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A B S T R A C T   

There is limited research on the health implications of Indigenous and traditional art practices. This study 
investigated the therapeutic value and meaning of these practices and their use in art therapy. Twenty-one art 
therapists who identified as belonging to or working closely with a culturally diverse or Indigenous community 
provided insights about the use of traditional art practices in therapy or their own artmaking. Through grounded 
theory methodology, we developed a framework to identify therapeutic potentials, individual and community 
benefits and risks of involving culturally significant art practices in art therapy. Results suggested that Indigenous 
and traditional art practices are embedded in the culture and land they emerge from. These practices are 
considered familiar if the client has learned them from older generations which can lead to increased cultural 
pride and reclaiming cultural identity. Certain art practices and art forms have specific therapeutic qualities that 
can be used with a larger population. Our findings led to the development of an emerging ecological model of 
Indigenous and traditional art practices. The model suggests that the individual, family, community, and culture 
are deeply interlinked. When using traditional and Indigenous arts in art therapy, we suggest art therapists to 
consider this ecological model and make ethical choices to avoid appropriation.   

Indigenous and traditional artistic practices in art therapy 

Art therapy developed as a clinical profession in the Western world 
and the role of art media in the profession is therefore also defined 
primarily by North American and European arts traditions (Junge, 2016; 
Kaimal & Arslanbek, 2020; Rubin, 2009). “Art therapy and abstract 
painting emerged out of the same artistic and philosophical firmament, 
Modernism. Art Therapy and modern art consider the unconscious mind 
to be a vast reservoir of personal and collective imagery. Both see the 
unconscious as the fountain of all creativity.” (Haslam, 2005, p. 20). The 
American Art Therapy Association (2011) recognizes the need for 
multicultural competence and diversity, as well as sensitivity to one’s 
own and clients’ cultural awareness and cultural heritage- including 
how esthetic experience and experiences in the arts influence the art 
therapy process. Standing up to such ethical considerations, art thera-
pists have recognized the need for locally relevant approaches to art 
therapy, and have adapted to unique socio-cultural contexts (Bonz et al., 
2019; Gómez Carlier & Salom, 2012; Potash, Bardot, & Ho, 2012; Potash 
et al., 2017). 

Arts are an integral part of many Indigenous practices and 

Indigenous knowledge is a valuable resource for mental health pro-
fessions (Napoli, 2019). Acknowledging that the traditional arts can 
have specific meanings and deep connection amongst the community or 
shared across generations, there is increasing interest among art thera-
pists in examining Indigenous knowledge and traditional artmaking 
practices and their benefits to the community (Huang, 2021; Kaimal & 
Arslanbek, 2020; Lu & Yuen, 2012; Muirhead & De Leeuw, 2013; Park, 
Lee, Kim, & Kim, 2020; Warson, 2012; Weinberg, 2018). Art therapists 
are recognizing the value of locally available and natural art materials 
such as rice, rice flour, shredded coconut, rocks, feathers, seeds, grass, 
flowers, and natural ink (Carew, 2018; Gómez Carlier & Salom, 2012, 
Iyer, 2021; Jhaveri, 2021; Park et al., 2020) and traditional textiles 
including weaving, embroidery, crocheting (Cohen & Agosin, 2013; 
Homer, 2020; Leone, 2021) that reflect cultural and geographical 
identities of the clients and the community. In a review of Indigenous 
and traditional visual artistic practices, Kaimal and Arslanbek (2020) 
summarize the use and benefits of these practices as highlighted by art 
therapists. These include incorporating traditional arts for restoration 
from cultural oppression (Campanelli, 1996; Napoli, 2019), to build 
safety and trust (Weinberg, 2018); for cultural inclusion and 
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cross-cultural communication (Cameron, 2010); as a tool for empow-
erment (Huss & Cwikel, 2005) and community engagement for holistic 
healing (Basto, Warson, & Barbour, 2012; Warson, 2012; Warson, 
Taukchiray, & Barbour, 2013). 

