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Creativity software and the Internet can be valuable tools in the
practice of expressive arts therapy (EAT). They offer novel options,
stimulate fascination, and bold potential benefits for a wide variety
of clients and the therapeutic relationship and process. A review of
literature in related fields is presented to demonstrate the expected
impact and utility of adding such media to the practice of EAT.
The characteristics of these mediums resonate with the core values
of EAT. Guidelines for use, limitations of current research, ethi-
cal considerations, and suggested future directions for research
are discussed. Suggestions for creative activities and descriptions
of specific software are provided.
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The practice of integrating the arts into personal and relational growth is
ancient practice (Gladding, 2010). The modern practice of expressive arts
therapy (EAT) incorporates different forms of creative expression, and these
forms may be mixed simultaneously or sequenced separately. With the
growth of technology and computer applications focused on creative expres-
sion, counselors now have digital tools to help clients in their self-expression
and growth. Computer technology has become common for a great majority
of Americans. Young children now grow up developing computer literacy
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at an early age. The U.S. Census Bureau (2009) reports that 68.7% of house-
holds in the United States have Internet use inside the home, and 76.7% have
a member with access outside the home. Furthermore, based on the num-
bers provided by DeBell and Chapman’s 2006 study “Computer and Internet
use by Students in 2003” (as cited in Bureau of International Information
Programs, U.S. Department of State, 2010, Figures 1 through 3), a mean
of the averages of three data sets reveals that about 64% of children in
nursery school and students in kindergarten through 12th grade were using
computers at home and 83% were using computers at school.

PRACTICALITY AND BENEFITS OF COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY IN
EXPRESSIVE ARTS THERAPY

Creativity software and Internet sites can be useful in EAT not only because
they are easily accessible and user friendly, but also because they offer
innumerable options and unique opportunities for creative expression. Their
use can facilitate the therapeutic relationship and process for various client
populations.

Accessibility

Counselors can easily incorporate creativity software and Internet site use
into their repertoire. Most professionals have access to a computer for
professional use. Counselors can opt to purchase affordable creativity soft-
ware, such as shareware. Shareware is either free or offered as a trial
before purchase and can be found at reasonably low prices (Aymard, 2002).
Professional use of digital media requires time, physical space, and finances,
but these factors must also be considered with traditional art mediums.
The use of traditional EAT media often calls for continual replacement of
materials, which can be costly.

Current Use

Many mental health professionals are making use of computer technology.
Technology has begun to infuse the professional training of graduate-level
phototherapists, and art therapists of all types are now able to use computers
and digital editing programs in their practices (Wolf, 2007). Some com-
puter programs used in therapeutic or educational settings with different age
groups are listed and described in Table 1 to show possibilities available to
clients to explore and create original work. Creativity software was reported
to allow clients access to a similar level of creativity compared with tradi-
tional art (Thong, 2007), to offer creative possibilities previously unattainable
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(Wolf, 2007), and to introduce new means of exploration (Weinberg, 1985).
One use enabled the discovery of “expressive spontaneity” (McNiff, 2004,
p. 24D).

Technology as Motivation to Initiate and Engage in Treatment

Visual graphics, or other sensory stimulation based on computer technol-
ogy, has the potential to motivate clients to attend and continue to stay
in therapy (Canter, 1989; Johnson, 1993; Sisson, Mayfield, & Entz, 1985).
Weinberg (1985) explained that the curiosity evoked by computer programs
increased opportunities for communication, encouraged client use of psy-
chosocial skills, and increased self-esteem and feelings of acceptance from
others, all while challenging fears of rejection or loneliness.

Technology may be less intimidating than traditional modalities. EAT is
a field that values both the process and the product of creative endeavors,
with a focus on high sensitivity rather than expert skill (Atkins & Williams,
2007). Creativity software and Internet sites may buffer frustrations or fears in
clients focusing solely on the creative end product without acknowledging
the vital importance of the process. A program’s ability to respond to a
variety of input may increase the likelihood of client success.

