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ABSTRACT 

Research stresses the importance of creativity in family therapy, yet a paucity of 

information describes how Marriage and Family Therapists (MFTs) define and 

experience creativity in their practice. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to describe 

MFTs’ experiences of creativity in their work with individuals, couples, and families. 

The study discusses creativity within various disciplines and frames the concept within a 

stage and a systemic model, illustrating an individual creative process and a system of 

interconnected components. 

The study uses a phenomenological methodology, as outlined by Moustakas 

(1994). Data were gathered through in-depth interviews from 10 Licensed Marriage and 

Family Therapists practicing in the West Texas region. The interviews revealed 3 main 

categories, 8 main themes, and 15 subthemes describing how MFTs experience creativity 

personally and professionally. The study concludes by discussing the essence of the 

phenomenon, as well as implications and guidelines for behavioral health professionals, 

specifically MFTs, to promote creative development in their practice. Recommendations 

are made for future studies. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The 7-year-old girl slouched in the chair, covered her face with her cupped 

hands, and began to cry. Her mom continued describing her concerns about her 

daughter’s stealing, while the little girl just sat limply in her chair. In the meantime, 6-

year-old Michael entertained himself quietly in the seat beside his mother.  

Samantha had been stealing things for the past couple of years; she had even 

stolen pencils and pads of paper out of my office without my knowing. When I began 

talking to Samantha, I could feel her withdrawing from the therapy room, and I knew that 

if I persisted in questioning her, I would soon be unable to reach her. I had to think of 

something fast! I did not want to add to the shame and the sadness that had apparently 

taken over the little girl. In addition, I wanted the family to work together to experience 

change.  

Looking at Michael, I asked if he would help me to pass out blank sheets of paper 

and crayons. Once each of us had materials, I explained that sometimes it may feel as if 

we are the “only one.” I directed each person, including myself, to draw what it meant to 

be the “only one.” Once we were finished coloring, we shared what being the “only one” 

meant to each of us.  

As each person shared, I could feel energy fill the room once again. The drawings 

generated discussion, and also fostered a sense of closeness between me and the family 

members. Samantha was no longer closed off, but instead showed complete engagement 

with the activity. Her mother and younger brother began to understand the shame, 

sadness, and loneliness that Samantha felt. In addition, Samantha did not feel singled 
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out; rather, she experienced genuine empathy from her mother and brother, because they 

too had experienced being the “only one.” 

As Lama Surya Das once said, “I am a great believer in creativity. The art of 

living is the ultimate creative act. We are all practitioners of that, and we are all artists” 

(Ardagh, 2005, p. 222). Creativity exists in the realm of the everyday. Moreover, what we 

do with creativity enhances our experience of ourselves and others. At times when I feel 

disconnected from my therapy clients, my creativity provides me with unique and novel 

ways to forge a connection. For instance, in the previous case scenario, my creative 

thinking, motivation to help the family experience change, and ability to take risks helped 

me to succeed in a therapeutic context where talk therapy might have failed. 

“Creativity is the spark of life… using its light, we shift from the past, imprint the 

present, imagine the future, and connect to forever” (Segal, 2001, p. 4). Creativity 

combines many qualities, such as intelligence, imagination, and skill. Creativity can be 

born out of frustration, inspiration, or necessity (Hecker & Kottler, 2002), and can 

emerge from various conditions and circumstances (Das, 2004). In addition, creativity 

tends to develop during times of crises or change (Dacey, 1989). Not only can creativity 

be developed, but it may also be learned and acquired by individuals who struggle with 

designing an invention of their own (Cook, 1998; Gehani, 1998).  

 Throughout this study, I will focus on how marriage and family therapists (MFTs) 

experience creativity in the therapy room. I recognize that creativity is difficult to define 

due to its ambiguous nature (a topic to be covered later in this chapter). Through 

individual interviews, MFTs express their individual definitions of creativity and their 

experiences of creativity in the therapy room. My hope is to show how creative therapists 

 2



Texas Tech University, Faith Drew, May 2008 
 

take existing resources and, with a dose of imagination and skill, develop meaningful 

interactions with their clients through creative activities. In the following section, I will 

describe my own experience of creativity, discuss the importance of creativity, and 

explain the need for my study.  

My Experience 

In a qualitative study, one must examine not only the relevance of the topic, but 

also the relationship between topic and researcher (Creswell, 1998). In this section, I will 

explain the development and the importance of creativity in my life.  

I am considered the baby of the family and, at the same time, I am an only child. 

At the age of 5 months, I was adopted and became part of a traditional two-parent home 

with two older siblings, one brother and one sister. I consider myself an only child in 

some ways because my brother and sister were already 10 and 11 years of age when I 

arrived, and by the time I turned 7 or 8 years old, they moved out of the house. As you 

can tell by the gap in our ages and stages of development, I was not their ideal playmate, 

nor were they mine. My parents exposed me to numerous activities and crafts because I 

lacked a constant companion or sibling of a similar age. They gave me opportunities to be 

expressive, to use my imagination, and to explore different possibilities. In addition, I 

received positive attention, praise, encouragement, and affection from my family. I 

learned how to be innovative and resourceful in developing my creative ability. 

From a young age, I have had a natural inclination toward creativity. As an only 

child, I often used creativity as a way to entertain myself: for example, building a stage 

for my stuffed animals to reenact scenes from story books; making mini–parade floats out 

of ribbon, nails, and pieces of wood; or setting up a homemade stand to sell lemonade 
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and popcorn on the street corner. I spent countless hours thinking of ways to have fun 

using my imagination.  

As I reminisce on my elementary school years, I recall that my favorite class was 

art. I believed that class was designed just for me because I could use different colors, 

textures, and materials to make the ideas in my head into something tangible. Within this 

environment, I could express my creative talent. 

Creativity is a family value; in my family, females have passed on this value from 

one generation to the next. My inspiration and inclination toward creative activities 

largely derive from my mother and her inspiration from her mother. My Grandma White 

loved to throw creative parties and make sure that all her guests were having a 

tremendous time. In the same way, my mother planned a theme party each year for my 

birthday, creating prizes for my guests and a terrific crafty project to entertain all of us. 

As an adult, I still carry on the tradition of throwing theme parties and giving my guests a 

prize or gift to take home. I believe that one should experience life as fun, exciting, and 

memorable. Through creativity, the female members of my family have shown me how 

to do just that.  

Just as my family has influenced my creativity in a positive way, my background 

in early childhood education has also notably impacted my creative development. Before 

graduate school, I taught two bilingual kindergarten classes, facing the daily challenge of 

meeting state teaching standards while simultaneously crossing over cultural barriers. No 

matter how big or small the lesson, I managed to generate interest among my students by 

integrating creativity into the curriculum. In a lesson about money, for example, instead 

of asking students to color in pictures of coins or memorize monetary symbols, I created 
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a store in my classroom and gave each student play money to use. The children’s faces lit 

up; they learned so much more because of the hands-on experience.  

In the course of developing my professional career, I discovered my interest in 

marriage and family therapy and entered graduate school. As I became more familiar 

with the process of therapy, I wondered how creativity fit into the therapeutic framework. 

Although I took many classes on topics such as the systems paradigm, theories, and 

family dynamics, the issue of creativity rarely surfaced in my coursework. As I advanced 

developmentally as a therapist and became more confident in my skills, I also became 

more adventurous in integrating creativity into the therapeutic process. In doing so, I 

wondered if creativity could help me to be more effective as a therapist, just as I knew 

that it had helped me as a kindergarten teacher.  

I am a Bowenian family therapist, fully embracing the eight tenets of the theory:  

differentiation of self, nuclear family emotional system, family projection process, 

multigenerational transmission process, sibling position, emotional cutoff, societal 

emotional process, and triangulation (Bowen, 1985). However, Bowenian theory is not 

known for generating excitement in the therapeutic session; rather, its presentation can 

seem quite dry. Therefore, I began to integrate experiential and creative techniques into 

my practice.  

Experiential therapy focuses on deepening clients’ emotional experience of 

themselves to promote a greater sense of self-awareness (Watson, Greenberg, & Lietaer, 

1998). Although Whitaker and Satir, the founders of experiential family therapy, were 

quite different in the way they conducted sessions, they were united in their investment in 

spontaneity, creativity, and risk taking (Nichols & Schwartz, 1998). I believe that 
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experiential techniques catalyze change by helping clients to increase their levels of 

differentiation, de-triangulate, and find the emotional balance in relationships. Thus, even 

as I conceptualize Bowenian family systems theory, my approach with clients tends to be 

experiential and creative. Using experiential activities in session (e.g., touch, emotional 

expression, sculpting, and drawing), I tap into my creative self and the creativity of my 

clients.  

Because the structure of each professional environment impacts what I can use 

and bring into the therapy room, at times I have not been as creative as I would have 

wished. In one clinical setting, I worked with court-mandated adolescents and their 

families at a juvenile justice facility. Many rules existed in the structure of that facility to 

prevent me from bringing a variety of objects or supplies into the therapy session. 

Although flexibility and space were limited, I still used cards, crayons, and paper to 

enhance the therapeutic and creative process.  

I recall all of these events as a way of highlighting the importance of creativity in 

my early life and professional career. Creativity has allowed me to challenge myself, to 

grow, and to reevaluate my practices as a therapist. Thus, I have thrived in challenging 

cases, I have continued my investment in individuals when their personalities have been 

less than pleasing, and I have learned to appreciate the subtleties of relationships and life. 

Creativity has also helped me to stay interested in clients’ lives and stories, as well as in 

the process of therapy; in essence, it has helped me to remain in this field of work. 

Finally, creativity has helped me to combat clients’ constraining stories of abuse, 

suffering, and hurt, and to celebrate their triumphs, joys, and new beginnings. In life and 
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in practice, creativity assimilates naturally into everything that I do, including my 

research.  

Personal Assumptions that Influence My Study 

In addition to personal experience, I wish to address a number of assumptions that 

influence my perception and work in the area of creativity. First, I believe that creativity 

is a broad and complex topic, difficult to define. Any action, thought, trait, or product can 

be more or less creative (Halpern, 2003). Along with its conceptual ambiguity, creativity 

presents further difficulties at the moment of qualifying or describing its varying levels 

and degrees. For example, on one extreme of the creativity continuum, an individual may 

be considered creative, yet may also be considered clinically disturbed because of the 

negative manifestations of that creativity. On the other end of the continuum, a creative 

individual may be considered a genius, yet may not share traits with the majority of the 

population that allow him or her to make interpersonal connections.  

Although extreme sides to creativity exist, an operational definition of creativity 

is necessary (Amabile, 1996)—a definition that, while not all-encompassing, is specific 

enough for the purpose of my study. My general definition of creativity integrates my 

own thoughts with those of Amabile (1996) and Csikszentmihalyi (1996): creativity is a 

systemic process combining thoughts, emotions, and motivations of individuals who 

produce an innovative, unique, and novel idea or product due to a need. Because I am the 

instrument filtering the data obtained from my study, the reader must understand my 

definition of creativity in order to understand the study itself. However, I understand that 

my definition will not fit for everyone. Thus, my study asks participants to define 
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creativity. Based on these definitions, individual responses are filtered through each 

participant’s own creativity lens.  

My second assumption is that all people are capable of being creative. I believe 

that we all have a part of us that makes us unique; one aspect of that uniqueness is our 

personal sense of creativity. Individuals have an inclination towards creativity, whether it 

is manifested in a product made through creative actions or in thoughts or ways of 

organizing information. I believe that people demonstrate their creativity not only in 

isolated areas of life or art, but also in daily interactions. Creativity may come naturally 

to some individuals, while others may need to acquire the skill. If creative ability does 

not come naturally, some individuals may need support and encouragement in developing 

their creative side. I also believe that individuals who do not receive creative support, 

experience a stimulating environment, or possess a natural tendency to use creativity can 

still develop their creative talents with tools, training, and effort.  

My third assumption is that creativity is essential to living. Creativity keeps life 

energetic, fun, new, and interesting. In the field of behavioral health, “general creativity 

in the personal life of the therapist is a vital part of the process of therapy itself” (Leitner 

& Faidley, 1999). In fact, by virtue of being interactive and collaborative by nature, 

therapy has been termed a “creative enterprise” (Frey, 1975). I believe that creativity 

helps both therapists and clients to stay engaged, hopeful, and motivated in session. In 

addition, it helps therapists to maintain investment in clients, to view the therapeutic 

process in a respectful, yet playful way, and to avoid burnout. Building on the assumption 

that creativity is essential to living, my study asks participants questions that examine 

how therapists are creative in session. 
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Lastly, I assume that being creative involves risk, trial and error, and the ability to 

learn from experience. One might risk being misunderstood in the attempt to be creative. 

Thus, those who will not endure risk may stifle their creative sides. One can enjoy the 

comfort of feeling secure or “using what works” to the point of sacrificing novelty. For 

this reason, when beginning the study, I expected to hear about times when therapists 

took risks in the therapy room in an attempt to bring creativity into the session.  

Background of Problem 

As a marriage and family therapist, I have used multiple creative innovations to 

explore clients’ needs and feelings. Because creativity has helped me to feel more 

present, engaged, and interested in my sessions, I am curious about how other therapists 

experience creativity, use creative interventions with their clients, and value creativity in 

therapy. My curiosity stems from my belief that, while creativity is an essential element 

of therapy, it has not received ample attention in behavioral health research. By studying 

how marriage and family therapists experience creativity in the therapy room, I hope to 

make the field better, not only for clients, but also (and especially) for therapists. 

Significance of Study 

People have been writing on the topic of creativity for centuries, and research on 

creativity can be found as early as the 1950s; however, the majority of research citations 

exist in the past two decades. Researchers have studied creativity on multiple dimensions, 

including creativity as a personality trait, a process, a product, or an interaction within an 

environment.  

After thoroughly reviewing the literature specific to creativity and behavioral 

health, I found one study that used an online survey to question MFTs about the role of 
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creativity in couples and family work (Carson, Becker, Vance, & Forth, 2003). The 

researchers attempted to quantitatively measure creativity in MFTs’ work. In addition, 

they included four open-ended questions asking therapists to describe aspects of 

creativity in therapy. However, analysis of these questions did not follow qualitative 

procedures. When I personally contacted Carson and Becker by email to ask about their 

study, they acknowledged their inability to establish empirical findings; for this reason, 

the study was descriptive in nature.   

The findings of this study, one of the first attempts to examine therapist creativity 

in session, emphasize the importance of creativity in couples and family therapy. From 

the information they collected and their overall interest in the subject of creativity, 

Carson and Becker (2003) also wrote a book, Creativity in Psychotherapy: Reaching New 

Heights with Individuals, Couples, and Families. This helpful resource emphasizes the 

relevance of creativity in behavioral health. Although historically, the contribution of 

creativity in couples and family therapy has received little research attention, researchers 

like Carson and Becker recognize the value in the concept of creativity and the need for 

further recognition and empirical findings. The benefit of studying creativity is to 

understand how MFTs value, use, and need creativity in their practice through a research 

process of scientific rigor.  

Full Purpose Statement 

Although the use of creative interventions in therapy is widely acknowledged, 

creativity as a construct is less often acknowledged in some theories (Carson & Becker, 

2003). Numerous works describe the importance of creativity in family therapy (Carson, 

1999; Carson & Becker, 2004; Deacon & Thomas, 2000; Hecker & Kottler, 2002; 
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Jenkins & Donnelly, 1983; Kiser & Piercy, 2001; Morgan & Wampler, 2003; Taibbi, 

1996), yet few provide information on how MFTs conceptualize the contributions of 

creativity to their practice. Carson et al. (2003) initiated the study of MFTs’ perception of 

creativity in therapy, but their methods lacked scientific rigor.  

Thus, the purpose of this study is to describe how MFTs experience creativity in 

their work with individuals, couples, and families, employing qualitative methodology 

from a phenomenological tradition. The phenomenological approach allows me to 

explore MFTs’ meaning and experiences surrounding the phenomena of creativity while 

utilizing scientific rigor in data collection, analysis, and presentation. Qualitative research 

fits naturally with my own thought processes, allows me to play a more active role in the 

research process, and has the potential to offer specific and clinically relevant ideas to 

practitioners. In one sentence, Sprenkle and Moon (1996) summarize why qualitative 

design is the most appropriate method for my study:  

We also believe that qualitative designs seem congruent with systems theory, 

afford creative ways to investigate the actual process of therapy, and legitimize 

the kind of discovery-oriented research that has helped to make marital-family 

therapy a vibrant field. (p. 5) 

Furthermore, the phenomenological tradition highlights participants’ lived experience 

from their own perspectives, presents a detailed view of the topic, and allows the research 

to be conducted where the phenomenon naturally exists (Creswell, 1998; Dahl & Boss, 

2003), e.g., in the participants’ therapy setting. In acknowledgement of the fact that “the 

phenomenon of phenomenology itself has different meanings to different people” (Dahl 

& Boss, 2003, p. 63), the study utilizes face-to-face interviews to understand MFTs’ 
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individual lived experience of creativity. My grand tour question is, “How do you 

experience creativity in the therapy room?”  

Organization of the Presentation of the Research Study 

In the following chapter, I discuss the subject of creativity at length. After 

briefing the reader on the historical roots of the concept of creativity, I describe the 

ambiguity of creativity and the difficulty of defining the concept. Next, I outline the 

various processes of creativity and highlight the model of creativity that guides my own 

thinking on the topic. Furthermore, I explore the meaning of creativity within various 

fields, with particular emphasis on creativity’s role in field of marriage and family 

therapy.  

In Chapter III, I present the methodology of the study, including the process of 

data collection and analysis. In Chapter IV, I discuss the results of the study. The clusters 

of categories, themes, and subthemes are described, followed by a description of the 

essence of the phenomenon of creativity. Chapter V contains a discussion of the 

significance of the themes and their relationship to each other, while connecting them to 

the literature review. In addition, implications for marriage and family therapists are 

discussed. The chapter concludes with suggestions for future research and recognition of 

the limitations of the study. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This literature review examines the variety of ways that creativity has been 

defined, used, and researched. After describing the origin of creativity in historic and 

mythical contexts, I will explore its meaning in a variety of areas, with particular 

emphasis on the field of marriage and family therapy. Following the exploration of 

creativity as it exists within various disciplines, I will present stage and systemic models 

of creativity that impact my research lens. To conclude the chapter, I will establish the 

need for my study by identifying gaps within the literature. 

Origins of Creativity 

Philosophers throughout the ages have questioned the origins, meaning, and 

measurement of creativity. Part of the difficulty in defining creativity stems from the 

history surrounding the concept: creativity has been regarded differently in different 

cultures and times. Understanding the historical views of creativity provides a foundation 

for further examination of the multiple ways that creativity influences me as a researcher, 

therapist, and person. The following section establishes the origin and describes the 

evolution of ‘creativity’ as a concept that may be understood from various perspectives.  

Creativity has its roots in various disciplines, such as philosophy, the arts, and the 

sciences (Mason, 2003; Pfenninger, Adolphe, & Shubik, 2001; Pope, 2005). The origin of 

creativity has been defined from mythical, biological/cognitive, philosophical, artistic, 

and economic perspectives. From a mythical perspective, creativity structures and 

provides meaning for the natural world. From a biological and cognitive perspective, 

creativity arises from neurological circuitry and overall brain development. From the 
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philosophical, artistic, and economic perspectives, creativity represents a catalyst for 

growth. Creativity as a concept or process has emerged and evolved throughout the years 

due to multiple factors, such as environmental demands, uncertainty, need, growth, 

individual desires, or expanding personal abilities (Mason, 2003; Pfenninger, Adolphe, & 

Shubik, 2001; Pope, 2005). 

Mythical 

The term creativity is relatively new to the English language. As early as the 13th 

century, the past tense of create came into use, and by the late 15th century, the present 

tense of create could be found (Pope, 2005). The noun creativeness was used in English 

from the end of the 18th century, while the word creativity did not appear until the late 

19th century, becoming common in the 20th century (Mason, 2003). Despite its recent 

emergence as a distinct concept, mankind has long used creativity to construct individual 

and social narratives and to establish meaning related to the fundamental questions of 

existence (e.g., what is the purpose of life? How does God work? Is there a God?).  

Different civilizations have their own creation myths to explain how things came 

into being (Pope, 2005). Creation myths vary from believing that creation comes from 

nothing to believing that it comes from something or from everything (Pope, 2005). In 

the following paragraphs, I will describe various creation myths as an illustration of how 

people of various cultures made sense of their existence. These myths represent the 

earliest human efforts to engage in creativity through the use of narratives, even before 

the terms create, creative, or creativity existed. 

