw how the children struggled with the conflict they
had. (Interviewee 7)

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore art therapy with couples
in relational crisis from the professionals’ perspective. The
research questions concerned what characterises art
therapy with couples in the context of family counselling?
When, where, how, and why was it used? When was it not
used, and why? What did art therapists experience that art
therapy contributed to family counselling?

The results showed that art therapy contributed to coun-
selling with couples in relational crises by providing a
playful method where couples could look at each other in
new ways. They were given the opportunity to see the
world through the others’ eyes, a common need expressed
by couples in couple therapy (Malchiodi, 2011). When
making art, couples could bring out things that they had
not thought of before. Art making further facilitated
couples to identify the core of a problem. According to the
informants, art therapy added vital dimensions to the
couple’s opportunities in their work with their relationships.
These results are in line with previous research showing
that art therapy can strengthen couples’ relationships in
various ways (Hinz, 2020; Metzl, 2020; Weeks, 2013). For
couples who needed to bring more positive elements into
their relationship, art therapy enabled this by its playfulness.
According to Case and Dalley (2014), the essence of art
therapy lies in creating something. Art therapists can create
a space within which adults in therapy can play. Art materials
can be used as a catalyst for play, and in playing one can sur-
prise oneself as an image emerges. Playfulness was a dimen-
sion emphasised by the informants in the present study.

The techniques described by the informants could all be
identified as appropriate to use when addressing specific
aspects of relationship work according to previous research
exploring art therapy with couples in other contexts. Tech-
niques were used that could help couples talk about the pic-
tures, for example, in metaphorical ways, instead of talking
directly about themselves in line with previous research
(Kerr et al., 2008). The technique of painting together in col-
laborative exercises also addressed communication skills. In
Sweden, communication problems are one of the main

reasons why couples seek therapy (Burman et al., 2018). Art
therapy research shows that art making is a useful tool to
apply when aiming to develop communication skills
(Sanchez-Cruz, 2017). Accordingly, on the basis of this
study, specific art therapy techniques were experienced to
facilitate development of communication skills in couples in
relational crisis. One final reflection on the techniques used
concerns individuals’ painting skills. Informants used instruc-
tions to paint motifs such as a flower, an animal, a tree or a
house. In previous research, it is not known if art instructions
in the form of metaphors were used when working with
couples. Based on studies of children’s development in paint-
ing (Forsberg, 1993), from early scribbling to paintings of
motifs, it could be suggested that art therapists working
with couples in relational crises chose to suggest things
that children could paint from the age of 3-4 years, including
flowers, animals, houses, and trees. Questions rising are
whether the choice of motifs show that art therapists gave
instructions on motifs that individuals in all couples could
master, regardless of previous experience of art or art-
making skills? Did the use of early art-making skills (at 3-4
years) contribute to couples coming in contact with their
own playfulness? Additionally, could this even be about
psychological methods such as the House Tree Person Test
(Frankish, 2016) which holds that visual patterns can give
clues to a person’s relationships with others and the image
they have of themselves? These are questions that need to
be further investigated.

Limitations

One limitation concerns the number of informants. It was
difficult to find family counsellors who were also art thera-
pists. Despite the limited number of informants, their vast
experience (from 2 to 30 years) working with art therapy
with couples in relational crisis was assessed as sufficiently
extensive to answer the research questions.

Another limitation is of a more profound character. This
pilot study is limited to professionals’ perspectives. Since
the results from this study were based only on professionals’
experiences, there is a risk of potential practitioner bias. To
avoid bias, professionals’ perspectives could have been trian-
gulated with clients’ experiences. Previous research shows
that client knowledge does not necessarily correspond with
clinical knowledge, and the occurrence of epistemic injustice,
in among other also the Swedish welfare services (Grim,
2019), suggests that clients’ experiences always should be a
source of knowledge providing client knowledge in contrast,
or in line with clinical knowledge. The reason why a partici-
pants’ perspective was not included in this pilot study, was
that the authors considered involvement of participants, situ-
ated in stressful relationships and vulnerable situations, were
not ethically correct in this very first stage of exploring the
field. Our intention was to search for initial knowledge,
including whether art therapy in this context was even
assessed as appropriate to apply or not.