Many years ago, Weinberg (1985) identified this potential benefit
specifically for clients who were successful artists before an accident or
disability-causing disease. The clients perceived their attempts to produce
conventional art as unacceptable and far below their original artistic abilities.
Nonetheless, their use of computer technology increased the likelihood of
creative participation. Hartwich and Brandecker (1997) argued that it is less
intimidating for clients with severe psychotic conditions to use the computer,
rather than paper and brush, to express themselves. Thong (2007) described
the same characteristic leading to success with clients who were more
defensive about expressing themselves with traditional art.

Practical Qualities

The ability to easily save and present digital media makes computer tech-
nology a viable choice for EAT, especially for assessment and evaluation of
therapeutic progress. Creative work can be easily viewed during any session
and can provide a detailed and enjoyable recap and appraisal of progress
(Canter, 1989; Hartwich & Brandecker, 1997). This can encourage discussion
of change and development in the therapeutic process.

Technological applications require less physical space to store creative
works. Some programs also have the ability to save a work in progress. This
allows clients to return to earlier stages of creative works or to make changes
to their work easily (McLeod, 1999). Computer art is quickly accessible and
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can easily be copied and shared with others (McLeod, 1999; McNiff, 2004).
Computer media can promote the use of—or be combined with—traditional
modalities, such as music, movement, or ceremony and ritual, to further
therapeutic growth.

Review of Benefits for Specific Populations

There are a number of populations that may benefit from use of com-
puter technology in therapeutic and educational settings. One case study
demonstrated that Nintendo/computer game use in psychotherapy helped a
young child socialize, participate, and interact more in school; these behav-
iors were absent prior to the client’s mastery of the games (Gardner, 1993).
Sisson et al. (1985) conducted case studies investigating the impact of apply-
ing computer software to therapy with young students with emotional and
behavioral disturbances and learning disabilities. Results included improved
problem-solving skills, improved academic performance, increased social
interaction, decreased anxiety and social fears, the exploration and release
of emotions, reduced defensiveness during psychotherapy, enhanced self-
esteem, improved relaxation and writing skills, and a new awareness for
behavioral choices in relationships.

Similar results showing increased client self-esteem and confidence as a
result of using computer software in therapeutic settings were documented
in other studies (Canter, 1989; Riviere, 2008; Weinberg, 1985). Another study
reported that creative writing software, with its immediate feedback, ful-
filled the clients’ needs, made learning tasks more manageable, and offered
individual pacing (Hedley, 1985). The constructive expression of—or the
increased ability to process—painful and intense emotions, improved social
functioning, and experience of catharsis were documented as additional
benefits for children and adolescent clients (Aymard, 2002; Canter, 1989;
Johnson, 1987, 1993; Skigen, 2008; Weinberg, 1985).

Technology may be appropriate and especially useful when working
with adolescents. Adolescents in therapy using Sims 2 software showed
improvements in their social lives, academic performance, communication,
and anxiety levels (Skigen, 2008). Additional outcomes include reduced anx-
iety and learned relaxation (Canter, 1989; Johnson, 1987). Riviere (2008)
made a case that teens’ challenges, such as self-awareness, cognitive growth,
interpersonal connection and communication, regulation of emotions, and
creation of meaning in life, could be appropriately managed or resolved with
computer technology by providing space for both processing of emotions
and feedback from others.

The needs of children and adolescents experiencing bereavement may
also be met with the use of creativity software in therapy. In play therapy
case studies by Robson (2008), using a computer/Nintendo game provided
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the initial safety and distance necessary for later use of traditional play and
art mediums, and thus therapeutic progress. Another case study showed
that technology use reduced client distress and facilitated increased discus-
sion of emotions in the grief process (Johnson, 1987). In a home-based
music therapy program, computer-based songwriting was offered to clients
as a medium to share their stories. One specific vignette demonstrated
that it provided an outlet to express anger and stress, promoted coping
responses, and served as a tool to communicate with guardians (Roberts,
2006). Thong (2007) documented this same benefit with computer tech-
nology in art therapy with children hospitalized or undergoing treatment
due to physical ailments or surgery; children were able to comfortably
share experiences and process feelings, even when unable to communicate
verbally.