In Greek mythology, Prometheus is given credit for his creativity, cunning, and 

daring (Mason, 2003). The story is told that Prometheus stole fire from the gods to give 
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to humans. Without being noticed, Prometheus used a fennel stalk to contain and 

transport the fire. In Greek culture, Prometheus showed humans how to be creative and 

how to contain the power that creativity brings to life. His bold approach in bringing fire 

to the people suggests that anyone can posses similar qualities and contribute to society. 

Ancient Egyptian civilizations believed that creativity resulted from the 

relationship between humans and nature (Holm-Hadulla, 2004). In Egyptian mythology, 

creativity is ascribed to Enki, the god of the “sweet waters” (James, 1966) who also 

embodied fertility, crafts, and intelligence (Meletinsky, 2000). The story is told that Enki 

built his palace on Apsu (an embodiment of watery chaos), thus separating fresh water 

and earth (Meletinsky, 2000). Water was regarded as the source of all existence because 

it sustained the earth and the people; Enki harnessed this source by introducing irrigation 

systems and canal pathways to humanity (James, 1966; Meletinsky, 2000). In turn, 

people modeled Enki’s creativity as they worked to establish a structured society.  

For ancient Egyptian peoples, creativity served to minimize “lightless, endless, 

and formless” chaos (Holm-Hadulla, 2004, p. 12) and to maintain the functioning of the 

world. They conceptualized creativity as an ongoing process to curtail the impact of 

chaos: “Creation is never complete, it develops indefinitely and is repeated every 

morning anew. Creativity must assert itself against the permanent counter-pull exerted by 

chaos” (Holm-Hadulla, 2004, p. 12). For this reason, the idea of creativity helped ancient 

Egyptian peoples to make sense of their lives, establish structure and ritual, and keep 

their world functioning. 

Another story of the origins of creativity comes from a Judeo-Christian Biblical 

perspective. The Western world has used this story, called the creation story, as a way to 
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answer the mystery of existence (Moore, 1993). According to the creation story as 

contained in the Book of Genesis, creativity or creation stems from one single divine 

being or Creator who created something from nothing at one defined point in time 

(Holm-Hadulla, 2004; Pope, 2005). “In the beginning God created” the heavens, Earth, 

light, sky, land, plants, sun, moon, stars, birds, fish, man, and woman in 6 days (Life 

Application Study Bible, 1996). “God said, ‘Let us make people in our image, to be like 

ourselves’… so God created people in his own image; God patterned them after himself; 

male and female he created them” (Life Application Study Bible, 1996, p.5). The Book of 

Genesis has been interpreted to mean that every thing (in particular and in general) has 

been brought into existence by the one true God (Moore, 1993). This story sees God as 

the ultimate creator; thus, the ability to create has been bestowed upon humans because 

they are created in God’s image. This perspective contributes to various definitions of 

creativity that emphasize producing or making something new, bringing something into 

existence (Dowd, 1989), or possessing a divine quality (Cook, 1998; Sternberg & Lubart, 

1999).  

Turning to the United States, the Americans exemplify a social group that has 

incorporated the creation story into its culture. Americans have traditionally believed that 

their political rights are grounded in the creation story (Giberson & Yerxa, 2002). For 

example, one truth enumerated in the Declaration of Independence is that “all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights” 

(Jefferson, 1776). Due to the Judeo-Christian creation story, societies such as that of the 

United States have structured their lives to embrace creation as a foundation of their 

existence. 
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I have only touched on a few of the many creation stories that have helped 

humans make sense of our lives and our world. These creation myths demonstrate how 

creativity has contributed to the modern world; without the use of creativity and its initial 

gifts (e.g., fire, irrigation, ideas), we would not be the societies that we are today. 

Creation myths, like the narratives constructed in therapy, are themselves creative and 

help humans to understand our world. 

Biological/Cognitive 

Creativity has also been conceptualized from a biological and cognitive 

perspective. In the following section, I will explore the two brain hemispheres, the 

physical development of the brain, and the brain’s working capacity as it impacts 

creativity. 

The two hemispheres of the brain operate differently. The right brain governs 

intuition, subjectivity, emotion, and global ways of thinking, while the left brain governs 

logic, analytical skills, objectivity, rationality, and interest in facts and details (Flew, 

2004). Activating and using the right hemisphere of the brain may be connected with 

creative endeavors (Martindale, 1999); the assumption is that tapping into more traits 

found in the right hemisphere of the brain encourages the flow of creative activity.  

Environmental aspects, such as socioeconomic factors, stimulation, and nutrition, 

play a significant role in brain development. For instance, malnutrition in children has a 

direct impact on brain development (Galler, 2001) and may also impact creativity. Even 

in the womb (the critical period), nutrition affects brain growth. Environmental factors 

have the greatest impact during early biological development, with consequences and 
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deficits that can be permanent (Galler, 2001). Brain development plays a significant role 

in determining the capabilities or limitations of brain functioning in the area of creativity.  

Taking into account both right-brain and left-brain characteristics and 

neurological development, we may examine the brain’s capabilities, such as information 

processing and memory, and their contributions to creative thought. Understanding 

neurocircuitry has broadened the scope of knowledge on creativity. Some neuroscientists 

research the connection between human behavior and brain structure or function. As they 

explore the interactions between individuals and environments, they look at how these 

interactions impact the neural circuitry of the brain. This brain activity leads to creative 

behavior (Damasio, 2001). Memory and information processing both impact creative 

behavior. For example, if an individual is presented with an object, that individual judges 

the aesthetic or scientific value of the item, and can then decide whether or not that item 

is novel and deserves to be stored in memory for future use (Damasio, 2001).  

Returning our focus to the evolutionary process of creativity, “if we are to define 

the single, most unique human attribute evolution has produced, it must be our ability to 

think creatively” (Pfenninger, Adolphe, & Shubik, 2001, p. xi). Thus, the evolution of the 

human ability to think creatively depends on multiple factors: use of the two hemispheres 

of our brains, the physical development of the brain, and the brain’s working capacity. 

Philosophy, Arts, and Economics 

Environmental stability, commercial advances, and independent ideas and 

thoughts have all evolved to make creativity common and recognized. Three main stages 

led to the emergence of creativity as a value (Mason, 2003): (a) technological advances 

made human independence possible, (b) economic growth made innovation necessary, 
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and (c) progress made the idea of creating something new desirable. These aspects of 

emergence can be described using the narrative found in the Creation story of the Book 

of Genesis. The Creation story shows how modern humans evolved. The first man and 

woman became self-aware and self-reflective from the moment that they ate from the 

forbidden “tree of knowledge.” Due to this act, they became separate from nature and 

developed the privilege and burden of self-reflection and conscious choice, which led 

them to creative action (Banathy, 2000). Their gain in knowledge allowed them to 

experience spirituality; to have a conscious view of the world (and themselves within the 

world); to create symbolic forms of communication; and to craft varieties of art, music, 

tools, and decorations. In addition, this evolution of insight promoted the creation of 

social relationships, trading networks, and traditions (Banathy, 2000).  

Henri Bergson, a French philosopher and the pioneer of Creative Evolution 

(1911/1983), believed that human evolution is a continuous creative process and that the 

purpose of this evolution is to free human consciousness. In this view, “evolution does 

not let us stay fixed in our tracks, nor does it permit us to reverse our steps. It allows us to 

become the best we can” (Banathy, 2000, p. 24). Creativity is an abstract, philosophical 

term with “cosmic significance,” and is considered a major philosophical theme 

(Hartshorne, 1984, p. xii). Creativity catalyzes freedom—freedom of thought, desire, and 

ambition. It allows humans to openly reflect, experience self-awareness, and think: 

“Thinking is always in some degree, however slight or humble, creative” (Hartshorne, 

1984, p. 32). If we agree that “without knowledge, there can be no creativity” (Banathy, 

2000, p. 383), then we also agree that knowledge and thinking enable the evolution of 

humans and their creative accomplishments. According to the Creation story, Adam and 
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Eve started the creative evolution: “They created and lived culture. They were us” 

(Banathy, 2000, p. 90). 

The many perspectives on the origins of creativity seem interconnected, and that 

interconnectedness is relevant in present time. The historical myths illustrate that 

creativity cannot be generated without a creator, nor can it exist without a purpose. 

Creation myths describe how something was made new, or how it provided structure for 

humans to make meaning of the world. Creating is an ability that anyone can indulge in; 

however, creation itself arises from various levels of developmental ability and cognitive 

functioning. In addition, creating is not an act reserved only for the divine; due to human 

desire and personal and social growth, we long to create.  

Essentially, MFTs and their clients are challenged in the therapy room to find 

workable solutions to problems or to experience change. In the therapy room, creativity is 

never complete; it constantly reasserts itself in an attempt to calm the chaos in clients’ 

lives. Therapists can act as creators by making something new. Likewise, therapists and 

clients can create narratives to shape, organize, and make sense of the issues in their 

lives. In the following section, I will further illustrate the impact of creativity on all 

aspects of life. 

Creativity is Part of All Life 

Everyone Can Be Creative 

Nierenberg (1982) states that “every individual has the potential for creating new 

ideas, relationships and objects among the many possibilities in life” (p. 17). All people 

can attain and experience creativity (Roberts, 2003), and all people possess creativity as a 

characteristic (Gehani, 1998). As Nierenberg explains, “creativity is commonly 
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considered to be a mysterious element possessed by a select ‘gifted’ few. The fact is 

everyone is gifted with creative power, but for some the gifts have become dormant” (p. 

3). 

For those individuals who believe that their creative ability has been squelched or 

has remained dormant for an extended period of time, room exists for creative growth 

and opportunity. It is possible to “make people more creative by providing them with 

special experiences that are designed to enhance creativity” (Halpern, 2003, p. 412). In 

fact, creativity is not an “all-or-none” trait. Variables exist in the enhancement of creative 

thinking (Baer, 1993), such as learning different problem-solving strategies (Nickerson, 

1999). Through the process of training, teaching, learning, investing, and experimenting, 

individuals can become creative, imaginative, and innovative. Humans can learn the skill 

of creativity just as they can learn any other skill (Cook, 1998; Gehani, 1998). 

This study centers on the idea that everyone can tap into the creative experience. 

Through individual interviews with MFTs, this study shows how therapists tap into their 

creativity and how they use it to help others.  

Creativity Across Disciplines 

Life is a work of art; perhaps the greatest art form is living in the moment 

creatively (Das, 2004; Taylor, 2003). Likewise, therapy is an art (Deacon & Thomas, 

2000; Evans, 1993; Madanes, 1992). Therapy involves direct transactions between 

individuals in their journey of living. When a therapist begins to work with the client 

system (individual, couple, or family), something incredible happens. The clients 

describe the circumstances that warrant another person’s aid; they share their desires and 

hopes. The therapist collects information, reads non-verbal cues, and assesses emotions. 
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As Minuchin and Fishman (1981) describe, the dialogue between therapist and clients 

allows therapy to take on the qualities of art:  

One of the goals of therapy is to move the family to a stage of creative turmoil 

where what was given must be replaced by a search for new ways. Flexibility 

must be induced by increasing the system’s fluctuations, ultimately moving 

toward a level of higher complexity. In this sense, therapy is an art that imitates 

life. (p. 27) 

Therapy involves more than theory and technique. Joyce, Wolfaardt, Sribney, and 

Aylwin (2006) describe therapy as a craft and therapists as artists; however, the question 

remains whether or not the elements that make up the art are effective. According to 

Joyce and colleagues, research in psychotherapy since the 1990s has responded to the 

“threatened survival” of the psychotherapy enterprise in the mental health care field by 

shifting towards the “craft” of the therapist: common factors such as therapeutic factors, 

curative factors, nonspecific factors, and core principles. Studies of common factors show 

that they “account for greater proportion of outcome variance than does therapist 

technique” (Joyce et al., 2006, p. 807). Thus, Joyce et al. claim that effective change 

processes in psychotherapy often arise from “the therapist’s own style, creativity, and 

interpersonal skill” and an effective balance between art and science. 

Once therapy can be distinguished from other arts, it can be seen as a special form 

of art using much of the self of the therapist in a creative and artful manner (Evans, 

1993). In addition, the concept of creativity cannot be fully appreciated by looking 

through the perspective of a single discipline; rather, “the more we learn from different 

disciplines, the better and more chances we will have to understand” (Gardner, 2001, p. 
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130). To illustrate creativity’s contributions to other fields, I will next examine the 

concept as it arises within a variety of disciplines: the arts, education, and spirituality. 

These various disciplines have contributed to the extensive knowledge of creative 

practice in behavioral health (Lumadue, Munk, & Wooten, 2005).  

Creativity in the arts. Occupations such as visual art and music are natural 

environments for creativity (Voss & Means, 1989). Thus, by taking a closer look at the 

arts, we can enhance our knowledge of creativity in general (Cook, 1998). As Halpern 

(2003) comments, “our everyday lives are more pleasurable because of our creative 

actions; the arts depend on [creativity] for their existence; science and mathematics could 

not progress without it” (p. 398). Because it is ubiquitous in art forms including the 

visual, literary, and performing arts, one can argue that creativity is synonymous with the 

arts (Black, 2003).  

Certain common characteristics enable all artists to produce works of novelty, 

uniqueness, and beauty. A study by Pufal-Struzik (1999) suggested that creative artists 

tend to be more aesthetically oriented, imaginative, and intuitive. In addition, artists are 

more open to experience, fantasy, and imagination, and may display more impulsivity 

and less conscientiousness than non-artists.  

Even though artists have many positive characteristics that help them to produce, 

creativity does not always come easy and naturally to them. The artist’s patience and 

sense of self are put to the test through many trials and errors. The self of the artist 

persists in any work of art; much pain accompanies the development of the creation, 

although the pain is hidden within the work itself (Steinkraus, 1985). In addition, artists 

intend to transmit messages through their work; they hope to allow the audience to make 
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meaning or to share in their vision. The effort to communicate, the most basic level in the 

process of creativity, is what artists attempt to transmit (Starko, 2005).  

As I look at how creativity informs the arts, I see similarities to how it informs my 

work as a therapist. Like other artists, I possess intuition, flexibility, and imagination. 

Learning about the trials and errors that creative artists experience solidifies my belief 

that the arts can benefit me as a person and a professional. Allowing oneself to 

experience trial and error, while being mindful of ethical standards, is part of being a 

therapist. Additionally, the “work” produced within the therapy room is created by 

therapist and clients through the process of spending ample time together, making 

meaning of the problem and symptoms, and setting goals. 

Creativity in education. Many writers agree that creativity benefits both teachers 

and students and significantly impacts the field of education (Poon Teng Fatt, 2000; 

Wallace, 1995). Fleith (2000) found that both teachers and students value creativity in 

education because it provides more choices, boosts self-confidence, focuses on students’ 

strengths and interests, and allows differing ideas to coexist. Additionally, creativity 

enhances learning on a variety of levels, such as motivation, performance, reciprocal 

learning, cooperative learning, self and peer evaluations, and problem solving (Morgan, 

Ponticell, & Gordon, 2000). Furthermore, Sternberg and Lubart (1999) find that 

creativity may not only require motivation, but also may generate it. According to the 

research of Sternberg, Ferrari, Clinkenbeard, and Grigorenko (1996), when creative 

students were assessed in a way that valued their creative abilities, their academic 

performance improved. As well as assessing based on creative abilities, using creative 
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actions (e.g., laughter) to enhance learning can also improve test scores (Loomans & 

Kolberg, 1993). 

As societal expectations for student performance and learning increase, teachers 

bear the brunt of added pressure and demands (Morgan, Ponticell, & Gordon, 2000). 

They must find new and exciting ways to make learning a challenging and rewarding 

experience, not only for themselves, but also for their students. The creative process helps 

to increase student learning and involvement, and it gives classroom teachers the 

opportunity to present learning material in new and innovative ways. Creativity in the 

classroom builds the foundation for students’ adaptability and skills in problem solving. 

Interestingly, the therapist-client relationship benefits from creativity much as the 

teacher-student relationship does. Therapists, like teachers, must work creatively to make 

sessions a challenging and rewarding experience for themselves and for their clients. 

Creativity and spirituality. Creativity figures prominently in the literature of 

spirituality (Das, 2004; Lane, 2005; Taylor, 2003), perhaps because it enables individuals 

to become creators and also promotes individual growth and healing. Creativity flows 

freely when an individual accesses his or her inner natural resources (Das, 2004). Taylor 

(2003) states that creativity comes naturally to every soul. Yet creative activity is not just 

personal; it is also spiritual: “The creative urge is often how we make sense of our lives” 

(“Art for,” 2005, p. 29). Furthermore, Howard (1998) suggests that creative products are 

inextricably linked to the spiritual realm: they “do not originate out of thin air or solely 

out of ourselves, but from an objective world of spirit with which we are intimately 

related in the depths of our being” (p. 104).  
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Being able to creatively express emotions serves as a way to cope with the 

vicissitudes of life (“Art for,” 2005). Lane (2005) suggests that the creative or spiritual 

process “creates hope, restores optimism, and helps [even passive observers] cope with 

debilitating problems” (p. 122). Thus, creative therapy as a spiritual experience has a 

transformative capacity. Therapists, like artists, “become responsible for the spiritual 

effects their work has on themselves, on others, and ultimately on human evolution” 

(Howard, 1998, p. 104). 

Inasmuch as creativity is essential to various disciplines, it is also a part of every 

human. Creation myths serve to remind us that the concept of creativity possesses a 

divine quality. Creativity, even from the beginning, connects humans to the divine act of 

creating and helps us to make sense out of life. As a force that impacts everything that I 

do (research, therapy, and life), creativity helps to form my world and the worlds of 

others. More specifically, creativity informs each therapy session; one cannot ignore the 

potential ability of creativity to connect people, create change, and provide healing in the 

therapy room.  

Creativity is significant to any field. Bohm (1998) reminds us that “in primitive 

times, science, art, and religion [were] interwoven to form an inseparable whole” (p. 27). 

That is, at one time, various disciplines were not as divided as they are presently. 

Glimpses into the fields of art, education, and spirituality reinforce one significant 

construct: “Creativity is as much a part of a dance and drama performance as it is in a 

bowl of delicious chili. Any area of human endeavor can be converted into a fertile 

ground where creativity can bloom” (Gehani, 1998, p. 343). 

 26



Texas Tech University, Faith Drew, May 2008 
 

 Creativity provides a canvas for emotions to be expressed and meaning to be 

shared, it adds newness to stale class lectures, and it enhances an optimal balance of 

mind, body, and spirit. Even as I venture into examining creativity in the therapy room, I 

find other ways that it is relevant in my life. I had to integrate creativity into my lessons 

as an instructor; I incorporate creativity in my work as a therapist; even now as a 

researcher, I find myself thinking creatively or writing in a creative manner. As creativity 

in some form benefits a variety of fields, I would now like to address the topic of 

creativity in the behavioral health field. 

Creativity in Behavioral Health 

 In recent years, creativity has become the focus of many studies within the field 

of behavioral health. Creativity has received recognition in a variety of scholarly journals 

and has also developed journals of its own, such as Creativity Research Journal, 

Creativity and Innovation Management, Journal of Creative Behavior, and Journal of 

Creativity in Mental Health. These journals highlight the emergence of creativity as its 

own field of research. In the following paragraphs, I will highlight previous studies that 

illustrate the importance of creativity within four main areas of the field of behavioral 

health.  

Explorations of creativity have been linked to topics ranging from personality 

variables and various therapies to problem-solving abilities and ethnicity and gender. 

However, in order to understand how creativity has impacted the field of behavioral 

health, we must again acknowledge the difficulty of defining creativity. Because the 

concept is difficult to define, researchers must exercise caution when interpreting or 

comparing the results of various studies of creativity. Although the studies may each 
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indicate a focus on creativity, “different tests measure different constructs” (Kerr & 

Gagliardi, 2003). Therefore, results may not be comparable across studies. 

First, many studies have focused on the relationship between personality traits and 

creative behavior. Sample topics include creativity and personality variables (Averill, 

1999; McCrae, 1987), giftedness and creativity (Pufal-Struzik, 1999), and psychoticism 

and creativity (Eysenck, 1994; Merten, 1995). Furthermore, researchers have developed 

measurements to examine the link between personality variables and creativity. In her 

book Creativity in Context: Update to the Social Psychology of Creativity, Amabile 

(1996) includes a section on various creativity measurements that explore personality: the 

California Psychological Inventory (Gough, 1957), the 16 Personality Factor 

Questionnaire (Cattell & Eber, 1968), the Adjective Check List (Gough & Heilbrun, 

1965), and the Omnibus Personality Inventory (Heist & Yonge, 1968).  