The authors’ understanding of the evidence is in line with
the definition of the concept made by Rycroft-Malone et al.
(2004), where evidence include (i) research, (ii) clinical experi-
ence, (iii) patient experience and (iiii) information from the
local context. Thus, based on the results of this pilot study,
suggesting art therapy could benefit couples in relational
crisis, a subsequent study have been designed and planned



for. In this study (iii) couples’ experiences will be captured
both qualitatively and quantitatively. In a first stage a feasi-
bility study will be conducted. A manual-based phenomeno-
logical art therapy intervention, developed and evaluated in
the Swedish welfare context (Blomdahl et al., 2018) will be
adapted to the family counselling context. In this process
(i) couples’ experiences will be of outmost importance. Infor-
mation from (jiii) the local context will also be a source of
knowledge. Following the feasibility study, an RCT, referred
to as (i) research, is also planned for, where ‘satisfaction
with relationship’ will be the primary outcome measured.
The pilot study is limited to address (ii) clinical experience.
However, the study as a whole will address all dimensions
of evidence as described by Rycroft-Malone et al. (2004).
The authors’ long-term intention is to contribute with an in-
deepth and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon
that could benefit the research field of art therapy with
couples, as well as family counselling practitioners expected
to prioritise and apply evidence-based methods.

Practical implications

Counsellors in the organisation had discretion (Lipsky, 1980)
about the therapy, which meant they could use art therapy
when they thought it was appropriate. However, the outer
frames needed to be in place to be able to carry out the art
therapy. The spatial dimension has been identified as an
important aspect in art therapy with couples; including the
visual experience and function of the art therapy room
(Fenner, 2012; Malchiodi, 2007). This implies that suitable
rooms and appropriate materials have to be arranged if the
social services want to offer couples in relational crisis art
therapy as a tool in their work to reduce marital distress
and prevent separations (Lundblad & Hansson, 2005a). The
techniques used, such as common paintings, need space.

Conclusions

In line with previous research on art therapy with couples, our
results showed that art therapy was a useful tool when
working with couples in relational crisis. Non-verbal com-
munication could help to handle things that were hard to
put into words, painting could help couples to come to the
core of a situation, painting could provide playfulness in
the couple’s relationship, etc. One unique finding in research
on art therapy with couples in relational crisis, however, was
that art therapy was not experienced as appropriate at all
times. Art therapy could be used with couples in a relational
crisis when the couple had a wish to repair their relationship
and trusted each other. However, art therapy was not experi-
enced as appropriate with couples in a separation process.
Another unique finding that could be considered as our con-
tribution to the wider research field of art therapy with
couples was the finding that counsellors working with
couples in relational crisis used motifs such as a flower, an
animal, a tree or a house. These instructions could be
related to children’s development in paintings from early
scribbling at the age of 3-4 years. Individuals in all couples
could master these motifs, regardless of previous experience
of art or art-making skills. Another understanding of the
choice of motifs could be related to the use of psychological
methods, such as the House Tree Person Test (Frankish, 2016),
which holds that visual patterns can give clues to a person’s
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relationships with others, and the image they have of
themselves.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributors

Maria Fjellfeldt is a Researcher and Senior Lecturer in Social Work at
Dalarna University, Sweden. She has a PhD in Social Work, and she has
been awarded the Degree of Master of Art Therapy in 2007, at Umed Uni-
versity, Sweden. As an Art Therapist, she is interested in using visual
methods in her research context. Prior to her doctoral studies, she
worked as a Social Worker and Art Therapist for ten years.