Creativity software has the ability to reach an even broader population
base because it can be easily modified to accommodate clients’ needs. The
digital media activities used by art therapists can be adapted for various client
populations and clinical settings (Wolf, 2007). For clients who have physical
and mental handicaps, computer-based therapy can be more beneficial than
traditional rehabilitative art therapy methods. Clients with limited fine motor
control may benefit from technology use because computer use requires
clients to make aesthetic choices without requiring specific manual skills
(Weinberg, 1985).

Rehabilitative computer art therapy has the potential to meet thera-
peutic objectives for quadriplegic and stroke clients and survivors of brain
injury because it helps clients cope with new limitations, value their remain-
ing functions, and recognize and increase their strengths. It also offers
a constructive expressive outlet for anger and frustration, the experience
of independence and choice, and an opportunity for social interaction
(Weinberg, 1985).

Individuals with acute and chronic schizophrenia and borderline per-
sonality disorder have experienced successes in therapy using computer
programs. Significant client relief after exploration of a traumatic experi-
ence using a digital painting program was reported (Hartwich & Brandecker,
1997). In an art therapy context, relaxation benefits for several clients
with schizophrenia, as well as an increase in expression and emotional
stimulation, were demonstrated with creativity software use (Hartwich &
Brandecker, 1997).

Therapeutic Relationship and Process Benefits

Using computer technology may offer benefits to the counselor, the ther-
apeutic relationship, and the process itself. Art creation using computer
technology may allow a counselor to glimpse into a person’s mental and
creative processing, meaning making, and emotional expression. Computer
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technology use may promote counselor versatility and resourcefulness by
allowing access to important information; it also promotes the development
of trust and rapport, thus increasing the ability to reach all types of clients
(Canter, 1989; Johnson, 1987; Thong, 2007).

Clients may develop a relationship with the computer and interact with
it in different ways over time. The creative process reflects that relationship
(Hartwich & Brandecker, 1997; McLeod, 1999). A client’s use of creativity
software or games offers valuable insight on how the client learns, solves
problems, or faces challenges (Aymard, 2002; Gardner, 1993). In this sense,
computer technology can provide crucial assessment information related to
clients’ progress.

Computer technology has the potential to enhance the therapeutic rela-
tionship by encouraging the development of trust and promoting interaction
between the counselor and client (Johnson, 1987; Sisson et al., 1985; Thong,
2007). Clients may feel safer using creativity software. It may serve as
“an effective introduction to communicating wishes, dreams, and fears for
adolescents reluctant to draw” (McLeod, 1999, p. 202), or as a way to com-
fortably begin discussing personal issues in general (Canter, 1989). Computer
technology can be especially effective in reducing resistance, facilitating the
trust and safety for sharing traumatic experiences, and expressing anger, frus-
tration, and aggression in socially appropriate ways (Aymard, 2002; Johnson,
1987; Sisson et al., 1985; Skigen, 2008).

PROMOTION OF EXPRESSIVE ARTS THERAPY TENETS

EAT involves integration of the arts and involves using different modali-
ties together. It is important that counselors continuously reinforce clients’
interest in creativity by not reducing creative work to one particular
medium (McNiff, 2009). Computer technology allows access to both audi-
tory media and a wide variety of visual media. The two mediums can
be used simultaneously or in combination with traditional modalities of
practice.

All EAT modalities offer the opportunity to express the self; this has
inherent value in the practice and should not exclude computer media.
Several of the studies described previously report client use of creativity soft-
ware in therapy as a valuable tool to encourage and display self-expression.
Computer art is “a medium for looking at new ways of perceiving self and
exploring new and more adequate coping behaviors,” and there is freedom
in choices offered (Johnson, 1993, p. 367).