Second, various therapies, such as art therapies, rely heavily on creativity to aid in 

self-expression and healing. One such study emphasizing creativity in art therapies was 

conducted by Bridges (2004), who used a phenomenological approach to examine inner 

strength to facilitate personal healing. The results indicated that creativity was 

experienced by participants in their journey toward self-healing; it helped to facilitate 

healing in others, and it was a source of inner strength. The study found that creativity 

helped the participants to find joy, hope, and laughter, and to transcend life’s challenges.  

 Third, other studies in the behavioral health field link creativity to problem-

solving, coping, and treatment. Talerico (1986) calls creativity “a problem-solving 

process” (p. 229). Likewise, according to Cole and Sarnoff (1980), “Creativity 

researchers have found that problem solving is dependent upon the development of many 
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divergent responses out of which may come a new solution to a problem” (p. 142). Using 

a qualitative approach, Bryant-Davis (2005) searched for qualities of coping strategies 

and found that participants used creativity as a strategy to enhance recovery. Another 

group, Terr and colleagues (2006), focused attention on how creativity impacted 

treatment in children’s therapy. The researchers found that play, playfulness, and creative 

imagination affect the course of events in treatment and enhance the connection between 

doctor and patient.  

 Lastly, several studies have focused on the link between creativity and ethnicity 

and gender. Based on self-reports, Kaufman (2006) found that African Americans were 

less likely to be gender stereotyped in creativity. In addition, African Americans and 

Native Americans tended to report being more creative than other ethnicities. In another 

study, Morgan and Wampler (2003) speculated that gender may be an important variable 

in therapists’ choice of interventions with their clients. Their findings indicated that 

female therapists utilized more positive affect and fantasy, as well as many more play 

interventions, than did their male counterparts. 

 As research on creativity in behavioral health has increased, we have witnessed 

the need to examine creativity’s role within specific behavioral health fields. For 

example, creativity is manifest in the specific field of marriage and family therapy, yet 

little research exists on creativity in marriage and family therapy. In the next section of 

this chapter, I will emphasize the importance of creativity in marriage and family therapy. 
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Creativity in Marriage and Family Therapy 

Importance of Creativity to the Field of Marriage and Family Therapy 

“Without creativity we have no art, no literature, no science, no innovation, no 

problem solving, no progress” (Starko, 2005, p. vii). However, creativity has rarely been 

explicitly identified as an important aspect of marriage and family therapy. Despite this 

more subtle role, creative approaches have historically existed in therapy (McNiff, 1981) 

and some theories of therapy (e.g., experiential therapy, narrative therapy), openly 

acknowledge the value of creativity (Gladding, 1998). I would like to discuss how 

creativity can impact and contribute to the MFT discipline, and even go so far as to 

transform it.  

 Marriage and family therapists aim to enhance behavioral health and well-being 

in the lives of individuals, couples, and families. Gardner (2001) believes that “a creative 

individual is one who affects others’ lives” (p. 117); thus, marriage and family therapists 

do include creativity in their practice, not merely in their choice of interventions, but also 

in the relationship developed between themselves and the client system. A therapist 

cannot rely on techniques alone, but must also use inventiveness and creativity with 

clients throughout the process of change (Frey, 1975). Carson and Becker (2003) suggest 

that “therapeutic approaches that promote mental health often parallel methods which 

enhance creativity, with similar desired outcomes or products” (p. 3). Much like 

enhanced creativity, enhanced behavioral health promotes an increase in personal growth 

and awareness, enhanced problem solving skills, improved interpersonal relationships, a 

larger perspective of life, and an increase in internal locus of control and responsibility 

(Carson & Becker, 2003). 
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Benefits for Marriage and Family Therapists 

Creativity lends itself to the therapeutic process in multiple ways. For example, 

creativity allows individuals to “gain a new perspective or point of view on a problem 

that is proving to be difficult to solve” (Nickerson, 1999, p. 417). Through creativity, 

MFTs gain a better perspective of an individual’s ability to manage challenging and 

trying situations in novel and appropriate ways (Morgan, Ponticell, & Gordon, 2000). 

Additionally, creativity helps individuals to view problems differently while improving 

divergent thinking (Dowd, 1989), facilitates the development of coping skills while 

producing variety and amusement (Carson & Becker, 2003), and increases motivation 

(Sternberg & Lubart, 1999). More generally, creativity works to improve quality of life 

for both client and therapist (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) and has a healing effect on the 

body (Lane, 2005). Finally, in the therapeutic context, creativity decreases the problem of 

“stuckness” for both therapist and client (Hecker & Kottler, 2002). In working with 

clients who may find therapy difficult, therapists can enhance the therapeutic process and 

decrease the likelihood of burnout by incorporating novelty and ingenuity into their 

sessions (Carson & Becker, 2003).  

Stage Model of Creativity 

Several theorists, including Wallas (1926), Rossman (1931), and Osborn (1953), 

have explained the process of creativity by using sequential stages. These models have 

evolved out of various disciplines, such as science, business, and engineering. The model 

that holds most meaning for me is the stage model of creativity proposed by Graham 

Wallas. Wallas (1858–1932), an English academic and political scientist, is considered 

one of the most influential social scientists of the 19th century (Rickards, 1999). Wallas 
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contributed one of the earliest stage models of creativity as a way to organize discussions 

about the creative process (Armbruster, 1989). In Wallas’s model, the various stages in 

the creative process are preparation (definition of issue or observation of a need), 

incubation (not giving conscious attention to problem), illumination (the moment when a 

new idea emerges), and verification (testing the new idea). Wallas’s model implies that 

creative thinking is a subconscious process that also involves analytical thought. Wallas’s 

stage model of creativity has received criticism for implying that the process is linear 

(Armbruster, 1989). Others, such as Gruber (1989), observe that the process applies 

mainly to the creative endeavor and not to the creative life, and that it does not address an 

early stage of problem-finding or a late stage of creative achievement. Although Wallas’s 

model has received criticism, it has contributed to the ways in which we talk about how 

creative endeavors develop. 

In the therapy room, therapists engage in the stage model of creativity. For 

example, a client enters therapy with a defined need (preparation) that has been 

incubated for a long or short period of time. Next, the therapist thinks about how to 

address the need and engages with the client to come up with a solution (illumination). 

Finally, both therapist and client must verify the results or product of the change. How is 

the product of a creative process defined or verified? First, it must be considered to be 

novel, acceptable, and appropriate (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Stein, 1953). A product may 

also be deemed creative if it possesses certain attributes: new, original, and useful 

(Martindale, 1989).  

Despite the contribution that Wallas’s stage model of creativity has offered 

society, creativity is also recognized as a systemic entity. Rather than being a linear 
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process, creativity may involve the interconnectedness of an assortment of sources. In the 

next section, I will describe the creativity system and its contribution to the study of 

creativity. 

The Creativity System 

In explaining why the concept of creativity lends itself to systems theory, Segal 

(2001) comments that “all components are interconnected” (p. 5); the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts. This concept can be better illustrated by the math equation 1 + 1 

= 3 (nonsummativity). Hecker, Mims, and Boughner (2003) define nonsummativity as 

“the assertion that a system is its own entity which is greater than the mere sum of its 

parts” (p. 46). Thus, creativity exists due to a systemic interaction between an individual 

and an array of variables (e.g., other individuals, environment, culture, and society); it is 

not solely an individual phenomenon (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  

Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1996), a leading researcher on positive psychology 

(i.e., optimism, creativity, intrinsic motivation, and responsibility), has a background in 

psychology, sociology, and anthropology (The Drucker School, 2007). In his research on 

creativity, innovation, and flow (The Drucker School, 2007), Csikszentmihalyi has added 

depth to the concept of creativity due to his belief that it is a central source of meaning. 

He believes that when we engage in creative actions, we experience living more fully as 

compared to the rest of our lives (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) conceptualized the systemic creative process as a 

compilation of three parts, the domain (e.g., work, discipline), the field (e.g., judges, 

evaluators), and the individual: 
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Creativity results from the interaction of a system composed of three elements: a 

culture that contains symbolic rules [domain], a person who brings novelty into 

the symbolic domain [individual], and a field of experts who recognize and 

validate the innovation [field]. All three are necessary for a creative idea, product, 

or discovery to take place. (p. 6) 

The domain refers to the discipline within which the individual works, 

incorporating varying levels of proficiency and stages of development: “individuals who 

want to be creative, who are judged to be creative, work in domains” (Gardner, 2001, p. 

129). The field refers to the community of peers and judges who will evaluate the 

individual’s product. Creative products must receive validation from experts in the field 

(Barron, 1965). As Halpern (2003) explains, “someone or some group must judge an act 

or idea as unusual and good or useful before it can be labeled creative” (p. 398). 

Therefore, the creativity of any product depends on how it affects those individuals who 

are exposed to it (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). To summarize the creative process from a 

systems perspective, creative thinkers have individual talents, which they learn from 

experts in the domain or discipline. Through their individual talents, creative thinkers 

produce an idea, thought, or action, which is then evaluated by the judges who comprise 

the field (Gardner, 2001). 

In the above systems model, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. For 

example, I may use a gingerbread figure on paper and crayons to elicit and discuss the 

emotions of my clients. An observer could perceive the gingerbread figure and crayons 

without understanding the emotional experience of my clients. Before the emotional 

experience can be achieved, the client must interact with the gingerbread figure and 
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crayons. Accordingly, my intervention is creative because the whole exceeds the sum of 

its parts.  

Creativity exists within individuals, but it does not exist within a vacuum. When 

an idea or product is deemed creative, one needs to be careful about giving credit solely 

to the individual. Creativity is not limited to individual activity; rather, “how one is 

perceived by one’s peers [is] important in any creative process” (Cech, 2001, p. 13).  

Culture and peer contexts greatly influence the cultivation and the survival of what is 

considered creative. The fact that the creative process goes beyond individuality is 

especially salient in therapy, due to the interactive relationship between the therapist and 

client.  

I am drawn to both Wallas’s stage model of creativity and Csikszentmihalyi’s 

systemic conceptualization of the creativity process. I believe the systemic concept that 

the whole is greater than the sum of its parts and that interactions between person, 

product, and environment exist whenever creativity is expressed. Wallas’s model allows 

me to discuss the creative process on the individual level, while Csikszentmihalyi’s 

systemic model allows me to view the individual in relationship to the domain and the 

field. To sum and combine the two theories, we can say that the individual does not exist 

in a vacuum: the individual observes a need within the environment, allows thoughts to 

incubate while being engaged with the field, lets new ideas emerge, and tests the new 

idea to assess whether or not it meets a need within the environment and is accepted by 

the field.  
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Self of the Therapist 

Examining the importance of creativity to the marriage and family therapy field 

leads me to another thought: “To what extent may creativity be impacted by the theory of 

therapy or self of the therapist?” I cannot ignore the fact that theory drives practice. As a 

Bowenian family therapist, I must integrate creativity into the way I conduct my therapy 

sessions to energize, engage, and experience change for myself and my clients. I choose 

to integrate Bowenian methods, interventions, and the way of engaging clients in therapy 

by using the experiential therapy model to help me bring life to my work with 

individuals, couples, and families.  

Bowenian family systems theory acknowledges emotions, but does not provide 

practical and meaningful ways of incorporating emotional experiences in therapy. The 

theory focuses on eight tenets, such as differentiation of self, to increase the balance 

between feeling and thought using “I” statements (e.g., “I feel anxious when you get 

upset”). To use Wallas’s terminology, I viewed the lack of emotional experience in 

Bowenian theory as a problem in the way I conducted therapy (preparation). I knew I 

needed to change the way I worked with clients, but I was not sure what that change 

would look like (incubation). I solved this issue by taking the playfulness, spontaneity, 

emotional openness, and energy found within experiential therapy to enhance my therapy 

sessions (illumination). Using creative interventions with my clients and getting feedback 

from my clients and colleagues (verification), I found that I can be and I am a creative 

Bowenian family therapist. Thus, the way that I conduct therapy sessions draws from not 

only my theory of therapy and self of the therapist, but also from the stage model of 

creativity (Wallas) from a systemic lens (Csikszentmihalyi). 
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As difficult as it is to precisely define the meaning of creativity, it is equally 

difficult to determine whether it is the theory or the therapist that enhances creative 

movement and experience in the therapy room. This study aims to obtain responses from 

creative MFTs addressing the self of the therapist because creativity is such a crucial 

aspect of my own work as a therapist. 

Statement of the Problem 

Difficulty of Defining Creativity 

The definition of creativity is broad, subjective, and unclear (Holm-Hadulla, 

2004), leaving plenty of space for interpretation. Creativity is seemingly impossible to 

define in words alone (Bohm, 1998; Cook, 1998), as captured by Csikszentmihalyi 

(1996) in the following quote:  

All it takes to be creative, then, is an inner assurance that what I think or do is 

new and valuable. There is nothing wrong with defining creativity this way, as 

long as we realize that this is not at all what the term originally was supposed to 

mean—namely, to bring into existence something genuinely new that is valued 

enough to be added to the culture. On the other hand, if we decide that social 

confirmation is necessary for something to be called creative, the definition must 

encompass more than the individual. What counts then is whether the inner 

certitude is validated by the appropriate experts. (p. 25) 

Even though creativity is difficult to define, it can be easily detected and generally 

understood (Green, 2001). Within various disciplines, creativity can be viewed in 

multiple ways; however, aspects of creativity cross all lines of work.  
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MFT Creativity Research is Needed 

The need to study creativity in the context of marriage and family therapy is clear. 

The benefit of studying creativity is to understand how MFTs define, value, use, and need 

creativity in their practice through a qualitative process of scientific rigor. Given that 

creativity informs and enhances various disciplines, including that of therapy, there is 

intrinsic value in exploring the ways that MFTs encounter and use creativity in their 

practice. Creativity research will increase knowledge in our field, support the work of 

other behavioral health professionals, and perhaps transform the way that professionals 

do therapy. Thus, the purpose of this study is to describe how MFTs experience creativity 

in their work with individuals, couples, and families. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed qualitative methodology from the phenomenological 

tradition to explore MFTs’ experiences of creativity. In this chapter, I will outline my use 

of phenomenology specific to the study, describe the role of the researcher, indicate the 

criteria for participants, and depict the demographic information of my participants. In 

addition, I will give an overall description of the study. A letter of invitation to 

participate, a sample consent form, a demographic questionnaire, and a list of interview 

questions can be found in Appendices A, B, C, and D. 

Historically, researchers have believed that any phenomenon worthy of study in 

the social sciences must be measured; however, not all phenomena can be measured in a 

quantifiable way. In the 1970s, qualitative research emerged as a new paradigm, moving 

social science research away from numbers and shifting towards methods that could 

explain in-depth meaning and broaden understanding of phenomena (Tesch, 1990). Since 

that time, qualitative methodology has been increasingly legitimized as a viable form of 

social science research (Patton, 2002) because of its ability to describe and explore 

unquantifiable concepts.  

Qualitative methods allow researchers to obtain more in-depth and detailed 

knowledge about the inquiry of study (Creswell, 1998; Patton, 2002). Qualitative 

researchers may obtain this detailed knowledge through three kinds of data collection: (a) 

interviews, (b) observations, and (c) documents (Patton, 2002). Although qualitative 

methodology lends itself to more in-depth knowledge, generalizability is limited due to 
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the smaller number of participants involved in a study. In comparison with quantitative 

studies, qualitative studies involve significantly fewer participants (Patton, 2002).  

According to Creswell (1998), five qualitative traditions of inquiry exist: (a) 

biography, (b) phenomenological study, (c) grounded theory study, (d) ethnography, and 

(e) case study. In my study, I employ the qualitative tradition of phenomenology. 

Phenomenology allows the researcher to examine various types of experience in order to 

draw out the meaning that participants make of a certain experience or phenomenon 

(Creswell, 1998). The unique characteristics of phenomenology include relying on the 

researcher as an instrument of data collection, collecting data in a natural setting, 

focusing on language, and making meaning of the experiences or phenomena under study 

(Creswell, 1998; Patton, 2002). The methodology chosen for my dissertation stems from 

my research or grand tour question. This question is open-ended enough to allow the 

researcher to set the direction and tone of the interview (Creswell, 1998). The grand tour 

question for this study is, “How do MFTs experience creativity in the therapy room?” 

Following the grand tour question, I asked a series of follow-up questions (e.g., What 

does creativity mean to you? What has influenced your creative development? What 

qualities make you a creative therapist?) listed in Appendix D.  

More specifically, my work employs a phenomenological tradition known as 

transcendental, based on the principles of Husserl (1931) and guided by the methods of 

Moustakas (1994). Moustakas describes transcendental phenomenology as “a scientific 

study of the appearance of things, of phenomena just as we see them and as they appear 

to us in consciousness” (p. 49). Husserl believed that phenomenology refers to studying 

the descriptions that people make based on personal and sensory experiences. Patton 
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(2002) summarizes Husserl’s most basic philosophical assumption as follows: “we can 

only know what we experience by attending to perceptions and meanings that awaken our 

conscious awareness” (p. 105). In this study, I follow Moustakas and Husserl’s 

philosophy by asking MFTs to describe their personal creative experiences in therapy. 

Role of the Researcher 

 As mentioned in the first chapter, my personal biases and assumptions have 

guided me to this current point of curiosity on creativity, and they influence the lens with 

which I view data. For example, I cannot ignore my personal understanding of the 

creative process. I believe that creativity is a systemic process that arises from the 

interaction of, and relationships among, individual, domain, and field. However, knowing 

the potential pitfalls of failure to acknowledge biases, I have used caution by adhering to 

rigorous procedures that enhanced the validity and credibility of my study (to be outlined 

later in this section).  

The qualitative researcher is an “instrument of data collection” (Creswell, 1998, p. 

21). Each researcher brings unique qualities that impact the observation and interpretation 

of data. Qualities unique to each “instrument” may include, but are not limited to, race, 

gender, and class (Anderson, 1993). In a similar way, different researchers may interpret 

the same data differently. This means that my study is personal and tailored to me, and 

that my findings may not resemble those of a different researcher engaged in a similar 

study: “no one can interpret your data but you” (Janesick, 2000, p. 390).  

Qualitative researchers must use the self and all that encompasses the self, 

becoming active participants and learners throughout the entire process. They must 

explore their own interests, biases, and personal assumptions, making these overt 
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(Creswell, 1998) in an attempt to limit the influence that preconceived notions may have 

on data collection. In my study, I have used personal reflections to invite the reader to 

travel on my own journey and experience my evolving perspective. According to 

Janesick (2004),  

The role of the qualitative researcher is a role that embraces subjectivity in the 

sense that the researcher is aware of his or her own self, in tune with his or her 

senses, and fully conscious of what is taking place in the research project. (p. 107) 

As illustrated, the researcher is an essential figure throughout the study. Not only is this 

study personally meaningful to me, but it also reflects who I am as a person and as a 

researcher. I hope to show the reader the meaning that I make of creativity and why it is 

important to make sense of MFTs’ experiences of creativity.  

 As the researcher, I have carried out each stage of the data collection process. I 

have personally made contact with each participant through an invitation letter, phone 

calls, and face-to-face interviews.  

Sample and Selection 

Participants in the study included licensed marriage and family therapists 

(LMFTs) in the West Texas region. Inclusion criteria for the participants were: (a) a 

graduate degree in Marriage and Family Therapy, (b) a licensed marriage and family 

therapist in the state of Texas, and (c) engaged in face-to-face client contact for a 

minimum of 10 hours per week. A criterion sampling method was an ideal choice for 

participant selection because all of the participants represent people who have 

experienced the phenomenon of being an MFT who has experienced creativity in the 

therapy room (Creswell, 1998).  
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In selecting participants utilizing the technique, I determined which professionals 

met the inclusion criteria through the help of the American Association of Marriage and 

Family Therapy’s (AAMFT) website. I identified Clinical Members of AAMFT and sent 

them a letter of invitation to participate in my study by email or postal letter. The 

invitation letter briefly introduced my study and asked for their participation. If the 

therapist agreed to participate, he or she contacted me directly to schedule a face-to-face 

interview. In some of the cases, I knew the participants personally. 

My goal was to obtain an adequate number of participants until saturation was 

reached and the meaning of creativity as experienced by marriage and family therapists 

was thoroughly illuminated. Saturation is considered to be the point at which the 

researcher can anticipate the responses of the participants or at which additional data does 

not generate new understanding (Asbury, 1995; Cook, 2001; Morgan, 1997). According 

to Creswell (1998), phenomenological research design can include up to 10 interviews; 

however, Searight and Young (1994) suggest that saturation can occur with as few as 6 

participants. I conducted 11 interviews, as recommended by Creswell (1998). By the 11th 

interview, saturation was reached; throughout the interviews I began to hear similar 

responses from the participants. Participant 3 was not included in the data analysis due to 

not meeting all inclusion criteria: he was not engaged in face-to-face client contact for a 

minimum of 10 hours per week. 

