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FEATURE

A Case Using Art Therapy Techniques By Leanne Chapman
Introduction
Jodie is a 40 year old woman who is married with
three children and works full-time in a professional
career. She has been experiencing low levels of energy
for approximately 18 months along with feelings of
stress and overwhelm. While working with Jodie, the
Professional Counsellor adopts the use of art therapy
techniques to allow the client to look outside the
box and find novel ways
to increase self-awareness,
reduce stress, and improve her
physical, mental, and emotional
well-being. For ease of writing,
the Professional Therapist is
abbreviated to “T”.
Background
Jodie is the younger of
two girls and is close to her
family, although she reports
she and her sister are totally
different and don’t have much
in common. She describes
herself as an overachiever who
not only did well at school
but excelled in a number of
extra-curricular activities at the
same time, including the debating team, violin lessons,
and representing her school in both hockey and track
and field.
After leaving school she married at age 23 and she
and her husband moved away from their families due to
her husband’s work. Jodie applied to the local university
to study law and was accepted, but could only study
part-time due to the need to support her husband’s
income while they saved for a house deposit. Jodie
spent many years studying part-time while working, and
during this time she and her husband took on a large
mortgage and had two children.
After her graduation and returning to the city
where their families lived, Jodie had another child and
continued to work part-time. She says her husband
suggested she stop work while the children were
young but she did not feel she would be able to stay at
home full-time as she had always worked. She says they
did have a lot of support with the children from both
families.
Jodie’s youngest child Isabel, who is now 12, has
always displayed high levels of anxiety and struggles with
change of any kind.This has made her relationship with
the older children difficult as they have limited patience
with her. Isabel has recently been diagnosed with a
learning disorder and is receiving treatment for this.

“A therapist’s
initial role is
to develop an
understanding
of the client
and assess
the issues of
concern that
have brought
them to
counselling.”

At the same time Jodie says her husband has been
experiencing bouts of depression because he is
unhappy with his work and feels stuck.This has put a
strain on their relationship and she feels overwhelmed
and helpless at times when she thinks about her
husband and daughter’s difficulties.
Issues identified
A therapist’s initial role is to develop an
understanding of the client and assess the issues of
concern that have brought them to counselling so that
together the counsellor and client can develop goals
and strategies for reaching these goals, and identify any
barriers that might hinder the process. In this role,T
conducted an assessment of Jodie’s environment, beliefs,
support network and needs to identify the following
issues:
Career indecision – although Jodie enjoys working
in the legal industry, she is not happy with the
work she is currently doing, but needs to continue
in her current position for at least another 8
months to complete her probation.
High levels of stress and fatigue – Jodie has
become increasingly fatigued over the last 18
months and although she can see light at the end
of the tunnel, she is concerned her health will
begin to suffer.
Lack of enjoyable activities – Jodie has no
activities or hobbies she does either by herself or
with friends and family that give her something to
look forward to, as she does not believe she has
time for this with the demands of her work and
home life.
Concern about family members – Jodie is
concerned about the difficulties her husband
and youngest daughter are experiencing and the
impact this is having on the whole family, and she
reports feeling somewhat guilty about not being
able to fix these situations.
Counselling sessions
Following the initial assessment of her concerns,
Jodie was presented with the option of using art therapy
as a means of exploring the above issues.The structure
and format of this process was explained clearly to her
so she had a good understanding of what would be
involved. Jodie was happy to agree to this and explained
she had tried ‘talk’ therapy before and while she had
found it helpful she also felt the results had been limited.
Art therapy is based on the belief that the way in
which the creative process allows for self-expression
also helps the client to resolve conflicts, develop selfawareness and achieve insight.
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T started the second session by stating:“To start us
off, we’re going to get very clear on what you want
these sessions to be about. We might focus on health,
relationships, career, finances, or all of the above – any
area where you want to experience a change. We’re
going to start by looking at where you are right now
and then work out where you’d like to go by setting an
intention which will be like a map for your journey.”
The Intention
Jodie was then asked a series of questions in order to
identify her ‘intention’.This step aims to identify what
the client wants to change and, in particular, to capture
the feeling the client wants to experience as a result of
going through this change.T asked Jodie the following
questions:
How would you describe your current life
experience?
What is working and what isn’t working for you
right now?
What would you like to be different in your life?
What kind of space or environment supports your
wellbeing?
If you had unlimited money, time and energy, what
would your ideal life be like?
Where would you like to receive insight and
clarity in your life?
What would you like to focus on now?
What do you want to experience through the
counselling process?
How would you know if you had experienced
this?
Jodie’s answers revealed that if she had unlimited
resources, she would spend more time with her family
doing activities they could enjoy together. At the
moment she felt she didn’t get to see her family often
enough and when she did, she was too tired to feel
anything but irritated with them. She also stated she
would like to have more adventure in her life, such as
overseas travel and getting her motorbike licence. Jodie
described her current experience of life vas restrictive
and draining, and wanted to focus on opening up to
more fun and family time.
An intention is worded as an “I am” statement in
order to give the client a here and now sense of the
change they want to experience and how they will feel
when this is reached. Jodie worded her intention in
the following way:“I am experiencing optimal balance
between work and family responsibilities, while living a
full life with abundant energy”.
The Body Map
During the third session,T introduced ‘body
mapping’, an innovative process created by Laura
Hollick which can be used as a tool to access and
understand the client’s inner world. Jodie identified two
parts of her body to trace onto a large sheet of paper,
one part she liked and another part that she either
disliked or that was causing her discomfort. Jodie chose
to trace her eyes and thighs.