EAT also embraces exploration of new alternatives and an attitude of
curiosity. Curiosity is vital to the role of “play” in EAT. The effectiveness of
play in use of creativity software was demonstrated in the context of helping
children in developing effective problem-solving skills (Sisson et al., 1985).
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Children and adolescents were able to successfully try different behaviors to
determine the impact of alternative strategies (Johnson, 1987; Skigen, 2008).

Empowerment through choice when using creativity software and the
process of experimentation as an intervention were demonstrated in case
studies (Thong, 2007). Riviere (2008) discussed technology as a tool for
self-exploration and discovery for teens. With Internet-based Web profiles,
adolescents gained insight by processing thoughts regarding self-image and
experimenting with all different types of possible traits and characteristics
that they may not have otherwise been able to explore comfortably in a
face-to-face social environment (Riviere, 2008).

GUIDELINES FOR USING TECHNOLOGY

To create a sacred, safe space for the depth of EAT work, counselors must
plan for the entire process of a session, one part of the process being actu-
ally creating art. From organization to choosing specific programs, there are
many suggestions and guidelines for use of computer technology related to
artistic creation in therapy.

For the ideal physical environment in therapy with children, Aymard
(2002) suggests a laptop station placed along the side of the room with toys.
Wolf (2007) provides a list of ideas for therapeutic exercises or creative digi-
tal projects. One example is the Self-Image Construct Assignment, described
as using digital editing to put together a representation of the self.

As an approach to the life review process, Caldwell (2005) offers ways
to use stories through video, slide shows, and Web sites. One example of a
life review activity is the creation of a book, made through images using the
computer, scanner, and color printer with other traditional forms of visual
art. This process can be both collaborative, by involving family to contribute
portions of the book, and encouraging, by reauthoring problem stories, all
allowing discovery of alternative outcomes (Caldwell, 2005).

To determine the best overall programs, Aymard (2002) offers a series
of questions and criteria but reminds counselors that it is creativity and
the interaction that make the difference, not the computer program itself.
Ultimately, counselors as artists are the ones responsible to take initiative to
explore computers to advance counseling techniques (Canter, 1989). A vari-
ety of options and types of programs are listed in Table 2, though these
should not limit further potentials for therapeutic use.

Although the creative process can be therapeutic in and of itself, EAT
is not solely about creating art—it also involves expression, reflection, emo-
tional processing, sacred space, and intention setting. Making therapy a safe
holding space, providing appropriate software tools and exercises for cre-
ative expression, and individualizing the process are all crucial variables to
the practice of EAT.
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EVALUATION OF TECHNOLOGY USE IN COUNSELING SETTINGS
Limitations of Present Research

The limitations of the studies discussed are those inherent in qualitative or
case study designs. They document changes subject to observer bias. The
research can impact the client and the counselor in actual therapy, con-
founding and uncontrollable variables may be in effect, and measures may
be subjective. Further investigations in this subject area call for quantitative,
empirical designs to support and validate the use of computer technol-
ogy in EAT practice. This is important in a research-directed agency and
in the broader practice of psychotherapy, in which counselors are increas-
ingly required to use evidence-based practice. It is essential that this type
of research be done to further scientifically validate the significance of the
practice.

Suggestions for Future Research

The majority of the studies on this topic are based on youth populations;
future research should explore applications to a wider age range, various
clinical populations, and different cultural variables. It is a counselor’s ethical
duty to “gain knowledge, personal awareness, sensitivity, and skills perti-
nent to working with a diverse client population” (American Counseling
Association, 2005, p. 9). As with any intervention, the counselor should reg-
ularly assess the effects of using creativity software with clients, as well as the
client’s progress. Counselors must determine if the client is comfortable with
the practice and ensure that they themselves have training in appropriate
theory and ethical standards (Aymard, 2002).