Procedure 

 Licensed marriage and family therapists interested in participating in the study 

received a packet consisting of two sections: (a) demographic information questionnaire 

and (b) consent to participate. I explained the instructions for both sections to each 
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participant. The following section describes the consent and confidentiality forms and 

interview questions. 

Consent and Confidentiality 

Participants in the study were given a consent to participate form (Appendix B) at 

the initial meeting. This form notified participants that they had the option of 

withdrawing from the study at any time for any reason if they wanted to do so. 

Participants also received a confidentiality form explaining that any information collected 

in the study remained confidential, but that the researcher, the research committee, and a 

professional transcriptionist had access to the recorded interviews. Additionally, 

participants learned that any information from the interviews to be publicly used (e.g., 

article publication or professional presentations) would be non-identifying. To ensure 

confidentiality, each participant received a unique identification number.  

All digital files, transcripts, field notes, and member checking documents were 

kept on my USB drive or my personal computer, which were both password protected, or 

in a locked filing cabinet. If any documents referenced participants’ personal information 

or names, I deleted the personal information or names from the audio files. 

Demographic Information Sheet 

Each participant received a demographic information sheet (Appendix C) during 

the first session. Information about gender, age, ethnicity, religious affiliation, education 

level, type of occupation, work environment, work status, number of direct client contact 

hours, and annual income was obtained. Information collected from the demographic 

sheet was used to identify participants’ unique qualities and to thoroughly portray each 

participant in the sampling and selection section of this chapter. In addition, the responses 
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on the demographic sheet provided insight into participants’ experiences and the 

meanings they made from their experiences. Appendix E presents a thorough description 

of the participants.  

I brought a digital camera to the interviews and asked all participants to 

photograph an object that symbolized creativity for them. Although I have not analyzed 

the photos, I have included them as visual representations of the participants and their 

creativity. The photos add life, depth, and meaning to this research project, and illustrate 

participants’ overall experience of creativity. Photos taken by participants are attached to 

demographic descriptions in Appendix E.  

Integrity and Quality of Interviews and Data Collection 

As the researcher, I have immersed myself in the data throughout the collection 

process. It took me approximately 5 months to identify participants, obtain interviews, 

and transcribe the interviews. I interviewed 8 participants in single face-to-face sessions 

in their work settings; two interviews were conducted in my office. The interviews were 

audio recorded and transcribed. After the interview, any correspondence with participants 

was conducted by phone, email, or postal service. 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), any qualitative study must establish 

trustworthiness; the researcher should select specific methods to address possible threats 

to the credibility of the research. To ensure trustworthiness, I have followed the criteria 

described by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which include credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) explain that credibility is achieved by using various 

activities to increase the likelihood that credible findings will be produced. One activity 
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that helps to ensure credibility is peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and 

Guba indicate that peer debriefing probes the biases of the researcher, explores the 

meanings of the data, and clarifies any interpretations. I have participated in peer 

debriefing by discussing the process and my personal experience of my study with a peer. 

I have also kept detailed written records, in the form of field notes (Appendix F), of these 

encounters for the audit trail.  

In addition, after recording and transcribing the data, I have used one of the four 

basic types of triangulation (i.e., data triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory 

triangulation, and methodological triangulation) identified by Denzin (1978) to increase 

the confidence or validity in my methodological plan. According to Lincoln and Guba 

(1985), triangulation improves the probability that the findings and interpretations of a 

study will be found credible. Data triangulation was conducted by checking each 

interview transcript against the field notes that I took during the interview itself. Patton 

(2002) affirms that triangulation can be achieved by combining interviews and 

observations. 

Furthermore, I have used member checking as an additional method of 

establishing credibility. Lincoln and Guba (1985) affirm that member checking is “the 

most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314). During the interview, I asked 

participants if they would be willing to participate in member checking. All 10 of the 

participants agreed; they received a hard copy of my initial analysis by postal mail or 

email, according to their preference. I did not receive a response from 5 of the 

participants after a month; a second email or letter was sent as a reminder to return 

feedback. The initial analysis included the transcript of each participant’s interview and 
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my initial interpretation of the data. I checked my interpretations with participants (via 

telephone call or email) to ensure that I had interpreted the data in accordance with what 

they meant to convey, or to clarify any contradictions in my interpretation. By giving 

participants copies of their transcripts and my initial interpretations, I gave them a chance 

to modify any part of the interview that may have needed clarification. I received 

responses from 8 of the 10 participants who agreed to member checking. Seven 

participants agreed with my initial analysis and no modifications were necessary. One 

participant clarified sections of the interview and modifications were made. 

Transferability resembles the quantitative concept of external validity. I have used 

bracketing in an attempt to set aside researcher bias and to increase transferability in my 

study. Bracketing also helped to focus my attention towards epoché: that is, the ability to 

see things that are really there, putting aside personal biases (Moustakas, 1994). In the 

context of a transcendental phenomenological approach, the bracketing (epoché) process 

has helped me to be more open and receptive to participant responses. I have already 

attempted to bracket my initial personal biases during the first and second chapters; 

however, bracketing has been an ongoing process. I have continued to bracket after 

completing my interviews and as I analyzed the data, placing the continued bracketing in 

my field notes. For example, the following is an excerpt from journal entry 01.12.08: 

“My initial assumption about the use of ‘tools’ was influenced by my own personal 

history with children. However, from the interviews I realize that creativity is not only 

‘tools.’ Creativity is also something that naturally exudes from the therapists in the form 

of saying things, understanding clients, helping clients, listening, or the way the brain 

works.” 
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In addition, the use of field notes has ensured the transferability procedure. Field 

notes are important in this study as a way to capture the ongoing process. Patton (2002) 

suggests that certain elements of the interview be included in descriptive field notes, such 

as descriptions of the physical setting, feelings and reactions of the interviewer, and 

personal reflections on the significance of what is observed during the interview. 

According to Patton (2002), observational data allows a more comprehensive view of the 

setting and people in the interview, and also enables the reader to visualize what 

occurred. As part of my field notes, I have followed Patton’s suggestions in order to 

thoroughly depict each interview; my field notes also include my personal thoughts 

during the interview. Additionally, in Chapter 4, I have quoted the exact words of my 

participants to describe categories and core themes that emerge from the collected data—

a practice that Lincoln and Guba (1985) call “thick description.” Direct quotes help me to 

reveal the participants’ emotions, the ways in which they organize their world, and their 

perceptions of their own experiences (Patton, 2002). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest using certain techniques, such as integrating an 

audit trail and an audit process, to establish confirmability for a research study. In the 

attempt to establish confirmability, support credibility, enhance dependability, and ensure 

reliability, I have included an inquiry audit in my study. The audit trail includes multiple 

items: raw data (transcripts and initial analysis), process notes, and materials relating to 

intentions and dispositions. During the progress of my study, I have worked closely with 

an internal auditor. The internal auditor has been exposed to my work (e.g., data 

collection, data analysis, process journal) on a continual basis as I have advanced from 

one stage of my project to the next. At the conclusion of my study, I gave my completed 
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work to an external auditor, who was asked to identify my methodological process from 

beginning to end. I have incorporated feedback from the audit process into the analysis 

and final documents. 

As part of the process, I used a methodological log and a personal diary 

(Appendix G) to track my methodology decisions, explain my rationale for making 

particular decisions, and chart my personal journey throughout this process. Using one 

journal rather than several has been more efficient and practical for my study because my 

thoughts about personal process and methodological decisions have blended together 

naturally. In addition, journaling has also been used as a form of catharsis when I have 

encountered an issue that I needed to sort out or work through during my research.  

Data Analysis 

 The interviews were transcribed by a professional transcriptionist. Upon 

completion, I listened to each recorded interview while reading through its transcript. 

Each transcription was analyzed using Microsoft Word, a word processing program. 

Using Word, I highlighted key sentences, made side notes, and organized central themes 

from each interview.  

 For each transcript, I used a procedure similar to that outlined by Moustakas 

(1994): (a) transcription was separated into statements (horizonalization), (b) units were 

then transformed into clusters of meanings, and (c) clusters were described as what was 

experienced (textural) and how it was experienced (structural). The following paragraph 

expands on Moustakas’ method. 

 In the first phase of data analysis (initial analysis), I separated statements that 

appeared meaningful from the complete interview transcript. Patton (2002) describes this 
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process, which Moustakas (1994) calls horizonalization, as giving equal weight to all 

examined data, both perspectives and elements (Table 3.1). Each transcript was subjected 

to horizonalization. After completing the initial analysis, I organized the data or 

statements (units) from each transcript into meaningful clusters, called themes (Table 

3.2). Likewise, I eliminated any irrelevant, repetitive, or overlapping data (Patton, 2002).  

Next, themes were separated into two categories: textural and structural. The 

textural cluster describes what happened (Creswell, 1998). A textural cluster may be 

considered as the content information: for example, the answer to a question about what 

forms of creativity exist in the therapy room. A structural cluster, on the other hand, 

describes how the phenomenon is experienced (Creswell, 1998). In this study, for 

example, a structural cluster may be considered as the answer to a question about how 

each participant experiences creativity. After organizing units into clusters for each 

interview, I member checked the initial data analysis with the original participant, giving 

him or her the opportunity to clarify initial responses.  

Once each transcript went through this initial data analysis, I combined the 

clusters from all transcripts by theme (textural and structural) and compared them across 

interviews (Tables 3.3 and 3.4) to arrive at the essence of the phenomenon (Table 3.5). 

After analyzing the themes, I described the essence of the phenomenon. 
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 Table 3.1: Horizonalization (Within Each Transcript) 
 
 

Transcript “1” 

Statement A – UNIT 

Statement B – UNIT 

Statement C – UNIT 

 

Statement D – UNIT 

 
 
Table 3.2: Organizing Units into Clusters (Themes) Within Each Transcript 
 

   
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cluster Cluster 
“TEXTURAL” “STRUCTURAL” 

(For example: Content) (For example: Process) 
WHAT  HOW 

Unit Unit Unit Unit 
Statement A Statement D Statement B Statement C 

Transcript “1” Transcript “1” Transcript “1” Transcript “1" 
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Table 3.3: Comparing Clusters (Textural Themes) Across Transcripts 
 

Cluster – CONTENT 
Textural themes: WHAT

Transcript 1 
Textural units 

Transcript 2 
Textural units 

Transcript 3 
Textural units 

Transcript 4 
Textural units 

Transcript 5 
Textural units 

Transcript 6 
Textural units 

Transcript 7 
Textural units 

Transcript 8 
Textural units 

Transcript 9 
Textural units 

 
Transcript 10 
Textural units 
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Table 3.4: Comparing Clusters (Structural Themes) Across Transcripts 
 

Cluster – PROCESS 
Structural themes: HOW

Transcript 1 
Structural units 

Transcript 2 
Structural units 

Transcript 3 
Structural units 

Transcript 4 
Structural units 

Transcript 5 
Structural units 

Transcript 6 
Structural units 

Transcript 7 
Structural units 

Transcript 8 
Structural units 

Transcript 9 
Structural units 

 
Transcript 10 

Structural units 
 
 
 
Table 3.5: Arriving at the Essence of the Phenomenon 
 

 
 

CONTENT PROCESS 
Textural themes  Structural themes  

WHAT HOW 

Essence of phenomenon
Creativity 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

RESULTS 
 

Following the procedures outlined by Moustakas (1994), significant statements 

emerged from each transcript and were organized into clusters of meanings. An initial 

analysis was written for each individual interview and given back to the participants for 

member checking. Once the initial analysis for each participant was reviewed, all 

significant statements were analyzed across interviews. The clusters of meanings were 

then identified as fitting into two separate categories, textural or structural. In all, 304 

significant statements were identified from 10 interviews. During the initial clusters of 

themes between transcripts, 15 themes and 373 quotations were identified (many 

quotations fit into multiple themes). Four themes were eliminated because they could not 

be validated across transcripts. For example, some themes only had one or two significant 

statements. Furthermore, some adjustments were made to the original themes as various 

levels of abstraction became apparent, subthemes became part of a larger theme, and 

larger themes became part of a category. For instance, Creativity as Noun, Creativity as 

Adjective, and Creativity as Verb became subthemes under the main theme Defined 

within the category Creativity Is…. 

After review of the data, separation of significant statements, identification of 

clusters of meanings, and comparison of clusters across all interviews, 3 categories, 8 

main themes, and 15 subthemes emerged (see Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1: Categories, Themes, Subthemes, and Description 

Category Theme
Subtheme 

T = Textural 
S = Structural 

Examples 

Creativity is… Defined Noun (T) “I would define creativity as something that is out of the box or something that is not necessarily a 
part of the structure.” (Participant 1) 

 
  Adjective (T) “[Creativity] is something kind of novel.” (Participant 10) 

 
  Verb (T) “[Creativity] sparks an interest.” (Participant 10) 

 
 Who I Am Natural (T) “For me [creativity] just came normal.” (Participant 2) 

 
  Can Be Developed (T) “I think creativity can be developed.” (Participant 9) 

  Characteristics of Creativity (T) “Imaginative would probably be the first one. Colorful would be another one. Hopeful would be a 
third one. Outrageous would be a fourth one, unpredictable would be a fifth one.” (Participant 4) 

Creativity in Session: 
The Self of the 

Therapist 
Helping Clients 

 
Do Something Different (T) 

 
“My goal is to instill hope for [clients] by the end of that session.” (Participant 1) 

 
  Therapist Creativity (S)  

“I think my own process of development in terms of accepting who I am as a creative person has 
helped me be more creative and develop creativity in other people, or at least look for it.” 

(Participant 9)  

    Therapy Process (S) 
“I’ve always felt like the therapist ought to be a part of the process. It’s not about me. It’s really 

about them. But I ought to be about and a part of that process. And I ought to be willing to 
participate and just as much as [the clients].” (Participant 2) 

 
 The Value of Creativity (S) “The value [use of creativity in therapy] to me is that it keeps me doing therapy.” (Participant 2) 

 Responsibility and Purpose (S) “[Doing therapy] feels like a sacred responsibility and privilege. We’re really blessed to be allowed 
to do [therapy].” (Participant 7) 

 Enhance Creativity What Enhances Therapist Creativity 
(T) 

“The one thing I would add to how education has contributed to creativity is the practicum clinic 
experience.” (Participant 6) 

  How Creativity is Enhanced (S) 
“Maybe [the creative process is] a developmental piece that’s attached to more life experience and 

just growing older, but I have a feeling it’s – [being creative is] about just being more comfortable in 
therapy.” (Participant 11) 

 Diminish Creativity What Diminishes Therapist Creativity 
(T) “The number 1 thing [that diminishes creativity] would be fatigue.” (Participant 4) 

 
  How Creativity is Diminished (S) “I’m preoccupied with something. I’ve got some internal chatter.” (Participant 5) 

Being Creative Creative Activities The Activities I Use (T) “I try to so much use metaphors, and metaphors and word pictures are powerful for me and powerful 
for clients.” (Participant 9) 

  How the Activities Helped (S) 
“For me the experiential exercises, the emotionally focused efforts are really what take those 

behaviors and again just kind of entrench them, internalize them, drop them to a deeper level.” 
(Participant 2) 
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In the following section, the clusters of themes will be described. After the 

clusters of themes and subthemes (textural and structural) are described, a final 

description of the results will be presented as the essence of the phenomenon of creativity. 

 Before discussing the clusters of themes, I wish to depict the environments where 

the interviews took place. I was invited into one residence, two home offices, and five 

offices; for 2 participants, the interviews took place in my office. I enjoyed the 

opportunity to visit the places where people lived or worked because their personal space 

reflected who they were as people and as professionals; this helped me to experience the 

interviews in a deeper and personal way. I felt that I came away with a more in-depth 

understanding of how they did therapy, how they experienced creativity in the therapy 

room, and how their clients might experience the therapy process.  

In general, the settings that I visited gave a calming, peaceful, and comfortable 

impression. The participants decorated their offices in ways that aligned with their 

personalities; artwork reflected their eye for creativity, statues or figurines displayed 

personal preferences, and family photos symbolized their intimate connections. Many of 

the participants mentioned the works of art in their offices as examples of how different 

people conceptualize creativity in different ways. For example, one office I visited had an 

entire bookshelf lined with various frog paraphernalia. When I asked him about the 

meaning of the frogs, he said that he had been collecting different varieties of frogs for
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years. To that particular participant, the frogs symbolized creativity, whereas to me, they 

were just cute.   

 Now that the reader has a general understanding of the interview settings, I will 

discuss the various categories and themes that emerged from the interviews themselves. 

Ranking themes in a continuum from most important to least important is less relevant in 

a phenomenological study, because from the phenomenological perspective all meaning 

is relevant. However, some themes seem to predominate over others. The first category 

that will be addressed (and one that was emphasized by all participants) is the category 

Creativity Is…. After Creativity Is…and its themes and subthemes are explained, I will 

discuss the other categories, themes, and subthemes in a logical manner. The number of 

participants who directly addressed each theme will be identified to give the reader an 

idea of the predominance of the theme. 

Category I: Creativity Is… 

Creativity Is… captures the participants’ perceptions of how they define 

creativity. As discussed in the literature review, no absolute definition of creativity exists; 

however, general definitions of creativity can fit within a general theme of understanding. 

When asked, “How would you generally define creativity?” all 10 participants provided a 

definition. The emerging theme of this definition is presented below.  

Based on the responses from the participants, creativity is living life and being 

able to express ourselves as people: “The interaction with life is about finding avenues to 

express who we are as creative individuals” (Participant 7). More specifically, one 

participant explained that creativity is a way to live life because creativity exists within 

us: 
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I think there are some people that [creativity] just exudes from and others that it’s 
not as readily apparent. I guess I would contend that everybody’s got [creativity] 
in them to some degree. (Participant 5) 
 
A person cannot live life without experiencing creativity. Creativity may be 

within each person, yet manifest itself differently. The participants of this study explained 

that they have experienced creativity in life in various ways: expression of self, passion, a 

flow of energy, exciting, and out of the ordinary. As one participant said, “How can you 

sit with a different person hour after hour or a couple or family and not have a novel 

experience? Just because every person, every circumstance is so unique that it takes us 

[to experience creativity]” (Participant 5). Whether in the therapy room or outside the 

office, living life is exciting due to creativity. Another participant said, “[Creativity] 

keeps things a little exciting in your own personal life, as well as in the therapy room. I 

mean it’s just kind of a breath of fresh air sometimes” (Participant 10).  

From the category Creativity Is… two themes emerged: Defined and Who I Am. 

The theme Defined illustrates how participants described what creativity means to them. 

The descriptions fell into three separate subthemes: Creativity as Noun, Creativity as 

Adjective, and Creativity as Verb. The theme Who I Am narrows the description of 

creativity more personally for the participants. Within the theme of Who I Am, three 

subthemes emerged: Natural, Can Be Developed, and Characteristics of Creativity. The 

two themes and their subthemes will be described in the following paragraphs.  

Theme: Defined 

 The theme Defined emerged from nearly all interviews. Framing the general 

description of creativity within the notion that creativity is part of living life seemed 

appropriate. Since creativity is a part of each person, each person can describe how he or 
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she further experiences it and how creativity impacts his or her life. Nine of 10 

participants specifically defined creativity and described its meaning. Their definitions 

can be divided into three subthemes: Creativity as Noun, Creativity as Adjective, and 

Creativity as Verb. Definitions of creativity varied widely, and some participants defined 

creativity in more than one way; therefore, some responses fit into different subthemes. 

Subtheme: Creativity as noun. Seven of the 9 participants defined creativity as a 

noun. For 4 of these 7 participants, creativity was defined as “something out of the box.” 

One participant said, “I would define creativity as something that is out of the box or 

something that is not necessarily a part of the structure” (Participant 1). Other 

descriptions of creativity were passion, essence of hope, life force, flow of energy, 

positive feeling, expression of self, spirituality, art, experiential kind of experience, and 

change. 

Subtheme: Creativity as adjective. Participants used adjectives to describe 

creativity. Five of the 9 participants referred to creativity as an adjective:  

Creativity is a little bit risky. It’s not the same thing as saying okay here is my 
treatment plan or here is the lesson plan that I’ve got to follow, or here is the 
formula for the way you have to write your paragraph. [Creativity has] got more 
options. (Participant 4) 
 

A few adjectives were used more than once by more than one participant: novel, risky, 

and out of the ordinary. Other adjectives used to describe creativity were open, exciting, 

wider, spontaneous, nebulous, unique, subtle, quiet, open, flexible, peaceful, and 

individual.  