At this point we put away Jodie’s intention so that she
could let go of any attachment to the outcome of the
body mapping process. At the start of this session,T gave
Jodie the following guidelines:
“To enter the creative process of art therapy, try to
let go of the outcome and any expectations of what you
think things should look like.This will allow your inner
wisdom and intuition to lead the process. Whatever
happens, your role is to simply notice how you feel and
enjoy the activity. Don’t worry about whether you’re
doing it ‘right’, just do what you can during the time we
have.”
To trace Jodie’s eyes, she decided she would lie down
on her side and T would trace the profile of her face.
Then she sat down on the paper and traced the tops of
her legs so they were touching the earlier tracing of her
eyes.T asked Jodie to note down any feelings that came
up for her during this process and write these directly
on to her body map, without editing herself. Jodie wrote
a series of words such as ‘heavy’,‘tired’,‘can’t see’ and
‘stuck’.
T then introduced a ‘creativity door’ to start the art
making process, asking Jodie to pull out three cards
from a deck of Journey cards and place them on her
body map side by side. From this Jodie interpreted the
story she felt they were telling her and used this as a
foundation for creating a collage on her body map. She
felt the cards told a tale of someone following starting
out on a journey without knowing where it would lead.
She cut a number of images from magazines that she
felt represented this story visually and pasted them on
to her tracing so it became completely covered.This
process took approximately 45 minutes.
At this point T asked Jodie to stand back from her
body map and to share her impressions of what she had
created. She felt her collage looked like a mountain.T
asked her where she felt she was on the mountain and
Jodie indicated the bottom. At the end of the session,
T gave Jodie her body map to take home together with
a list of questions to consider, answering the first four
questions as if she were the collage:
How would describe yourself?
What is important to you?
How do you feel about your creator (Jodie)?
What do you want your creator to be aware of?
T also asked Jodie to consider the following series of
questions prior to the next session:
When you look at your collage, what do you
notice?
What do you like about it?
What don’t you like about it?
What does it remind you of?
What comes up for you when you look at it?
What do you think your collage is trying to say to
you?
What question do you have for your collage?
What is your collage’s response?
Do you have another question for your collage?
What is your collage’s response to your question?
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The Insight
During the fourth session,T began to go over Jodie’s
responses to the above questions with her. In order
to decode the art and receive any insights relating
to the intention,T needed to refrain from providing
interpretations and instead asked Jodie to elaborate
on her impressions to obtain her interpretation of her
artwork.
Jodie explained that at first she had the same old
feeling of overwhelm when she first looked at her body
map – feeling that she was facing a mountain that she
was too tired to climb. However she discovered as she
went through each question that the mountain she had
constructed contained many interesting things along the
way that she wanted to stop and explore.
When Jodie asked her collage what it wanted her
to know, the insight she received was that she needed
to slow down and enjoy the journey rather than just
focusing on reaching the summit. Within her collaged
mountain were many enjoyable activities such as
camping, motorbike riding, swimming and visiting a
holiday retreat.
There were also two images of fire which Jodie felt
represented her burning ambition. When she asked her
collage for more information about this, she understood
the response to be that while it was ok to have ambition,
it should only represent part
of her life, not take over
completely.
T then asked Jodie to look at
her intention again and asked
her how the insights she had
gathered from her body map
related to her original intention
for the art therapy process:
“I am experiencing optimal
balance between work and
family responsibilities, while
living a full life with abundant
energy”.
Jodie said she felt the
mountain she had created out
of her body map represented
a rich and exciting life containing many aspects that
she was missing out on because she was focused only
on the end goal. She felt her collage had shown her that
climbing the mountain was in itself as important to the
journey as reaching the top was.
T told Jodie she had wondered if Jodie’s history of
excelling at many things at once had become a habit
that did not allow her the opportunity to stop and enjoy
her life along the way to reaching her goals. Jodie agreed
with this and stated that she had never looked at it this
way before, but was grateful for the realisation that she
could now give herself permission to allow the needs
of herself and her family equal priority to her other
achievements and goals.

“She felt her
collage had
shown her
that climbing
the mountain
was in itself as
important to
the journey as
reaching the
top.”

The Action
To make the journey complete,T needs to ensure
the client makes a physical action that results from the
insight to anchor it in the real world, rather than having
it remain as simply an idea.T asked Jodie the following
question:“What is the most powerful action you can
take to honor your insight?”
Jodie decided the action she would take to make her
insight tangible would be to obtain her learner’s permit
to ride a motorcycle. In order to stress the importance
of this step,T asked Jodie to be as clear and specific
as possible, asking her what exactly she would do to
achieve this and when. Jodie contracted to go to the
Department of Transport the following Tuesday morning
to obtain her permit, and agreed to a follow-up call from
T in a week’s time to hold her accountable or to offer
support with this action if needed.
Session Summary
Jodie concluded from the art therapy process that
although she had a mountain to climb, she did not need
to climb it all at once. She was able to see that she could
take small steps towards reaching her goals that would
not result in her feeling overwhelmed and fatigued. She
particularly saw that she could take time to enjoy the
process of climbing the mountain, while noticing her
tendency to want to do many things at once. When she
noticed this, she was now aware enough to ask herself if
it was in her best interests.
In taking time to schedule pleasurable activities into
her busy routine, both by herself and with family and
friends, she was able to feel some enjoyment in life
again which boosted her energy levels. It also meant
some of the tasks she had been doing no longer seemed
so important and she was able to create a more effective
work/life balance.
Art therapy allowed Jodie to take a new perspective
when looking at her issues of concern and deepen her
self-awareness to develop an understanding of what she
could do differently to change her current situation.
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