Dalida Rokka is lic. Medical Social Worker, lic. Psychotherapist educated
and trained Supervisor in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, and has the
Degree of Master of Medical Science in Art Therapy. Since 2019 she
works in municipal family counselling in Mora, Sweden, with couples
therapies and domestic violence. In her work as a family counsellor she
applies art therapy and other creative techniques, such as mental
imagery, clinical hypnosis and mindfulness-based cognitive art therapy.

ORCID

Maria Fjellfeldt
Dalida Rokka

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9836-6446
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5352-552X

References

Blomdahl, C.,, Guregard, S., Rusner, M., & Wijk, H. (2018). A manual-based
phenomenological art therapy for individuals diagnosed with moder-
ate to severe depression (PATd): A randomized controlled study.
Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal, 41(3), 169-182. https://doi.org/10.
1037/prj0000300

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology.
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.
1191/1478088706qp0630a

Brinkmann, S., & Kvale, S. (2018). Doing interviews. Sage Publications.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849208963

Burman, M., Norlander, A-K., Carlbring, P, & Andersson, G. (2018).
Ndrmare varandra: 9 veckor till en starkare parrelation [Closer to each
other: 9 weeks to a stronger couple relationship]. Natur och Kultur.

Case, C., & Dalley, T. (2014). The handbook of art therapy. Routledge.

Couture, N,, Villeneuve, P., & Ethier, S. (2021). Five functions of art therapy
supporting couples affected by Alzheimer’s disease. Art Therapy, 38(2),
69-77. https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2020.1726707

Fenner, P. (2012). What do we see? Extending understanding of visual
experience in the art therapy encounter. Art Therapy, 29(1), 11-18.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2012.648075

Forsberg, L. (1993). Det bildterapeutiska rummet [The art therapeutical
room] Arbetsenheten fér psykoterapiutbildning [Unit for psychotherapy
education]. Umea University.

Foreningen Sveriges Kommunala Familjeradgivare [Association of
Swedish Municipal Family Counselors]. (2019). Policy document om
kommunal familjerddgivning [Policy document on municipal family
counselling]. Retrieved April 14, 2022, from https://www.kfr.nu/
kvalitetskrav/kompetens-och-kvalitet-inom-familjeradgivningen/kfrs-
policydokument/

Frankish, P. (2016). Disability psychtherapy. An innovative approach to
trauma-informed care. Karnac.

Grim, K. (2019). Legitimizing the knowledge of mental health service users in
shared decision making: Promoting participation through a web-based
decision support tool. Dalarna University.

Hinz, L. (2020). Expressive therapies continuum. A framework for using art in
therapy. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429299339

Kerr, C., Hoshino, J., Sutherland, J., Parashak, T. S., & McCarley, L. L. (2008).
Family art therapy: Foundations of theory and practice. Routledge.

Lin, L-Y. (2015). Art therapy to improve communication skills for Chinese
premarital couples [Master's thesis, Department of Counseling and
Mental Health Professions, Hofstra University]. ProQuest. https://


http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9836-6446
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5352-552X
https://doi.org/10.1037/prj0000300
https://doi.org/10.1037/prj0000300
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781849208963
https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2020.1726707
https://doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2012.648075
https://www.kfr.nu/kvalitetskrav/kompetens-och-kvalitet-inom-familjeradgivningen/kfrs-policydokument/
https://www.kfr.nu/kvalitetskrav/kompetens-och-kvalitet-inom-familjeradgivningen/kfrs-policydokument/
https://www.kfr.nu/kvalitetskrav/kompetens-och-kvalitet-inom-familjeradgivningen/kfrs-policydokument/
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429299339
https://www.proquest.com/openview/f8262171da498a698d4ec8e0c7c9f433/1?pq-origsite=gscholar%26cbl=18750

158 M. FJELLFELDT AND D. ROKKA

www.proquest.com/openview/f8262171da498a698d4ec8e0c7c9f433/
1?pg-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750

Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in
public services. Russell Sage Foundation. https://doi.org/10.2307/
1288305

Lundblad, A.-M., & Hansson, K. (2005a). Relational problems and psychiatric
symptoms in couple therapy. International Journal of Social Welfare, 14(4),
256-264. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1369-6866.2005.00368.x

Lundblad, A., & Hansson, K. (2005b). Outcomes in couple therapy:
Reduced psychiatric symptoms and improved sense of coherence.
Nordic Journal of Psychiatry, 59(5), 374. https://doi.org/10.1080/
08039480500319795

Malchiodi, C. A. (2007). The art therapy sourcebook. McGraw-Hill.