Subtheme: Creativity as verb. Three of the 9 participants described creativity as a 

verb. Each of the three provided different verbs, such as to do something that works, to 

ignite interest, or to bring broader meaning and scope:  
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I’d define [creativity] as doing the things that motivate me in therapy. Really, for 
me if I’m excited and I’m passionate about something and I do something that 
really works for me, then it seems to work for others. (Participant 2) 
 
[Creativity is] something out of the ordinary that ignites interest. (Participant 10) 
 
[Creativity] brings much broader meaning and scope. (Participant 9) 
 
 Creativity enhances, gives more options, manifests differently, keeps things 

exciting, brings broader meaning and scope, uses a different approach, ignites interest, 

sparks an interest, and keeps things fresh. Based on the participants’ descriptions, 

creativity implies something different or adds a burst of energy to a situation. 

Listening to the descriptions brought energy and life to the conversation; 

participants’ faces seemed to light up as they discussed their definitions of creativity. 

Creativity defined—whether as noun, adjective, or verb—begins to capture the ways that 

participants experience creativity in their lives. The next section further explains how 

participants discussed what creativity is as it pertained to them more personally.  

Theme: Who I Am 

In addition to specific descriptions of creativity, participants discussed that 

creativity is who I am, an inseparable part of them. As participants described creativity as 

part of their being, three subthemes emerged: Natural, Can be Developed, and 

Characteristics of Creativity. 

Subtheme: Natural. Six of 10 participants directly talked about creativity being a 

natural part of them, professionally or personally: 

Everything that I do that I think of as creative flows out of me, out of who I am. 
So whether I’m being creative in the therapy session or whether I’m remodeling 
the house or planting the garden or the things that I do or singing in the choir, it’s 
about what’s coming out of me. (Participant 7) 
 

 60



Texas Tech University, Faith Drew, May 2008 

This same participant in particular said, “I cannot not be who I am” (Participant 

7). He saw creativity as something he could not separate from who he was. In addition, 

several other participants reinforced the idea that creativity is part of them. 

Representational quotes are included below:  

I feel like [creativity has] been one of my blessings or one of my gifts is that I feel 
like I’m very creative or that my brain automatically thinks of something new. 
(Participant 1) 
 
I think I’ve always had a bit of the creative. I think that’s just been part of who I 
am. I don’t know why. So I think that’s just been a part – I’ve been interested in 
that or it’s been a part of me, I don’t know which is nature/nurture. But it’s been 
part of my life for a long time. (Participant 8) 
 
Creativity as a way of being comes naturally without preparation: “I don’t plan it 

or decide, oh, I think I’ll be creative. I just am” (Participant 9). Reinforcing the idea of 

spontaneous emergence, the participants discussed creativity as something that happens 

in the moment: 

It’s not like I think about [doing some creative things] ahead of time. I don’t ever 
think about [doing creative things] ahead of time. [Creativity] just happens. 
(Participant 10) 

 
The participants’ belief about creativity as a natural part of them is further 

clarified by their belief that it manifests itself differently in each of us. Six of 10 

participants referred to creativity as being unique to each person, due to various degrees 

or manifestations of creativity: 

I think creativity is within every person. I guess there are just different degrees of 
freedom to follow and express [creativity]. (Participant 7) 
 
Because my bias is that we’re all creative. We may not recognize [creativity] but 
there is something we can – we had that creative energy in us. [Creativity] just 
manifests differently. (Participant 8) 
 
Well, I mean creativity is anything – I mean, [creativity is] so individual. And I 
think, you know, when you expand that to marriage and family therapy or to 
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therapy, you know, creativity is different with each client, and the levels of 
creativity are a little different. (Participant 10) 

 
Subtheme: Can be developed. As discussed previously, many participants stated 

that creativity exists within each person, but that some struggle more than others to 

develop their creative selves. One participant put it this way: “I feel like lots of people are 

either naturally creative or you’re not and so I think some people fight for that creativity” 

(Participant 1).  

While 6 of 10 participants talked about creativity being a natural part of them, 3 

of 10 participants directly mentioned the individual development of creativity. Their 

belief was that even though creativity is a gift and part of who they are, people could also 

develop creativity; 

Creativity is probably… a gift or still an ability that you can develop. Some 
people are just – I think their temperaments or personalities are more creative, 
more free to explore lots of different paths, instead of grooved in on one path. I 
think that is a picture of I think of about being creative, is I have lots of options 
and there’s different shades of meaning or different shades of expression, or ways 
to do things and ways to enjoy them, too. And so – but I think there’s some 
people that are more gifted in it, too, that it’s a special quality, maybe, for them. 
That they don’t really have to necessarily develop, but I think creativity can be 
developed as a – as an ability in people that it doesn’t come quite so naturally for. 
(Participant 9)  
 
One participant felt that creativity did not initially come naturally for him, but that 

due to experience, he was able to develop creativity as a natural quality:  

As I’ve gained more experience, it seems like [creativity], you know, that occurs 
more naturally. (Participant 11) 
 
Subtheme: Characteristics of creativity. As described in a previous subtheme, 

participants acknowledged that creativity is a part of them. The subtheme Characteristics 

of Creativity contains participants’ specific descriptions of characteristics that enable 

them to be creative (e.g., hands-on, imaginative, extroverted, open, dramatic, and 
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inquisitive). Six of 10 participants identified personal characteristics that fostered their 

own creativity. Besides identifying themselves as being creative, they discussed certain 

qualities that contributed to their creativity. Each therapist named different 

characteristics. These are included below: 

Imaginative would probably be the first one. Colorful would be another one. 
Hopeful would be a third one. Outrageous would be a fourth one, unpredictable 
would be a fifth one. (Participant 4) 
 
I’m extremely visual. The more hands-on I am the better I do at something. 
(Participant 1) 
 
Obviously I’m an extrovert and so I do a lot of speaking in front of people and so 
I’m not – I’m inclined to be a little bit dramatic. (Participant 2) 
 
I think I am and have always been by nature inquisitive. And along with the 
inquisitive part, I’ve always been pretty adventurous. So I’m not afraid to go 
where I’ve not been because I see that there’s probably an adventure around the 
corner. So I’m not afraid of new experiences. (Participant 8) 
 
[I am] just an open and accepting type. I think that’s one of the best things that I 
bring to the table. And I think creativity is kind of that framework that helps me 
say everybody doesn’t have to be like me or see things the same way I do. 
(Participant 9) 
 
I think I’m very caring and compassionate and open. I attempt to offer a sense of 
acceptance and now every therapist wants to be accepting of the people they’re 
working with. (Participant 7) 
 
Based on these responses, creative therapists seem to share the characteristic of 

being confident in who they are and what they do. During the interviews, the participants 

seemed to have a caring, open, fun, and energetic way about them. 

Category II: Creativity in Session: The Self of the Therapist 

 A more detailed description of who the participants are comes to the surface in 

this section. Five of the 8 identified themes fit within the category of Creativity in 

Session: The Self of the Therapist. These themes include Helping Clients, The Value of 
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Creativity, Responsibility, Enhance Creativity, and Diminish Creativity. Participants 

described the importance of being creative in session; it keeps them focused on the goal 

to help clients while staying invested in the therapy process. Therapists must maintain a 

level of energy and passion to continue the work they love; creativity allows them to stay 

connected, open, and flexible. To continue their level of energy and passion, participants 

discussed things that have helped them to enhance their creativity, such as education and 

mentorship. As might be expected, participants also reported experiencing times when 

they were not creative. Participants discussed things that diminished their creativity, such 

as control issues or feeling preoccupied. In the following section, the various themes of 

Creativity in Session: The Self of the Therapist will be further explored. 

Theme: Helping Clients 

Three subthemes emerged as participants discussed the theme Helping Clients: 

Do Something Different, Therapist Creativity, and Therapy Process. Participants 

explained that their own creativity influences what they do in the therapy room, thus 

impacting their clients’ investment and willingness to themselves be creative. In addition, 

goals for helping the client to do something different appeared as a motivation in therapy. 

As participants spoke about how they were creative in session, they explained their 

rationale for using creativity: a) clients’ reasons for seeking therapy and b) the goals that 

they wished to help the client accomplish.  The participants believed that clients are 

looking for a new way to see or understand the problem and to do something different. 

One participant said, “The reason I feel I need to be creative is so that I can enter their 

world and challenge them to think differently” (Participant 6). Furthermore, creativity is 

important for the therapeutic process; it keeps therapists invested and engaged and in turn 
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keeps clients invested and engaged. Participants talked about how creativity enhanced the 

therapeutic process. Some participants indicated that being a therapist is challenging 

because therapy is an art; without creativity, therapy would be an even more difficult 

process. The following paragraphs describe each subtheme in detail. 

Subtheme: Do something different. All 10 participants discussed reasons for being 

creative in session that had to do with the desire to help the client to experience 

something different. One participant said, “My goal is to instill hope for [clients] by the 

end of that session” (Participant 1). Creativity assists therapists to not only instill hope, 

but also to help the client do something different, experience change, and find a better 

way to live. One therapist said that “[therapy is] about [therapists] taking that 

responsibility for – for making things understandable, or taking that responsibility to – to 

help [clients] ultimately change” (Participant 11). Thus, the therapist’s goal is to help the 

client experience something different:  

If I can help [clients] reach that point of meaning and bring them clarity about 
what this is for them, it does give them something tangible then to try to either 
use as a goal or to basically say, oh, there is movement. [Creativity] helps bring 
about meaning in a way that [clients] can use that as a tool to accomplish what it 
is they wanted to accomplish. (Participant 8) 
 
Most clients have already exhausted all of the options that they knew by the time 
they come to a therapist. [Clients] are looking for a new way to see the problem, 
to understand it. (Participant 4) 

 
Participants expressed their desire for their clients to experience change. Being 

creative in session is one way to help clients to do just that. However, the participants 

also acknowledged the need for creativity in their own lives. In the next section, therapist 

creativity will be examined. 
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Subtheme: Therapist creativity. The idea that “If I’m invested, then it’ll show and 

more than likely my clients will be invested” is crucial in the therapy process. According 

to 4 of the 10 therapists, their own creativity impacts their clients’ creativity. These 

participants explained that they see creativity as originating within them in an effort to 

help their client. They believe it is important to have passion for therapy and to be 

creative in session so that clients will do the same: 

When you’re passionate about something I think you are creative and I think that 
that creativity comes across in a way where people can buy into it and they can 
benefit from it. (Participant 2)  
 
I think if [clients] don’t think you’re motivated, if they don’t think you’ve got 
something to give, if they don’t think you’re willing to put yourself on the line, I 
just don’t think they do either. (Participant 2) 
 
[Therapists] have to be able to recognize [creativity and passion] within 
ourselves, I think, before we can really help our client experience it. (Participant 
5) 
 
And so I think my own process of development in terms of accepting who I am as 
a creative person has helped me be more creative and develop creativity in other 
people, or at least look for it. (Participant 9) 
 
These participants recognized the importance of developing their own style of 

creativity as a beneficial aspect of their lives. Additionally, they were aware of the 

transmittable effects that their own creativity has on their clients. According to the 

participants, if therapists are passionate and motivated through creativity, their clients 

will be more willing to be involved in a similar way.  

Subtheme: Therapy process. As previously mentioned, the participants voiced that 

their primary desire is to help their clients. The participants recognized the importance of 

their own participation in therapy to do just that. One participant said, “I’ve always felt 

like the therapist ought to be a part of the process. It’s not about me. It’s really about 
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them. But I ought to be about and a part of that process. And I ought to be willing to 

participate and just as much as [the clients]” (Participant 2). The participants reported 

engaging in the therapy process and interacting with clients by being creative. One 

participant said, “I wouldn’t want to do that [enter the client’s world] without being 

creative” (Participant 6). Six of the 10 participants explained that creativity helps them to 

stay engaged in the challenge of doing therapy.  

A creative therapy session can be fun, powerful, and enjoyable. Participants 

described how creativity adds value to the therapy process: 

The creativity that I’ve experienced in [the therapy room] is very valuable to 
helping people get better. (Participant 7) 
 
And so to me [the impact of change in clients’ lives is] the ultimate creativity in 
therapy but it’s just a part of this amazing process of what happens as people 
reflect on their lives and have a space where it’s safe and honorable to do that. 
(Participant 5) 
 
Without that creativity, without using those things I’ve described [analogies, 
metaphors], I think therapy would be a much more difficult process and perhaps a 
– a less successful process. (Participant 11) 
 

 As each participant discussed being creative in therapy, the message was clear 

that creativity assists in supporting their clients.  Their own level of creativity, the desire 

to do something different, and the overall therapeutic process influence how they can 

help clients. In the following section, I will continue to explore other themes that 

emerged as participants described how they experience creativity in the therapy room. 

Theme: The Value of Creativity 

 The next theme, The Value of Creativity, concentrates more specifically on what 

the therapists need and how creativity helps them to do what matters to them:  

The value [of creativity] to me is that it keeps me doing therapy. I still see clients 
because it’s there that I get creative ideas to think about, to write about, to 
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research about. I mean it’s in those sessions that I’m able to develop stuff and 
think about stuff and write about stuff that’s important to me. (Participant 2) 
 
Eight of the 10 participants discussed the value of being creative. Creativity keeps 

therapists doing therapy. Participants—being therapists in a helping field—do not want to 

be bored, crave fun and enjoyment, and want to stay engaged and connected with their 

clients. The 8 participants described creativity as something that gives considerable 

meaning to their work in the field:  

If I have been creative, if I have been able to do that in efforts to touch a person’s 
heart, I feel like I’m doing God’s work. (Participant 6) 
 
I’m just one of the luckiest people around. I get to go do something I absolutely 
love that’s an expression of my true self and certainly there are days that I am not 
thrilled about what I hear and the yuckiness of other people’s lives and I’ll think, 
golly. Yeah, then it’s just fun to sit with people and I’ll open the door for them to 
find a better way to live their life. (Participant 7) 
 
The participants also emphasized the importance of integrating creativity into 

session in a way that allows them to continue being the professional that they must be for 

clients. One participant said it this way:  

I think we have to find our way to do therapy with clients in a way that feeds us 
not in a selfish self-agenda way, but it’s got to feed us somehow or we’re one, not 
going to be very effective; and two, we’re not going to be [doing therapy] very 
long. And so, [creativity] has to offer us something and so I would think that we 
have to find that part of us that – my assumption is that what we do with passion 
feeds our soul. So we’ve got to find a way to do our jobs in a way that it feeds our 
soul so that we can continue to show up. (Participant 8) 
 
For therapists like Participant 8, creativity is crucial to keep them invested. Other 

participants said that they love creativity because it keeps them from burnout, because 

they don’t grow weary, and most importantly, because it keeps them loving what they do. 
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Theme: Responsibility 

 Six of the 10 participants discussed their responsibility as a therapist to be 

creative: that is, not to do things just to do them, but rather to be purposeful in their 

actions with clients. These therapists described creativity in session as a conscious 

responsibility. One participant stated it this way: “[Doing therapy] feels like a sacred 

responsibility and privilege. We’re really blessed to be allowed to do [therapy]” 

(Participant 7). Creativity in session must be accomplished purposefully and with the 

client in mind: 

I don’t ever do things just to do things but for me it’s about a way to punctuate 
things at a deeper level. (Participant 2) 
 
I mean I think therapy frankly needs to be fun for everybody and there’s no way 
you can do therapy over a number of years with a lot of clients and not find a way 
to interject some fun and passion. [However,] there needs to be a purpose to it. 
(Participant 2) 
 
That’s kind of what I see my job is, to have responsible conversation. In other 
words not to talk about things that I might even think would be better for the 
client to talk about. (Participant 4) 
 
Participants found it important to acknowledge responsibility while integrating 

their creativity into the therapy sessions. In addition, they clarified that what they do in 

the therapy room with clients must be purposeful.  

Theme: Enhances Creativity 
 
 Nine of the 10 participants discussed ways that they have enhanced their 

creativity. These participants talked about their own creative development in two ways: 

What Enhances Therapist Creativity and How Creativity is Enhanced. In the following 

paragraphs, both subthemes will be further discussed.  
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Subtheme: What enhances therapist creativity (Education, Books, and Mentors). 

Becoming a creative therapist is a developmental process, due to a combination of 

personal creativity and self-growth: “[Becoming a creative therapist has] really been kind 

of a developmental process” (Participant 8). Participants stated that education (training, 

presentations, workshops, or school), books, and mentors enhanced their creative 

development. Five of the 9 participants who discussed this subtheme recognized their 

educational experience as very influential to their creative development. Participant 6 

seemed to capture best what the other 4 participants also expressed:  

The one thing I would add to how education has contributed to creativity is the 
practicum clinic experience… I loved the clinic experience. I enjoyed it… I loved 
– [clinical experience] really did encourage my creativity…. Well, in the 
practicum experience, I actually would… exercise creativity, because if it flops, 
you’re being supervised, people are watching you. If it’s a great thing, you’re 
gonna get that feedback as well… let that be a time in which you stretch your 
wings, not tentatively go into therapy hoping you don’t screw up. I’d say let 
yourself be free to enjoy yourself and be creative… because that helps you to 
grow. Practicum was a wonderful experience. (Participant 6) 
 
Being able to work with and observe peers in the training setting was helpful as 

the participants learned how to incorporate their creativity in session. In addition, 

participants received feedback and encouragement from their peers at a time when they 

were just developing their skills as a therapist. As Participant 6 suggested, the training 

setting is a time when therapists can feel free to enjoy themselves and risk being creative 

because taking the risk represents an opportunity to grow professionally.  

According to the 9 participants who discussed this subtheme, mentors also 

contributed to creative development. Participants referred to mentorship from leaders in 

the marriage and family therapy field (either through a direct relationship or going to a 

workshop), faculty members during their educational experience, or other significant role 
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models. One participant gave credit to her professional relationships with colleagues for 

enhancing her creativity: “Hopefully you’ll stay collaborative. You’ll stay with other 

people and your brain working and you discussing things with other people because 

that’s just ethically what people should be doing… A colleague relationship” (Participant 

1).  

Participants also acknowledged the influence of the arts as a helpful way to 

enhance their creativity. Specifically, participants said that novels, book, music, and 

movies have enhanced their creativity. 

Subtheme: How creativity is enhanced (Process of development). Following 

discussion of the people or things that have helped therapists to enhance creativity, I 

would like to address what 9 of the 10 participants expressed about their developmental 

process. These participants discussed their developmental process as an internal process. 

The participants came to a realization that developing their creative selves helped them 

be more comfortable, relaxed, or accepting:  

I think it was more of a spiritual kind of understanding that took me to a little 
different level of being with people and listening to them.  I really don’t know 
how that finally came about but I think [the transition between beginner therapist 
and present therapist] was in part out of my own anxiety to do my work well. 
(Participant 5) 
 
I think one of the things that’s been – kind of played a role in that, has been 
helpful in that regard, is I think – I think there may be a maturation process, but I 
also think that as I’ve become more comfortable with therapy, more relaxed in 
my work with clients, I think that’s contributed a lot.  I think as a – as a beginning 
therapist, I was trying to think of specific techniques that I’ve been taught, that 
went with, you know, a particular theory.  I think as time has gone on and as my, 
I guess my therapy has developed, as I’m more relaxed, I think I’m able to be – to 
be more imaginative and creative in the therapy room. (Participant 11) 
 
I think my own process of development in terms of accepting who I am as a 
creative person has helped me be more creative and develop creativity in other 
people, or at least look for it. (Participant 9) 
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Education, training, and mentors have contributed to the growth of therapist 

development. In addition, becoming a creative therapist requires the individual to go 

through an internal developmental or maturation process.  

Although participants highlighted the ways that they developed their creative 

abilities and experienced the benefits of creativity, they also acknowledged times when 

they were not as creative as they wished to be. It is relevant to examine factors that 

diminish creativity and the impact of these factors on participants in the study. In the 

following section, the theme of what diminishes creativity will be explored. 

Theme: Diminishes Creativity 
 
 The participants talked about not being as creative as they wished to be in two 

ways: What Diminishes Therapist Creativity and How Creativity is Diminished. All 10 

participants mentioned times when they were not creative as they wished to be. Further, 

all 10 participants described What Diminishes Therapist Creativity, whereas only 7 out of 

10 described How Creativity is Diminished.  