Ethical Issues

There are several ethical issues that need to be addressed in applying com-
puter technology to the practice of EAT. One ethical issue is the counselor’s
responsibility for a documented treatment plan for using creativity software
or Internet in therapy. The therapeutic process needs to be assessed, and the
effectiveness of interventions must be monitored. Counselors must be able
to justify reasons for a specific modality’s use and its use with other modal-
ities. Whether using creativity software, the Internet, or expressive arts in
general, it is the counselor’s duty to inform clients of the nature of the ther-
apeutic process and relationship. Clients should also be informed of both
their own and their counselors’ specific roles or responsibilities in this type
of counseling (Ersever, 2010b).
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Implications for Counselors and the EAT Field

Establishing technical competence is important for counselors. There is a
need for counselors to be able to use available technology to help clients
and to update knowledge as technology advances (Ersever, 2010a, 2010b).
Counselors need to understand the impact of using creativity software and
the Internet, especially with confidentiality and privacy issues involved in
storing clients’ creative work and sharing this information electronically. New
ethical guidelines need to be developed and adopted by professional orga-
nizations to provide an appropriate framework for professionals (Ersever,
2010b).

There is a further need to establish appropriate education, training, and
supervised experience in such a specialty area and to practice only within
those boundaries of competence. Maintenance of counselor competence
often requires continuing education, consultation, and staying abreast of
recent developments in technology and counseling. It would be valuable for
counselors to determine how to assess the effectiveness of computer tech-
nology use in the therapeutic process through ongoing research (Ersever,
2010a, 2010b).

Counselors can explore software as it is available or affordable and
propose ideas to software developers or manufacturers to expand the use of
technology in therapeutic settings. Finally, because counselor educators are
responsible for ensuring students know their responsibilities as a student and
future practicing counselor, this includes communicating the responsibilities
of keeping current with professional literature, maintaining competence, and
being willing to practice new procedures (American Counseling Association,
2005).

CONCLUSION

Technology is commonplace in Western society and provides counselors
with a new set of clinical tools. Gardner (1993) stated, “With children, at
least, one’s clinical techniques tend to change as a function of the trends
of the times, though one’s goals remain the same” (p. 279). Perhaps this is
how creativity software will be integrated as an EAT context, though ther-
apists must actively encourage and incorporate it. The user-friendly traits,
affordability, stimulating nature, and capacity to offer creative opportunities
for clients are all practical reasons to do so.

There are plentiful options available with creativity software. Particular
Internet sites offer benefits, especially for populations that require modifi-
cations. Computer technology can be used effectively in various therapeutic
settings, requires little physical storage space, and offers simple saving and
presentation options. Studies reveal a number of benefits from utilizing com-
puter art programs in therapeutic settings. This practice can provide valuable
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clinical and phenomenological information on clients and can facilitate the
therapeutic relationship.

Using creativity software and the Internet as a medium in EAT meets
the spirit and goals of the practice. Integration of the arts, especially in
combining modalities, is possible and is often promoted in computer soft-
ware. Creativity programs offer unique storytelling media and encourage
experimentation and exploration of alternatives through choice and play.
Suggestions for the therapeutic use of technology combined with EAT
involve developing ideas for exercises and creative digital projects, encour-
aging clients to explore this medium, and identifying appropriate programs
to use with different populations. It is crucial to match the creative programs
and the process to the client’s developmental level and needs.

Counselors can expand their competence by incorporating creativ-
ity software and the Internet as a medium in their practice and studies.
Technology already provides venues in which people express themselves
or engage in therapeutic activity—these being Internet sites, social profiles,
and adventure or interactive games. Counselors should consider personal
exploration of creativity software and Internet sites as well as the benefits of
computer technology. In recognition of the spirit of EAT, practitioners can
offer this medium to their clients to expand the opportunities of creative
work.
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