Malchiodi, C. A. (2011). Handbook of art therapy. Guilford Publications.

Metzl, E. (2020). Art therapy with couples: Integrating art therapy prac-
tices with sex therapy and emotionally focused therapy.
International Journal of Art Therapy, 25(3), 143-149. https://doi.org/
10.1080/17454832.2020.1774628

Myndigheten for familjeratt och foraldraskapsstod. (2021). [The agency
for family law and parental support]. www.mfof.se

Polkinghorne, D. E. (2005). Language and meaning: Data collection in
qualitative research. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 52(2), 137-
145. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.137

Ricco, D. L. (2007). Evaluating the use of art therapy with couples in coun-
seling. A qualitative and quantitative approach [In partial fulfillment of

the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, Department
of Art Education, Florida State University].

Ritchie, J., & Lewis, J. (2003). Qualitative research practice: A guide for social
science students and researchers. Sage.

Rycroft-Malone, J., Seers, K., Titchen, A. Harvey, G. Kitson, A, &
McCormack, B. (2004). What counts as evidence in evidence-based
practice? Journal of Advanced Nursing, 47(1), 81-90. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1365-2648.2004.03068.x

Sanchez-Cruz, C. (2017). Improving communication in couples through
art therapy [Masters of Art thesis in Marital and Family Therapy.
Notre Dame de Namur University]. ProQuest LLC.

SFS (Swedish Code of Statutes). (2001:453). Socialtjanstlag [Swedish
Social Service Act]. Socialdepartementet.

Shamri-Zeevi, L., Regev, D., & Snir, S. (2019). Art-based parental training
(ABPT) — parents’ experiences. International Journal of Art Therapy,
24(4), 192-201. https://doi.org/10.1080/17454832.2019.1641117

Snir, S., & Wiseman, H. (2010). Attachment in romantic couples and per-
ceptions of a joint drawing session. Family Journal, 18(2), 116-126.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480710364318

Wadeson, H. (2010). Art psychotherapy. John Wiley.

Weeks, G. R. (2013). Treating couples: The intersystem model of the
Marriage Council of Philadelphia. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/
9780203776575

World Medical Association. (2013). WMA declaration of Helsinki — ethical
principles for medical research involving human subjects.


https://www.proquest.com/openview/f8262171da498a698d4ec8e0c7c9f433/1?pq-origsite=gscholar%26cbl=18750
https://www.proquest.com/openview/f8262171da498a698d4ec8e0c7c9f433/1?pq-origsite=gscholar%26cbl=18750
https://doi.org/10.2307/1288305
https://doi.org/10.2307/1288305
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1369-6866.2005.00368.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039480500319795
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039480500319795
https://doi.org/10.1080/17454832.2020.1774628
https://doi.org/10.1080/17454832.2020.1774628
http://www.mfof.se
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.137
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2004.03068.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2004.03068.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17454832.2019.1641117
https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480710364318
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203776575
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203776575

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Research design
	Participants
	Procedures
	Data analysis
	Validity/reliability

	Results
	Reasons for using art therapy with couples in relational crisis: why?
	Three crucial dimensions of art therapy in the context of family counselling for couples in relational crisis
	Dimension I: the outer frames: where?
	Dimension II: conditions concerning couples and therapists: when?
	Dimension III: the art work: how?


	Discussion
	Limitations
	Practical implications

	Conclusions
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