Subtheme: What diminishes therapist creativity. All 10 participants expressed 

things that diminished their creativity. Specifically, 5 of the 10 participants directly said 

that fatigue diminished their creativity. If therapists felt tired, it limited their creative 

abilities and creativity did not flow:  

I think fatigue will impact how creative I can be in the moment with a client. And 
I think that’s essential. We have to be able to take what is given to us in this 
session and find a creative way to use it. And I think fatigue can block [being 
creative]. (Participant 8) 
 
The second most identified cause of diminished creativity was the issue of 

control: “If people want to control me or want me to control something […] it really shuts 
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my creativity down” (Participant 9). For 5 of the 10 participants, clients’ unwillingness to 

engage, people exerting power (e.g., supervisors or faculty), or environmental or time 

constraints limited their creative ability. These participants did not like the feeling of 

constraint due to issues of control: 

The only thing that has ever diminished my creativity has been like just like 
supervisors or people who have power or control over you and you have to please 
them to get to where you need to be. (Participant 1) 
 
[If clients] aren’t at some point willing to step out there and engage and let 
therapy drive them a little bit, for me it kills the passion. It kills the creativity. I 
was not able to really get some of the stuff that I would normally do, some of the 
passionate pieces, some of the creative pieces were kind of blocked because [the 
client] just wasn’t willing to go there. (Participant 2) 
 
When I get confined, by a timetable, it feels like, yeah, well, I’ve got to do 
something that’s not me… but being told you can only [work with people for a 
limited amount of time] pisses me off, I guess. That’s the deal. (Participant 7) 
 
The last cause that participants mentioned as diminishing their creativity is 

boredom. Four of the 10 participants stated that boredom decreased their ability to be 

creative. Two participants described feeling tangled up or bogged down when they felt 

bored: 

If I’m not learning something, if I get all tangled up in the ordinary routine, 
boredom. If I’m bored with a client I try to move on because I know something is 
not right with me in the sense that I’m not a good match for them. What that kind 
of thing is going on then I have to really cut back because I don’t have that spark. 
(Participant 4) 
 
I can become bored if there’s not movement which again is kind of about me. Just 
getting bogged down in that particular, I guess, component of therapy when 
someone is where they are. (Participant 5) 

 
 Fatigue, control, and boredom have significant impact on therapist creativity and 

limit how creativity is experienced in the therapy room. The next section will further 
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describe how creativity is diminished and the effects of this diminishment on the 

therapist.  

Subtheme: How creativity is diminished. Experiencing personal challenge or 

difficulty was frequently discussed as a way in which creativity is diminished. Five of the 

10 participants said that if they were preoccupied or dealing with a personal issue, they 

were not as creative as they wished to be. One participant stated it this way:  

I mean I’m sure there are lots of times I could have been more creative and I 
wasn’t, for whatever reason, whether it was that I just wasn’t thinking as 
creatively that day, or maybe it was something in my own head and heart that was 
going on with me personally, that I wasn’t as creative. (Participant 10) 
 
According to these participants, dealing with personal challenge sets off a chain 

reaction of limited creative abilities and diminished capacity to help clients: 

When I am too involved with me and I don’t put that time to really focus on my 
clients, ‘cause I like to prep… so if I haven’t done that, that hinders my creativity. 
(Participant 1) 
 
I think the first thing would be for whatever reason me not listening well. So that 
could be I’m preoccupied with something. I’ve got some internal chatter. 
(Participant 5) 
 
Another hindrance to creativity is feeling pressure to perform (e.g., having an 

agenda or wanting to do the right thing). Four of 10 participants described pressure 

situations as obstacles to creativity. One participant in particular described a time early on 

when he felt like he needed to perform in session: 

I think early on, the anxiety that I experienced, you know, wanting to do the right 
thing, wanting to say the right thing, wanted to use the – the tried and true 
techniques probably was more – more restrictive and more constraining. 
(Participant 11) 
 
Some participants said that at times they have had an agenda in the session, and 

that as a result, they missed out on creativity: 
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Sometimes I’ve even got an agenda for this particular person or this couple. 
Something that I’m thinking okay, I’d really like to try to get them here and not 
that there’s anything wrong with that but sometimes I’m missing the moment of 
what’s tried to kind of percolate because I’m trying to figure out how to deal with 
them someplace. (Participant 5) 
 
If I’m trying to force the issue or a particular issue with a client; let’s say I’ve got 
this sort of vain idea I know better than them what’s going on. And if I try to 
force that, I won’t be open to a creative opportunity. (Participant 8) 
 
It was interesting to ask participants to describe times when they were not as 

creative as they would have liked to have been. Many participants’ demeanors changed as 

they described things that limited their creative abilities. Some participants became more 

serious, their tone shifted, and even the speed at which they were originally talking 

slowed. It was apparent to me that even being engaged in a discussion about decreased 

creativity impacted them on a much deeper, personal level. 

Category III: Being Creative 

 The participants explained that they use a variety of creative techniques and 

interventions as a way to facilitate change within their clients. They reported that being 

creative in session is helpful for them and their clients. Regardless which theory of 

therapy the participants use, creative activities aid in the therapeutic process. In the 

following section, the theme Creative Activities and its two subthemes, The Activities I 

Use and How the Activities Help, will be discussed. 

Theme: Creative Activities 

All 10 participants described creative activities that they implemented in session 

to help clients experience change. These activities, such as drawing, role-playing, family 

photos, and the use of metaphor, helped them to facilitate the therapeutic process with 

their clients. The participants expressed that creative activities are important in session 
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because they are fun, exciting, and engaging. The activities also create opportunities for 

dialogue between client and therapist: 

If there’s an issue that we think is based in their family of origin, then I’ll try to 
get them to bring in photos of them at different ages and then we’ll talk about that 
age. You know? I would say, tell me about this little girl. What would she – look 
at this photo. Tell me about what she was thinking about now. What was she 
feeling about this? Do you remember this dress? (Participant 8) 
 
The theme of Creative Activities can be divided into two subthemes: The 

Activities I Use and How the Activities Help. Each subtheme will be described in the 

following paragraphs. 

Subtheme: The activities I use. Therapists use many activities to help the 

therapeutic process and to help the client experience change. The activity most frequently 

cited by participants was metaphors. The following quotes represent participants’ use of 

metaphors:  

I try to use metaphors, and metaphors and word pictures are powerful for me and 
powerful for clients. And so I don't have like a list of most used metaphors. I 
really try to creatively develop and create [metaphors] during the session. 
(Participant 9) 
 
I’ll tell [clients] what came to [my] mind, and then I’ll throw out that metaphor, 
that analogy, and – and usually I think it’s something that I – that I think [clients] 
will relate to, either because it’s a common experience that we all have, or 
because it’s – it’s more specific to, you know, their occupation or their 
experiences. (Participant 11) 
 

 Another important activity reported by 4 of the 10 participants is drawing. One 

participant explained how powerful drawing can be for a client in session:  

I remember. Okay. So it was just stuff like her taking her story or her thoughts or 
the things that were going on for her and drawing them. Kind of like in a story 
format on paper. That really helped her to grasp what was going on for her 
because that visual helped her to say, “Wow. That really looks hopeless.” Or, 
“Wow. This really looks,” and I remember her walking through that process. And 
how that picture changed at the end. And I really felt like that really helped her to 
explore what was going on for her. (Participant 1) 
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Role-playing, acting, enactments, and sculpting are other interactive, kinesthetic 

activities that participants reported using to engage their clients. For one participant, the 

use of role-playing in session ended up being influential for all involved: 

I can remember one of my first semesters in the MFT Clinic and I had a woman 
that was being abused by her husband and I had the husband on his knees, the 
woman standing over him kind of pointing at him and then I actually made him 
put her shoes on and walk around the room with me so that after I was able to ask 
him what was it like walking in her shoes? It was just metaphorical. It could have 
potentially backfired. Instead, it ended up being this kind of incredible experience 
where this guy fell to his knees and asked for her forgiveness. (Participant 2) 
 
One participant said that she kept a “bucket” filled with creative tools with her in 

session at all times:  

I have a bucket that I carry around. I carry it around when I do in-home therapy. I 
carry it around to all my placements. My Master’s degree they got me a magic 
wand. I always have scarves if I’m gonna do like a blindfold type of thing.  
Always have straws. I do like activities with where you build a structure as tall as 
you can. Always have paper of course. Always have magazines. So I have like 
my little kit that I kind of carry around and that I use. I build my activities off of 
them. So yeah. I always have stuff. (Participant 1) 
 
Other activities reported by participants included handouts, homework 

assignments, charts, personal art, photos, books, songs, and cards. The activities 

therapists use are important to them because they offer a way to help clients experience 

change. The second subtheme within Creative Activities examines exactly how the 

activities help both therapists and clients. 

Subtheme: How the activities help. Participants reported that the creative activities 

described above help both them and their clients to get at the deep and meaningful 

therapy process. The following is a list of how therapists have experienced creativity in 

session: hear, learn, validate, empathize, internalize, have fun, think beyond the self, 

express oneself emotionally, illustrate, engage in conversation, listen, watch people build 
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relationships, rewrite endings, reinterpret, reframe, understand, play, entrench 

behaviors, internalize, drop to a deeper level, use the 5 senses, communicate, and talk. 

Several participants elaborated on how creative activities help in session:   

For me the experiential exercises, the emotionally focused efforts are really what 
take those behaviors and again just kind of entrench them, internalize them, drop 
them to a deeper level. (Participant 2) 
 
We [therapist and clients] had to use writing, drawing, acting, sculpting, you 
know, just to be able to communicate to each other, and actually, they had so 
much fun and were able to open up, and towards the end of therapy, they were 
able to talk at school, at home, wherever they were, but they never talked to me.  
It was like they gave themselves permission not to – I gave them permission not to 
talk, and they completely enjoyed it, but it caused me – I mean, I dealt with a lot 
of frustration, but I had to be very creative in how we communicated, and I guess 
that’s just an example of how probably all of my class, to some extent, I have to 
figure out some way to communicate with them and to help them communicate 
ideas also. (Participant 6) 
 
I encourage clients to be creative with their experiential stuff about their personal 
or relational issues. I will often have – I’ve worked with photography a couple 
ways and one is that I will either have them bring in photos of their family or 
particularly of them and try to do a timeline with them of those photos. Because if 
there’s an issue that we think is based in their family of origin, then I’ll try to get 
them to bring in photos of them at different ages and then we’ll talk about that 
age. You know? I would say, tell me about this little girl. What would she – look 
at this photo. Tell me about what she was thinking about now. What was she 
feeling about this? Do you remember this dress? And that’s not a unique 
intervention on my part but I do think [using photographs is] a creative way of 
trying to get them involved with going back to their stuff. (Participant 8) 
 
When I see people carrying baggage, they’ll be sitting there and I’ll say, ‘Pick up 
your purse. Hold it. Pick up your papers and your keys,’ and then I start putting 
everything that I can find, telling [the client] to hold it. ‘Hold this. C’mon,’ you 
know? ‘Don’t lose it. I mean you’re about to drop that,’ you know, and I’ve got 
them holding all this stuff. I say to them, ‘How does that feel?’ and they’re like, ‘It 
feels horrible. I can’t hold all this stuff.’ You know, ‘Some of it’s breakable, some 
of it’s not breakable, some of it’s heavy and I can’t hold it all in my arms,’ and 
I’m like, ‘So tell me how that relates to your life.’ (Participant 10) 
 
Using creative activities help the therapist and client. The therapists use the 

activities as a way to arrive at deeper meaning in the clients’ lives, while the clients relate 

 78



Texas Tech University, Faith Drew, May 2008 

the creative activities to areas in their life. Creative activities become catalysts that 

promote insight, change, and growth.  

Essence of the Phenomenon of Creativity 
 
 In describing how they experienced creativity in the therapy room, participants in 

this study first defined creativity as an aspect of all life and as a part of them. Overall, the 

participants described creativity as a way of being both inside and outside of the therapy 

room. Specifically in the therapeutic context, they expressed that creativity benefits all 

individuals in the therapy room. Creativity helps therapists to love the work that they do 

and helps clients to experience change in their lives. Creativity is essential to the 

therapeutic process because it adds energy and fun to therapy in a purposeful way, 

allowing clients and therapists to stay connected and engaged in an effort to help the 

client experience change. Therapists use creative activities in session to help clients 

experience themselves on a deeper, more intimate level. If the data from this study were 

reduced to its essence, a good representation might be,  

“Creativity can be defined in many ways. Creativity is part of who I am, but can 

be developed. In the therapy room, I use creativity to help my clients; creativity 

helps me to stay engaged in the process and is my responsibility as a therapist. 

Certain factors enhance my creative ability and others diminish my creativity. I 

use a variety of creative activities to assist in the process of helping clients.”    
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to describe how Licensed Marriage and Family 

Therapists experience creativity in their work with individuals, couples, and families. 

Creativity is an important subject to explore due to its relevance in personal and 

professional areas of life, especially for those working directly with clients in the 

behavioral health profession. The study began with a review of the literature on 

creativity. Historical and mythical contexts framed creativity as a way to show how 

humans make sense of their world. In addition, creativity was recognized as part of all 

life across various disciplines. More specifically, creativity was shown to contribute to 

change in the field of Marriage and Family Therapy. A stage and a systemic model 

served to illustrate creativity in terms of an individual creative process and a system of 

interconnected components.  

 The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the implications of the themes and their 

relationship to each other while connecting the findings within the appropriate bodies of 

literature. I will discuss the following categories and themes more directly due to their 

straightforward contribution to the literature and their potential contributions to all 

behavioral health professionals, and specifically to MFTs: Who I Am, Creativity in 

Session: The Self of the Therapist, Helping Clients, The Value of Creativity, and Diminish 

Creativity. In addition, guidelines for Marriage and Family Therapists will be proposed. 

Through the data analysis process, 3 categories, 8 main themes, and 15 subthemes 

emerged (Table 5.1).  
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Table 5.1: Categories, Themes, and Subthemes 

 
Category Theme Subtheme 

 
Creativity Is… Defined Noun 

 
  Adjective 

 
  Verb 

 
 Who I Am Natural 

 
  Can Be Developed 

  Characteristics of Creativity 
Creativity in Session: 

The Self of the 
Therapist 

Helping Clients Do Something Different 

 
  Therapist Creativity 

  Therapy Process 
 
 The Value of Creativity  

 Responsibility and 
Purpose  

 Enhance Creativity What Enhances Therapist Creativity 
  How Creativity is Enhanced 
 Diminish Creativity What Diminishes Therapist Creativity 
 
  How Creativity is Diminished 

Being Creative Creative Activities The Activities I Use 
  How the Activities Helped 

 

The three categories that emerge are Creativity Is…, Creativity in Session: The Self of the 

Therapist, and Being Creative. The themes within Creativity Is… are as follows: Defined 

and Who I Am. The themes within Creativity in Session: The Self of the Therapist are as 

follows: Helping Clients, The Value of Creativity, Responsibility and Purpose, Enhance 

Creativity, and Diminish Creativity. The last theme, which falls within the category Being 

Creative, is Creative Activities.  

Themes and Guidelines 

In the following section, I will address the most significant category and theme: 

Who I Am (theme) and Creativity in Session: The Self of the Therapist (category). In 
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addition, the most significant themes from The Self of the Therapist will be discussed: 

Helping Clients, The Value of Creativity, and Diminish Creativity. I will relate the 

category and themes back to the literature. Table 5.2 presents guidelines for behavioral 

health professionals to develop their use of creativity in the therapy room. After 

discussing each category or theme, I will explain the guideline(s) associated with that 

category or theme. 

Table 5.2: Guidelines for Being a Creative Therapist 

Guideline 1 Creativity is more about a way of being than a specific set of 
techniques. 

Guideline 2 Therapists must develop creativity within themselves before 
genuinely being creative in session or asking clients to be creative. 

Guideline 3 Creative activities aid the therapeutic process; however, therapists 
must know why they are using them. 

Guideline 4 Use creativity purposefully and appropriately. 

Guideline 5 Use creativity in accordance with the comfort levels of both therapist 
and client. 

Guideline 6 Fit creative activities to each client’s specific needs and preferences. 

Guideline 7 Process the creative activity with the client after implementation. 

Guideline 8 Self-assess levels of enjoyment, motivation, and passion. 

Guideline 9 Be aware of self-care practices. Fatigue and preoccupation diminish 
creativity. 

 

Who I Am 

During the interviews, the participants identified creativity as being a natural part 

of who they were. As they explained what creativity is, they seemed to be describing 

themselves. Phrases describing their creativity included flows out of me or I just am, 

expressing creativity as an aspect of their being. Consistent with the literature, therapists 

in the study explained that creativity is a natural part of who they are and what they do. 
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Each person has the potential for creating, and everyone is gifted with creativity 

(Nierenberg, 1982). 

Based on the idea that creativity is a part of each person, all therapists have the 

potential to develop and become creative in their practice. To paraphrase Participant 7, 

therapists cannot not be who they are; however, to become well-integrated creative 

therapists, they will have to both incorporate who they are naturally and cultivate who 

they are professionally.  

Therapists must be comfortable with who they are in the therapy room and in the 

overall therapy process (e.g., theory, structure of therapy) before finding flow and 

integrating their own sense of self-expression in session. Flow is considered as a more or 

less automatic, effortless, and highly focused state of consciousness; in this state, a 

person merges action and awareness, excludes distractions, does not worry about 

performance or failure, and experiences freedom from self-consciousness 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Therapists are likely to experience the flow of creativity when 

they learn to be comfortable with who they are within the therapeutic setting, thus 

allowing an unconscious process of natural self-expression to emerge. 

Guidelines 1 and 2. Guideline 1: Creativity is more about a way of being than a 

specific set of techniques. Creativity in the therapy room is less about a specific technique 

or skill than it is about a way of being. For instance, some people value risk-taking as a 

part of creativity. However, therapists who are less inclined to take risks should not force 

themselves, but should strive to be comfortable with who they are. Thus, creativity may 

take different forms for different individuals. 
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Guideline 2: Therapists must develop creativity within themselves before 

genuinely being creative in session or asking clients to be creative. Guideline 2 

emphasizes the relationship between therapist creativity and creativity experienced in 

session. For a genuine expression of creativity to exist in the therapy room, therapists 

must find the flow of therapy and naturally integrate their own self-expression in the 

process.  

Creativity in Session: The Self of the Therapist 

 Therapists in the study talked about who they are in the therapy room, what their 

goals are in the workplace, and what keeps them motivated in their work. A detailed 

description of the self of the creative therapist emerged throughout the interviews. 

According to participants, creativity is crucial in the workplace because it assists them in 

helping their clients and because it creates enjoyment for themselves as therapists. In 

addition, the participants recognized the decline in their mood and work when they could 

not be creative. In the following paragraphs, the themes of Helping Clients, The Value of 

Creativity, and Diminish Creativity will be further discussed, along with guidelines for 

each theme. 

Helping clients. Therapists in the study emphasized that being creative in session 

is an integral part of “helping [clients] experience different things.” One participant sums 

up her experience of helping her clients by saying,  

And so to me [the impact of change in clients’ lives is] the ultimate creativity in 
therapy but it’s just a part of this amazing process of what happens as people 
reflect on their lives and have a space where it’s safe and honorable to do that. 
(Participant 5)  
 

The participants believed that being creative helps clients solve problems, rewrite life’s 

ending, or find a better way to live, to name a few beneficial effects. Creativity helps to 
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promote personal healing, problem-solving, and coping (Bridges, 2004; Cole & Sarnoff, 

1980; Talerico, 1986). 

 The participants said that they used creative activities to help clients experience a 

more meaningful way of living. For instance, Participant 2 said, “For me the experiential 

exercises, the emotionally focused efforts are really what take those behaviors and again 

just kind of entrench them, internalize them, drop them to a deeper level.” 

 
To help clients through creativity, therapists work to understand clients’ needs, tailor 

creative interventions to get at a deeper level of experience, and use creative activities 

appropriately. 

Guidelines 3–7. Guideline 3: Creative activities aid the therapeutic process; 

however, therapists must know why they are using them. This guideline focuses on the 

rationale for creativity in session. Especially for therapists who are beginning their 

practice (e.g., learning the structure of the therapy session, understanding theory, and 

negotiating the therapy process), creative activities are helpful, but they must be used to 

support the therapy process, and not as distractions to fill time and get through a session.  

Guideline 4: Use creativity purposefully and appropriately. 

Guideline 5: Use creativity in accordance with the comfort levels of both therapist 

and client.  

Guideline 6: Fit creative activities to each client’s specific needs and preferences. 

Guidelines 4, 5, and 6 provide structure about when a creative activity should be 

used and what type of creativity is appropriate. Therapists are responsible for how 

creativity is used, how creativity impacts the therapeutic process, and whether or not a 

creative activity is appropriate. For instance, asking a couple struggling with intimacy to 
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move their chairs away from each other as an illustration of how disconnected they feel 

would be appropriate, would be tailored to each person’s comfort level, and would fit the 

specific needs of the clients.  

Guideline 7: Process the creative activity with the client after implementation.  

This guideline addresses the importance of processing the meaning of each creative 

activity with clients. Effective use of creativity serves the overall goal of helping clients. 

Using the previous example of a couple asked to move their chairs apart, a therapist 

following Guideline 7 would engage the couple in a conversation about how the distance 

feels, what has added to the distance, and what each is willing to do to come together. 

The value of creativity. According to participants in this study, creativity keeps 

therapists doing therapy. The participants expressed feeling enjoyment because they get 

to do what they love in a creative way. One participant explained her enjoyment for her 

work as follows: “I just marvel that I go home at the end of the day so grateful to have 

walked where I’ve walked that day with the people that I’ve walked with and so looking 

forward the next day to doing it again… I don’t grow weary” (Participant 5). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) explains that the feeling of enjoyment from being creative at 

work keeps people motivated because of the quality of experience. Participants further 

illustrated this feeling of enjoyment in statements such as, “[Creativity] keeps me in the 

game…I wouldn’t stay in the game if I couldn’t be creative” (Participant 2). Creativity 

motivates therapists to stay engaged in the therapy process because of the quality of 

experience that creativity provides.  

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) also believes that creativity is a central source of 

meaning in people’s lives because when we are involved in creativity, we feel that we are 
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living more fully. Therapists in this study agreed, explaining that creativity helped them 

to feel passionate about their work and to express themselves. One participant touched 

explicitly on Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) belief by explaining that it “feels so good to me 

to just express [the] self” (Participant 9). Another participant said, “I’m just one of the 

luckiest people around. I get to go do something I absolutely love that’s an expression of 

my true self” (Participant 7). 

As mentioned before, creativity is a natural part of each person. Therapists must 

learn to be congruent professionally and personally by integrating who they are into the 

work that they do, thus enhancing their overall experience of what they do.   

Guideline 8. Guideline 8: Self-assess levels of enjoyment, motivation, and 

passion. This guideline is key to doing the work that one loves. Therapists who 

experience enjoyment and motivation through creativity are more likely to stay invested, 

engaged, and motivated in the therapy room. Therapists who self-assess low levels of 

enjoyment, motivation, and passion would be wise to evaluate self-care practices. In 

addition, it may be relevant for therapists to seek therapeutic support for their own well-

being. 

Diminish creativity. In addition to the value of creativity, therapists in this study 

discussed things that inhibit creativity in their lives, such as fatigue or preoccupation. 

According to both the study participants and Csikszentmihalyi (1996), four obstacles 

interfere with the potential to experience creativity:  

1) Fatigue or exhaustion: “The number one thing [that diminishes my creativity] 
would be fatigue and overload. Fatigue and being very careful not to work too 
many hours” (Participant 4)  
2) Distraction or preoccupation: “When I am too involved with me… that hinders 
my creativity” (Participant 1) 
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3) Laziness: “We’ve done [therapy] for a period of time that it is easy to kind of 
go more on habit and familiarity and not really bring that level of intensity… kick 
back and get lazy” (Participant 5) 
4) Boredom: “I can become bored if there’s not movement [which diminishes my 
creativity]” (Participant 5)  

All participants reported times when they did not feel as creative as they would have 

wished. Participants described therapy as not as nearly as fun without creativity.  

Therapists must be aware of their own levels of self-care and energy, as well as 

their personal needs. Because therapist creativity impacts clients and the therapeutic 

process, therapists who neglect their personal needs and self-care will experience 

diminished creativity and may ultimately hurt their clients. Therapists are responsible for 

giving proper care not only to their clients, but also to themselves.   

Guideline 9. Guideline 9: Be aware of self-care practices. Fatigue and 

preoccupation diminish creativity. This guideline instructs therapists to be aware of their 

own energy levels so that they may continue to be engaged, motivated, and connected in 

the therapy room. Being well rested and prepared for sessions helps to ensure the quality 

of services that clients receive. 

One of my favorite directives for everyday life is proposed by Csikszentmihalyi 

(1996) as follows: 

Make sure that where you work and live reflects your needs and your tastes. 

There should be room for immersion in concentrated activity and for stimulating 

novelty. The objects around you should help you become what you intend to be. 

Think about how you use time and consider whether your schedule reflects the 

rhythms that work best for you. If in doubt, experiment until you discover the best 

timing for work and rest, for thought and action, for being alone and for being 

with people. (p. 146) 
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The therapist takes priority when it comes to experiencing creativity in the therapy room. 

When therapists do not experience the full potential to be who they are intended to be, 

they cannot give clients the best levels of service and care possible. It is imperative that 

therapists understand their personal rhythms and take care of themselves.  

 In the following section, I will readdress the stage and systemic models of 

creativity described in Chapter II. In addition, I will introduce a figure that integrates both 

models to show how the creative process is embedded within the themes.  

Models of Creativity 

The questions asked in this study were designed to acquire an understanding of 

Licensed Marriage and Family Therapists’ experiences of creativity in the therapy room. 

Although my participants discussed creativity, they did not explicitly discuss the process 

of how a creative idea takes place or how creativity is directly experienced between 

themselves and their clients in session. As many of the interviews concluded, the 

participants commented on how they had not thought about creativity until the interview. 

For example, Participant 5 said, “There are a couple of things [regarding creativity] that 

you’ve posed that I think I never thought of.” I sensed that, as thoroughly as the 

participants discussed their conscious experience, another aspect of creativity in the 

therapy room existed at the unconscious level. Even though some of the therapists in this 

study may not have consciously considered creativity before this study, creativity was 

still an active component in the therapy room and in their lives.  

The creative process, both individually and systemically, is an underlying process 

that takes place within and between therapists and clients. All categories, themes, and 

subthemes that emerged from this study illustrate that the creative process is embedded 
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within the themes. I would like to revisit the Stage Model of Creativity and the Creativity 

System Model to express this point, integrating the two models to propose an In-Session 

Creativity System Model.  

Stage Model of Creativity 

 Therapists in this study engage in Wallas’s (1926) stage model of creativity as a 

way to help them help their clients. Wallas (1926) defines the various stages in the 

creative process as preparation (definition of issue or observation of need), incubation 

(not giving conscious attention to problem), illumination (the moment when a new idea 

emerges), and verification (testing the new idea). One participant, in recalling a session 

that required him to be creative, echoed the Stage Model of Creativity: 

I had a woman that was being abused by her husband and I had the husband on 
his knees, the woman standing over him kind of pointing at him and then I 
actually made him put her shoes on and walk around the room with me so that 
after I was able to ask him, “What was it like walking in her shoes?” It was just 
metaphorical. It could have potentially backfired. Instead, it ended up being this 
kind of incredible experience where this guy fell to his knees and asked for her 
forgiveness. (Participant 2) 
 
In several interviews, participants discussed their perceptions of why clients seek 

therapy. Participant 4 said that clients have “exhausted all of the options that they know 

by the time they come to a therapist,” explaining that they are “looking for a new way to 

see a problem and to understand it.” In the illustration contained in the previous 

paragraph, the problem was defined as abuse (preparation). As the therapy process 

became more involved, the concluding three stages were carried out. The participant first 

listened to the clients’ concerns before finding a way to engage the clients on a deeper 

therapeutic level (incubation). Next, he took a risk in the therapy room and asked the 

husband to feel what it was like to be the wife by walking around in her shoes 
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(illumination). In the end, the creative intervention worked to help the husband 

understand the impact of his abuse (verification).   

The stage model of creativity provides a way to observe and describe the 

individual creative process. However, the data in this study support Csikszentmihalyi’s 

(1996) view that the creative process requires more than just the individual. In the 

following section, I will review Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) model of creativity as a 

systemic interaction between the individual and the environment.    

Creativity System Model 

 The interviews in this study reinforced the idea that “all components are 

interconnected” (Segal, 2001). The participants spoke about the therapist-client 

interconnection and the joint experience of creativity in session as a “both/and kind of 

thing” (Participant 8), meaning that the creativity of both therapist and client influences 

the overall experience of creativity in the therapy room. The participants viewed the 

creative experience as systemic, due to the interaction of therapist and client (individual) 

in a therapy setting (domain). An activity (e.g., metaphor, drawing, role-playing) used in 

session may be judged as creative by the “experts” (i.e., therapist and client) involved 

(field). All three parts of the system (domain, individual, and field) are required for the 

creation of an idea, product, or discovery (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). In the following 

example, one participant discussed his creative interactions with his clients as a way to 

better communicate: 

We [therapist and clients] had to use writing, drawing, acting, sculpting, you 
know, just to be able to communicate to each other, and actually, they had so 
much fun and were able to open up, and towards the end of therapy, they were 
able to talk at school, at home, wherever they were, but they never talked to me.  
It was like they gave themselves permission not to – I gave them permission not 
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to talk, and they completely enjoyed it… I [had] to figure out some way to 
communicate with them and to help them communicate ideas also. (Participant 6) 
 

The participant’s discussion of creativity in the therapy room supports Csikszentmihalyi’s 

systemic model of creativity and highlights the notion that the whole is greater than the 

sum of its parts. For instance, participation in writing, drawing, acting, or sculpting led 

the clients and therapist to experience more than the activity; they connected on a deeper 

level by learning how to communicate with one another because they were engaged in 

those activities. 

 The contributions of Wallas and Csikszentmihalyi serve to better conceptualize 

the creativity experienced in therapy. Wallas’s (1926) stage model allows for a thorough 

understanding of the individual creative process. However, creativity in the therapy room 

involves more than just the individual (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). The therapist, the client, 

a need, and an idea within an environment are all interconnected in the therapy process. 

As systemic thinkers by training, MFTs can easily understand that creativity is systemic 

in nature. Wallas’s and Csikszentmihalyi’s models, applied to the therapy process, may 

be summarized in combination as follows: the therapist observes a need within the client, 

allows thoughts to incubate while being engaged, lets new ideas emerge, and tests and 

evaluates the new idea to assess whether or not it meets a need within the client and the 

environment and is accepted by the client. The next section introduces the In-Session 

Creativity Process. The In-Session Creativity Process was created through the integration 

of both Wallas’s and Cskiszentmihalyi’s creativity models and explains how creativity is 

experienced in the therapy room.  
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The In-Session Creativity Process 

 After reviewing the literature on the individual creative process and the systemic 

creative process, I was able to reflect on how those models relate to one another in the 

therapy room. Although participants in this study did not explicitly discuss the creativity 

process, this process became clear on both an individual and systemic level. I have 

combined the stage and systemic models of creativity into an integrated model that 

conceptualizes the in-session creativity process (Figure 5.1). The In-Session Creativity 

Process Model combines aspects of Wallas’s (1926) stages of preparation, incubation, 

illumination, and verification with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) system of three interactive 

parts (i.e., domain, individual, and field) that together generate creativity.  

Within the In-Session Creativity Process Model, the therapy room is the domain 

in which other parts (i.e., individual and field) of the system interact. In Figure 5.1, the 

largest circle represents the therapy room, providing the setting for the creative 

interactions. Within this domain, the therapist and the client are represented by two 

connecting circles. On a larger systemic scale, whatever happens in the therapy room has 

the potential to impact people who are not directly within the therapy room: for example, 

the people who make up the field (e.g., supervisors, family, friends, and colleagues) can 

also evaluate the product. The field, consisting of any person who evaluates the product, 

whether or not they are directly involved in the therapeutic process, is represented by the 

bottom circle. In this figure, the product is change. According to the participants in this 

study, clients seek therapy because they have exhausted other options and are seeking 

change. Furthermore, the participants indicated that one of their main motivators and 

goals is to help clients experience change.  
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Figure 5.1: The In-Session Creativity Process  

Domain
Therapy Room 

 

 

According to the participants and the literature, each person possesses creativity. 

The levels of creativity within each person impact the therapeutic relationship: for 

example, the participants in this study said that creativity helps them stay motivated, 

engaged, and invested in the therapeutic process, while also impacting the creativity of 

their clients. In the In-Session Creativity Process Model, the stages of creativity are 

experienced between therapist and client within the therapeutic relationship. Each person 
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experiences the stages described by Wallas (1926); however, in this model, each person 

experiences the stages in relationship to each other. For example, the client enters therapy 

due to a need. The client and therapist discuss concerns (preparation). As the therapist 

focuses on listening to the client without consciously seeking a solution to the problem, 

incubation occurs. Through the interaction between therapist and client, a new idea 

emerges (illumination). Verification takes place when the idea is tested. The idea can be 

evaluated between therapist and client, therapist and supervisor, and client and family. 

Based on the results of this study, it was apparent that not only does the therapist 

experience creativity on an individual level, but also creativity exists within the 

relationship between therapist and client. Due to this observation, it was important to 

develop a model that illustrates the in-session creativity process.  

 The creativity process transcends theory of therapy models. Regardless of which 

theory the therapist may use, creativity is still experienced through the therapeutic 

relationship, individual creative processes, and the interconnected parts of the system. 

Across many theories, therapists’ personal styles and creativity often lead to effective 

change (Joyce et al., 2006). It is important for therapists to understand that the potential 

for creativity has much to do with who they are, how they naturally manifest (or have 

developed) creativity, how they engage their clients, what goals they set for therapy, and 

how they practice self-care (which will be further discussed in the next section). In 

addition, clients’ comfort levels, the building of the therapeutic relationship, feedback, 

and time for process and evaluation are all crucial aspects of experiencing change due to 

the creativity process.  
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Summary 

 This study suggests that creativity is an important factor in therapists’ lives, both 

personally and professionally, and that therapist creativity impacts client creativity. 

Clients have a greater chance to experience change and get the help that they seek if the 

therapist is invested, connected, and engaged in the therapy room; one way for therapists 

to remain invested, connected, and engaged is by being creative.  

Participants in this study expressed the need for creativity and the benefits it 

brings to both therapists and clients. The results of the study were consistent with the 

literature on creativity; several contributions to the existing literature can also be made. 

Two specific contributions include the proposed guidelines for being a creative therapist, 

which suggest ways that therapists can develop their creativity, and the In-Session 

Creativity Process Model, which conceptualizes the integration of individual and 

systemic creative processes within the therapy setting.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Even though this study makes significant contributions to the field, limitations 

also exist. One of the first limitations of this study is sample size. The sample consisted 

of 10 participants. Qualitative studies often include small samples sizes; however, caution 

is necessary when interpreting results. Small sample size also limits the ability to 

generalize the information. A second limitation is that the participants lived and worked 

in the same geographical region, and many shared similar training and education (i.e., 

some participants received training from the same Marriage and Family Therapy 

program). A third limitation is that the majority of the participants were Caucasian and 

male. Even though the sample size was small and lacked diversity, saturation was 
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reached and this was a first study of its kind. While the possibility exists for other 

researchers and clinicians to find the results of this study applicable to other 

professionals, the results are not generalizable and caution should be taken when 

interpreting and applying these findings.  

 Given the small size of the Marriage and Family Therapy field and the 

unavoidability of interactions with other therapists at conferences or training institutions, 

I was personally acquainted with some of the participants before the interviews. This fact 

may have influenced their willingness to discuss creativity and their experiences 

creativity in the therapy room; it may also have led to participants’ expressing a more 

positive view of creativity or overstating the importance of creativity in their work. In 

acknowledgement of this limitation, I used various techniques to ensure the quality of my 

study (e.g., member checking, debriefing with a peer, and journaling). Therefore, I 

believe that the participants did not display any more bias in their responses than they 

would with any other interviewer, and that they did provide an accurate description of 

their experiences.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

 As this is one of the first studies to examine MFTs’ experiences of creativity in 

the therapy room, more research is needed. In the process of collecting and analyzing 

data, I realized that one of the main motivations for creativity in session was the desire to 

help the client. The participants valued creativity both as a way to help them stay 

passionate about their work and as a way to help their clients experience change. This 

study did not include clients’ perceptions of creativity in the therapy room; however, due 
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to the systemic nature of the creative process, understanding how clients experience 

creativity in the therapy room would be beneficial.  

 In my review of the literature, I questioned the impact of theory of therapy 

because of the idea that theory drives practice. When asked which theory of therapy they 

used in session, participants in this study listed various theories, such as Cognitive-

Behavioral, Structural, and Experiential. However, discussions about theory did not yield 

statements of significance that would warrant a theme related to the impact of theory of 

therapy on creative practice. Rather, the participants talked about the value of creativity 

regardless of theory of therapy. Additionally, an interesting finding was the participants’ 

lack of discussion about returning to their theory of therapy if they felt they were not as 

creative as they would like to be. One possible explanation may be due to interviewing 

more experienced therapists. Due to the participants’ level of experience, they may not be 

as conscious of specific therapy models that they operate from, since these theories 

become more a part of who they are (Bitar, Bean, & Bermúdez, 2007). It would be 

helpful to replicate this study with various behavioral health professionals to see if their 

experience resembles that of MFTs. Since this study did not find that theory of therapy 

had a significant impact on therapist creativity, would a behavioral health professional 

with different training experience creativity differently, or does creativity transcend 

behavioral health training as well?  

In addition, a study of therapist creativity in relation to diversity would advance 

understanding. For example, do therapists of different ethnicities experience creativity 

differently? Do female and male therapists experience creativity differently? These 

questions are of particular interest because previous studies suggest that African 
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Americans and Native Americans tend to report more creativity than do other ethnicities 

(Kaufman, 2006) and that gender is an important variable in therapists’ choice of 

interventions with their clients (Morgan & Wampler, 2003).  

Conclusion 

As I began writing my initial thoughts about creativity, I discussed my personal 

assumption about the topic: a) creativity is a broad and complex topic; b) all people are 

capable of being creative; c) creativity is essential to living; and d) the act of being 

creative involves taking risks. I have found that my study supports most of my original 

assumptions. Notably, while all 10 participants defined creativity, their definitions varied 

from person to person, creating a broad and complex picture. Participants’ responses also 

supported the assumption that creativity is a natural part of each person and can be 

developed. With regards to my third assumption, that creativity is essential to living, my 

findings support that creativity may be a critical element and a part of living, but perhaps 

not essential to living as first stated. In terms of risk-taking, many of the participants 

shared their experiences of being creative by taking risks, not only in the therapy room, 

but also in their personal lives.  

Although my original assumptions have largely stayed the same, and in some 

cases have become even more supported because of this study, there are things about 

myself that have changed. The more I listened and read through the transcripts, the more 

freedom I felt as a therapist. I went into some of the interviews thinking, “Wow, this 

person is a highly developed and skilled therapist. I’m walking into sacred territory.” I 

felt nervous and anxious meeting with some participants due to my awareness of their 

professional reputations. Although I still admire the therapists that I interviewed, I also 
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now feel that we have a lot in common. I no longer feel the same intimidation that I 

initially did. The interviews helped me to realize that being creative is not necessarily 

mystical or magical; it is being true to who I am and freely allowing myself to be a part 

of the therapy process. After completing this study, I find that I have more freedom in my 

own therapy sessions and that I do not feel an enormous pressure to perform. I believe 

that the study allowed me to receive permission to be myself; focusing more on the 

process and interaction between me and my clients has helped me to grow as a 

professional.  

I now view creativity as a much more powerful component in the professional and 

personal life of the therapist. Creativity not only brings variety and excitement to life and 

work, but it also enhances our lived experiences. Creativity, contained within each 

person, connects us to one other by adding depth to a conversation, gives meaning to 

things that are difficult to understand, and promotes opportunities for change. I would 

like to end with a quote that captures the spirit of my study: “The world would be a very 

different place if it were not for creativity” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, p. 317). 
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Letter of Invitation to Participate 
 
Dear           , 
 
My name is Faith Drew, and I am a Ph.D. candidate in the Marriage and Family Therapy program 
at Texas Tech University. I am currently collecting data for a study entitled "Marriage and Family 
Therapists’ Experience of Creativity in the Therapy Room." A minimal amount of research exists 
in the field of marriage and family therapy on how MFTs define, value, and experience creativity 
in therapy. This study has the potential to begin filling the gap in the literature and to enhance 
understanding of training, supervision, self-of-the-therapist issues, and the process of therapy. 
 
You were selected as a potential participant in this study because of your current clinical 
membership in the American Association of Marriage and Family Therapists (AAMFT). The 
study is limited to licensed marriage and family therapists in the state of Texas who are active in 
providing therapy (at least 10 direct client-contact hours per week) and who live in the West 
Texas region.  
 
Participation in this study will require one interview, lasting between 60 and 90 minutes. The 
purpose of the interview is to gain an in-depth understanding of how you experience creativity in 
the therapy room. Every effort will be made to arrange agreeable meeting times and places. 
 
Any information you provide will be non-identifying and will be reviewed only by myself and 
my research committee, Dr. Tom Kimball (806.742.5050), Dr. Nichole Morelock (806.742.5050), 
Dr. Tom McGovern (806.743.2820), and Dr. Karen Wampler (806.742.5050), with the exception 
of a professional transcriber who will transcribe the interviews.  
 
If you are interested in participating in the study, please contact me by phone at 806-743-2820, 
ext. 269. If you reach my voice mail, please leave your name, phone number, and a convenient 
time when you can be reached. If you have any questions or concerns regarding any aspect of the 
project, please call me and I will be happy to address them.  
 
Although I am unable to provide you with any monetary incentive to participate, my hope is that 
articulating your experience of creativity in the therapy room will, in turn, help you to feel more 
self-aware. Your disclosure will also help others to gain greater self-awareness, thus enhancing 
therapists' lives both in and out of session.    
 
Thank you very much for your time. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Faith Drew, Ph.D. Candidate 
LMFT Associate, LPC Intern 
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B. Sample Consent Form
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Sample Consent Form 

 
You are invited to participate in a research project called “Marriage and Family 
Therapists’ Experience of Creativity in the Therapy Room”. Tom Kimball, Ph.D. of the 
Department of Applied and Professional Studies at Texas Tech University is in charge of 
the study. His phone number is 806.742.2891. 
 
You were selected as a potential participant in this study because of your current 
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist (LMFT) status in the state of Texas.  
Participation is restricted to individuals licensed as Marriage and Family Therapists 
within the state of Texas. 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of creativity in the therapy room by 
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapists (LMFTs). 
 
Participation in this study will require approximately 60 to 90 minutes.  There are two 
main components. To participate in this study, you will first fill out the demographic 
sheet by providing demographic information. Upon completion of the demographic sheet, 
the face-to-face interview will proceed. 
 
There are no physical or psychological risks to participate in this study.   
 
The benefit for participating is contributing to the advancement of knowledge and 
research regarding the experience of creativity by LMFTs in a therapy setting. 
 
Data will only be seen by those persons who are directly involved in conducting the 
research. All data will be kept in a secure area to which only those working on this 
project will have access. All confidential information stored on a personal computer will 
be password protected. Once all data are recorded and entered into a computer, you will 
be identified only by a code or pseudo name. Anything with your name on it, with the 
exception of a copy of this consent form, will be destroyed. If any of the findings from 
this study are published, your name will not be used. 
 
Participation is voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw from the 
study at any time. You will not lose anything to which you are entitled by refusing to 
participate.  
 
Dr. Kimball will answer any questions you have about the study. For questions about 
your rights as a participant, contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board 
for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or you can call 806.742.3884.  
 
By signing below, you are affirming your agreement to participate in this research 
study. Your signature indicates that you are voluntarily making the decision to 
participate in this study after having read and understood the information 
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presented. Your signature also certifies that you have had adequate opportunity to 
discuss this study with the investigator and/or her designee and that your questions 
have been answered to your satisfaction. 
 
 
___________________        _____________________                 ____________ 
Your Name (Print)                Your Signature             Today’s Date 
 
In my judgment, the above-named is voluntarily and knowingly giving informed 
consent and possesses the legal capacity to give informed consent to participate in 
this research study. 
 
________________________    ________________________       ____________ 
Name of Researcher/Witness     Researcher/Witness Signature       Today’s Date 
 
 
 
This consent form is not valid after July, 31, 2008.  
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Participant number: 

Demographics   

 

Fill out the questions by indicating the categories that best describe yourself.  This will be 
non-identifying information for the study.
 

Gender:     Female      Male      
 
Age:  _________ 
 
 

How do you define your ethnicity? 
 African American 
 Asian American 
 White (Anglo American) 
 Hispanic American 
 Native American 
 Other (Please 
specify)______________________ 
 Multi-racial (Please 
describe)_______________________ 
 
What is your religious affiliation? 
Specific denomination/sect___________ 
 Catholic  Protestant  Jewish 
 LDS   Muslim  Hindu 
 Buddhist  Other______________ 
 I have no religious affiliation, but I do 
consider myself a spiritual person. 
 I have no religious affiliation; I do not 
consider myself a spiritual person. 
 
What type of degree(s) have you 
earned? Select all that apply. 
 M.S.  M.A.  M.MFT  
Master’s Major_____________________ 
 Ph.D  Psy.D 
Doctoral Major_____________________ 
   
Which license(s) do you hold? Select all 
that apply. 
 LMFT  LPC  LCDC  LSW 
 Other ______________    
 
Are you certified in a specialized area? 
 Yes  No  
If yes, please indicate certification: 
_________________________________ 

Do you work at more than one 
therapeutic setting? 
 Yes  No  
If yes, please fill out separate work 
environments (up to two).  
If no, please fill out the first work 
environment section only.  
 
Work environment (select one): 
 Private practice  Hospital  School 
 Governmental agency  
 Non-profit organization  
 Other ______________    
 
Work status (based on previous 
selection):    
 Part time (less than 32 hours)     
 Full time (32 hours or more) 
 
 

How many direct client contact hours 
do you currently provide per week? 
(Based on 1st work environment)  ____ 
 
For second work site: 
Work environment (select one): 
 Private practice  Hospital  School 
 Governmental agency  
 Non-profit organization  
 Other ______________    
 
Work status (based on previous 
selection):    
 Part time (less than 32 hours)     
 Full time (32 hours or more) 
 
How many direct client contact hours 
do you currently provide per week? 
(Based on 2nd work environment)  ____ 
 
What is your annual individual income? 
 0-$25,000           $25,001–45,000 
 $45,001–65,000    $65,001–85,000 
 $85,001 +
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Interview Protocol 

 
Project: Marriage and Family Therapists’ Experience of Creativity in the Therapy Room 
 
Time of interview: 
Date:  
Place: 
Interviewer: Faith Drew, Ph.D. Candidate 
Interviewee: 
Work Position of interviewee: 
 
(Briefly describe the project) 
 
Questions 
Grand Tour 

1. How have you experienced creativity in the therapy room? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Follow-up questions 

• What does creativity mean to you? 
 
 
 
 

• What has influenced your creative development? 
 
 
 
 

• What qualities or characteristics make you a creative therapist?  
 
 
 
 

• Can you give some examples of when you were creative in therapy?  
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• What diminishes your creativity? 
 
 
 
 

• Can you describe a time when you were not as creative as you would have liked 
to have been in therapy?  

 
 
 
 

• What promotes your creativity as a therapist? 
 
 
 
 

• Which theory of therapy would best describe how you do therapy?  
 
 
 
 

• How does the theory previously mentioned influence your use of creativity? 
 
 
 
 

• What value, if any, has been derived from using creativity or being creative in 
therapy? 

 
 
 
 

• What types of clientele do you feel you need to be more creative? 
 
 
 
 

• What kinds of tools (e.g., crayons, games, materials) do you use in sessions? 
 
 
 

 
(Thank individual for participating in this interview. Assure him or her of 
confidentiality of responses and potential future interviews.) 
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Description of Participants 
APPENDIX E 

 
Description of Participants 

 
Participant 1 is a 32-year-old African 
American female. She works at a 
community-based agency full-time and 
averages 15 hours per week working 
directly with clients. Her religious 
affiliation is Non-Denominational 
Christian. She earned her PhD in Marriage 
and Family Therapy. In addition to her 
PhD, she is a Licensed Marriage and 
Family Therapist in the state of Texas.  
 

 

Participant 2 is a 46-year-old Anglo 
American male. He works at more than one 
therapeutic setting. Participant 2 reports 
working less than 32 hours at his private 
practice; he averages 7–10 hours per week 
of direct client contact. In addition, he 
works an average of 5 hours at an inpatient 
substance treatment facility. His religious 
affiliation is Latter Day Saints. He earned 
his PhD in Marriage and Family Therapy. 
Additionally, as well as being a Licensed 
Marriage and Family Therapist, he is 
certified in mediation and Critical Incident 
Stress Debriefing (CISD).  
 

Participant 4 is a middle-aged Anglo 
American female. She reports her religious 
affiliation as Protestant. Participant 4 has 
her PhD. She is also a Licensed Marriage 
and Family Therapist and a Licensed 
Professional Counselor. She works at more 
than one therapeutic setting. Her primary 
site is her private practice; she works full-
time with an average of 20–24 hours of 
direct client contact. She also works for a 
non-profit organization. 
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Participant 5 is a 55-year-old Anglo 
American female. Her religious affiliation 
is Protestant. She earned her PhD in 
Human Development and Family Studies. 
She reports working full-time at her private 
practice, providing 35+ direct client 
contact hours per week. She has been in 
private practice for 16 years and has been 
working as a therapist for over 25 years.  
 

Participant 6 is a 37-year-old self-
identified Hispanic American male of 
Mexican, Greek, and Native American 
ancestry. His religious affiliation is 
Protestant. He earned his Master of 
Science in Counselor Education and his 
PhD in Marriage and Family Therapy. He 
is a Licensed Marriage and Family 
Therapist and a Licensed Professional 
Counselor. He works full-time at a 
university. In addition, he provides on 
average 15 hours of direct client services at 
his private practice. He has been doing 
therapy for 12 years.  
 

 

Participant 7 is a 55-year-old Anglo 
American male. He reports his religious 
affiliation as Protestant. He earned his 
Master of Theology and is a Licensed 
Marriage and Family Therapist. He is also 
certified in Anger Resolution. He works at 
two therapeutic settings. The first setting is 
his private practice, where he provides an 
average of 35 direct client contact hours 
per week. In addition, he provides an 
average of 3 hours per week for a non-
profit organization.  
 

 126



Texas Tech University, Faith Drew, May 2008 

Participant 8 is a 51-year-old Anglo 
American male. His religious affiliation is 
Protestant. He earned his Master of Arts in 
Sociology and his PhD in Marriage and 
Family Therapy. He is a Licensed 
Marriage and Family Therapist. He works 
full-time providing over 20 hours of direct 
client services at his private practice. 
Participant 8 has been practicing therapy 
for approximately 20 years.  
 

 

Participant 9 is a 46-year-old Anglo 
American male. His religious affiliation is 
Protestant. He has earned multiple Master’s 
degrees: Master of Science, Master of Arts, 
and Master of Marriage and Family 
Therapy. In addition, he earned his PhD in 
Marriage and Family Therapy and is a 
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist. 
He works at more than one therapeutic 
setting. At his private practice, he provides 
an average of 10 hours of direct client 
services. In addition, he works part-time 
for a university, providing 8 hours of 
clinical services.  
 

Participant 10 is a 56-year-old Anglo 
American female. Her religious affiliation 
is Catholic. She earned her PhD in 
Marriage and Family Therapy and is a 
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist. 
She works full-time at her private practice, 
providing 29+ hours of direct client 
services per week.  
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Participant 11 is a 52-year-old Anglo 
American male. His religious affiliation is 
Lutheran. He earned his Master of 
Marriage and Family Therapy and his PhD 
in Marriage and Family Therapy. He is a 
Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist. 
He reports working at more than one 
therapeutic setting. At his private practice, 
he provides approximately 3 hours of direct 
client services per week. In addition, he 
works full-time at a governmental agency, 
providing at least 7 hours of direct client 
services per week.  
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F. Sample of Field Notes
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Sample of Field Notes 
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G. Sample Journal Excerpt
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Sample Journal Excerpt 
 

05.29.07 
The origin of creativity…history! Ugh. This part is difficult. There are numerous 
perspectives: biblical (God as Creator), ancient civilizations (making meaning out of 
chaos), evolution (due to environment, e.g. commerce, ability to be more independent, 
breaking out of the dogma or rules), and biology (brain evolving or tapping into different 
areas of brain). I don’t know how to make sense of this or write it up. I feel stuck. And 
my brain hurts. 
 
01.07.08 
This is getting really interesting and I’m still having fun! It’s interesting to see how many 
(if not all) therapists talk about how creativity is “essential” for helping clients. In 
addition, there is overlap between what creativity is (nature/nurture). Themes are already 
starting to come out. 
 
Meeting with Tom is helpful. We talked about the various themes emerging and how 
many themes may overlap (nature – that’s who I am and what it is – outside of self). Is 
that the process and content that I must separate?  
 
Content: Textural themes – WHAT creativity is 
Process: Structural themes – HOW creativity is experienced 
 
Textural: nature vs. nurture; therapist responsibility 
Structural: helping clients; creative activities/interventions; how creativity helps/benefits 
therapist; therapist impacts client creativity 
 
Also, out of the first 5 interviews that I have analyzed across, I got to thinking about 
culture. One of the participants said that our culture does not support creativity. If that 
were true, how does that impact our field? How would that affect therapists and their 
creative development? How does that affect clients and their participation or expectation 
for therapy? Is that true in my study? Or is creativity a way that regardless of cultural 
background we can connect with our clients? Does creativity give therapists permission 
to connect in a culturally competent way with clients? Maybe creativity has nothing to do 
with cultural competence. A couple of my participants said that when they choose to do a 
creative activity/intervention, they do so appropriately. Being deliberate in the way 
creativity is applied. Therapists say they will not just use creativity haphazardly. Some of 
the words that come to mind are: purposeful, intentional, and appropriate. 
 
All of these therapists, regardless of theoretical orientation have talked about creativity 
and use of creativity in the therapy room. Would creativity be considered as a common 
factor? It’s not within the traditional common factor literature. But if used generally, a 
case can be made that creativity is a common factor (like self-disclosure with George’s 
study).  
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H. Sample Transcript
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Sample Transcript 
 

Interviewer: But before we begin, I guess even in your own words how would 
you define creativity? 

 
Participant 1: I guess I would define creativity as something that is out of the box 

or something that is not necessarily a part of the structure.  So I 
think we have rules that we live by by life.  Right?  We try to do 
the speed limit.  Right?  But anything outside of those rules that we 
live by ‘cause everything has a structure.   

 
 Even the Ph.D. program that you’re in has that basic structure.  But 

then there are things that you can do that kind of enhance that 
structure.  So I guess that’s how I would describe creativity as 
whatever enhances the already rules or structure. 

 
Interviewer: Okay.  Okay.  So how have you experienced creativity in the 

therapy room? 
 
Participant 1: I feel like lots of people are either naturally creative or you’re not 

and so I think some people fight for that creativity especially when 
you work with kids but I feel like that’s been one of my blessings 
or one of my gifts is that I feel like I’m very creative or that my 
brain automatically thinks of something new when I’m working 
with – and I mostly work with kids and their families.   

 
 So when I’m working with my families that my brain 

automatically thinks of something creative so I do all kinds of 
activities and I try to use the five senses:  the taste, the touch, 
smell, all of that stuff to enhance my therapy.  So I feel like I am, 
on the experiential side, I think that’s extremely important. 

 
 So I mean I don’t know how to make that small for you ‘cause I 

feel like what I do is very creative.   
 
Interviewer: That’s great.  It kind of leads me into some of these other 

questions.  What’s influenced I guess your development of 
creativity? 

 
Participant 1: Development.  Well, I guess just on a personal level I think that 

life should be fun and that you can do just about anything and have 
a good time at the same time.  And I think that’s really – did you 
say helped me to develop? 
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Sample of Initial Analysis 
 

Participant 1 
Initial analysis of interview 

 
Description of Participant 1: 
African-American female, 32-years-old. Sees 15 hours on average per week direct client 
contact for a community based agency. 
 
Description of creativity 
Participant 1 describes creativity as something that is not part of a structure. She 
considers creativity to be out of the box.  

 
“I would define creativity as something that is out of the box or something that is 
not necessarily a part of the structure.” and, “I would describe creativity as 
whatever enhances the already rules or structure.” 
 

Creativity as a blessing or gift 
Participant 1 believes that people are creative or not. It is considered as a blessing or gift.  

 
“I feel like lots of people are either naturally creative or you’re not and so I 
think some people fight for that creativity especially when you work with kids 
but I feel like that’s [creativity] been one of my blessings or one of my gifts is 
that I feel like I’m very creative or that my brain automatically thinks of 
something new.” 

 
Hands on 
She said that her theory of therapy is structural, but also considers herself an experiential 
therapist. She seems to rely on structure when dealing with families, while incorporating 
experiential techniques to enhance the structure. 
  

“I’m definitely structured. I am experiential.” 
 
Participant 1 values hands on experiences in the therapy room, not only for her clients, 
but also for herself. 
  

“I do all kinds of activities and I try to use the five senses:  the taste, the touch, 
smell, all of that stuff to enhance my therapy.  So I feel like I am, on the 
experiential side, I think that’s extremely important.” 

 
 “I’m extremely visual.  The more hands-on I am the better I do at something.” 
 

“I think that [qualities that make Participant 1 a creative therapist] goes back to 
the way that my brain kind of works.” 
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Sample of Data Analysis 
 

Creativity – Nature:  
Who I am (3); faithful to journey offered; within every 
person (4); different degrees/levels (3); life is about 
creativity; express who we are (3); intuitive; inquisitive; 
adventurous; intriguing; non-stop desire; can be developed; 
gift; just happens (2); occurs naturally (2); picture; in the 
moment; spontaneous; anything; individual; something in 
my head; breath of fresh air; every person is unique; my 
head works as an artist; trusting instincts; normal; blessing; 
gift; brain automatically thinks of something new 

What is creativity – experiential experience; positive 
feeling; energy (2); not cerebral thing; emotion; broader 
meaning/scope; open (2); willing to risk; can be 
developed; different meaning; flexibility; out of ordinary 
(2); different approach; anything; individual; different 
levels (2); outside the box (4); sparks interest; novel (2); 
exciting (2); breath of fresh air; subtle; quiet; peaceful; 
spontaneous; available each time; wider; nebulous; 
happens in a moment; life force; risky; more options; 
essence of hope; doing things that motivate; passion; not 
part of the structure; enhances rules or structure; some 
people fight for it 

Helping Client – solve problem; helping people get better; 
find better way to live; make meaning (2); client figure it 
out; answers are inside them (2); clients do the work; learn 
(2); internalize; create new expression; flexible; encourage; 
permission (2); fit (4); tap their creativity; change (3); 
experience (2); passionate (2); clarity; connection (2); 
accuracy; find freedom; listen (2); understandable; 
communicate; gain insights; grasp; do different (3); get 
where they want to be; think on own; take something with 
them; know these people (2); marital cases; appropriate use 
of self (2); not willing to give up; show me; relate; new 
way to see problem; new way to understand; stay focused; 
not feel techniquey; benefit from it; punctuating success; 
fun; deeper level; teach; remember 

“I feel like lots of people are either naturally creative or 
you’re not and so I think some people fight for that 
creativity especially when you work with kids but I feel 
like that’s [creativity] been one of my blessings or one of 
my gifts is that I feel like I’m very creative or that my brain 
automatically thinks of something new.” 
 
“For me it [creativity] just came normal.  [Creativity] It 
was about passion and it was about being able to go into 
therapy and have fun.” 
 
“Well and I think that is straight back from Carl Whitaker 
and that whole, the whole Brad Keaney era of trusting your 
instincts.” 
 
“I think there are some people that [creativity] just exudes 
from and others that it’s not as readily apparent.  I guess 
I would still contend that everybody’s got [creativity] in 
them to some degree.” 
 

“I feel like lots of people are either naturally creative 
or you’re not and so I think some people fight for that 
creativity especially when you work with kids but I feel 
like that’s [creativity] been one of my blessings or 
one of my gifts is that I feel like I’m very creative or 
that my brain automatically thinks of something 
new.” 
 
“I would define creativity as something that is out of the 
box or something that is not necessarily a part of the 
structure.” and, “I would describe creativity as 
whatever enhances the already rules or structure.” 
 
“I’d define [creativity] as doing the things that motivate 
me in therapy. Really, for me if I’m excited and I’m 
passionate about something and I do something that 
really works for me, then it seems to work for others” 
 

“you [therapist] just feel out people and decide kind of 
what they want and what they work best with.” 
 
“But people, once they get I think to the point where 
they’re doing something in therapy they want something 
different.  I think people enjoy that and I think they 
enjoy trying to develop their creative side of things.  
Whether that be a basic collage.  Whether that be them 
doing something that they have wanted to do but haven’t 
done.  Like dance or something like that.  People want to 
do that.  And they want permission to do that.” 
 
“I think lots of times as therapists we can give them 
permission to – I totally think you should sign up for that 
class.  You know?  If you want to do it, what’s keeping 
you from doing that?  Those type of things or they have 
permission to do it.” 
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