Art therapists have highlighted the importance of cultural awareness 
and traditional and Indigenous knowledge systems when working with 
diverse populations (Potash et al., 2017; Talwar, 2015). Understanding 
that traditional artforms are often a part of a cultural system of the 
community, art therapists have emphasized a culturally humble stance 
that regards the client as the expert, especially when working with 
marginalized cultures and Indigenous clients (Campanelli, 1996; Kapi-
tan, 2015). Promoting a non-hierarchical participatory stance, working 
with community mentors and leaders, and allowing cultural values to 
emerge are some ethical considerations and recommendations that have 
been highlighted in the literature (Campanelli, 1996; Huss, Kaufman, 
Avgar, & Shouker, 2015; Kaimal & Arslanbek, 2020; Weinberg, 2018). 

Although there is an increased focus on incorporating traditional arts 
practices, there is scarce knowledge on how to use these rich traditions 
and knowledge clinically, culturally and ethically in art therapy. There is 
also the need for guidelines on how to approach such practices 
respectfully without the risk of appropriation. Considering the limited 
research on the health implications of traditional artistic practices, our 
study aimed to examine the role of traditional and Indigenous forms of 
visual artistic practice in promoting psychosocial well-being and how it 
can inform the profession of art therapy. 

Methods 

We aimed to gather the knowledge from fellow art therapists on the 
use of Indigenous and traditional artforms in therapeutic spaces. We 
position ourselves as art therapists with heritages influenced by Turkey, 
India, and the United States. We bring our diverse worldviews, knowl-
edge, and personal history to this research. Operating from a cultural 
humility framework, we recognize the need for ongoing learning and are 
grateful for the perspectives of the interviewees who generously shared 
their knowledge and experiences with us. 

Study design 

We used grounded theory methodology (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) to 
approximate a framework for identifying therapeutic potentials, indi-
vidual and community benefits and risks of involving culturally signif-
icant art practices in art therapy. Indigenous artforms were defined as 
artforms that serve as visual markers directly connected to a specific 
community, history, and geographic location. Traditional artforms were 
defined as artforms that have existed over centuries but are not neces-
sarily tied to a specific community. For example, we considered knitting 
as a traditional practice but not as an Indigenous artform. We aimed for 
sensitive use of the terms Indigenous, Aboriginal, or traditional which 
depended upon the interviewee’s identity preference. Approval for this 
study was obtained from Drexel University’s Internal Review Board 
(IRB). 

Participants 

Twenty-one art therapists and expressive arts therapists were 
recruited from across the globe for semi-structured interviews. Since a 
limited number of art therapists work with Indigenous and traditional 
cultures, forms and materials, criterion sampling as part of purposive 
sampling was appropriate for this research. We recruited participants 
who were trained in art therapy or expressive arts therapy, and worked 
with Indigenous and traditional communities, or used traditional ma-
terials, artforms and artistic and cultural practices. As English was our 
team’s shared language, we chose English speaking participants only, to 
ensure we communicated correctly with our participants and were able 
to apply inter-coder agreement. Fig. 1 outlines the demographic 

locations of participants. 

Procedures and data collection 

A recruitment e-mail was sent out to a small number of art therapists 
who we identified through their publications and presentations on the 
use of traditional and Indigenous artforms in art therapy. Then, we 
asked interviewees to identify other art therapists that may qualify to 
participate in this study. We reached out to suggested individuals who fit 
the criteria, and conducted twenty one interviews with participants who 
consented to the study. While some participants had extensive experi-
ence with working with Indigenous and traditional communities, some 
others had experiences for a limited duration in one particular setting. 
We aimed for saturation and continued data collection until we acquired 
sufficient data to describe categories and their dimensions (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008). All interviews were conducted via Zoom platform over a 
period of four months between September- December 2020 and the 
duration of interviews varied between 20 and 50 min. 

We used a semi-structured interview guide prepared for this study 
after a careful review of the literature and the authors’ prior experiences 
of using traditional arts practices in their own clinical practice. The 
guide included questions about participants’ backgrounds, experiences 
with traditional and Indigenous arts, views, cultural considerations, and 
concerns. Subsequently, verbatim transcriptions were prepared and 
cross-checked against the recorded interviews for all of the participants 
by two researchers. (See Appendix A for interview guide). 

Data analysis 

All transcripts were deidentified, assigned a participant serial num-
ber and uploaded on Dedoose© (a qualitative data analysis software) for 
coding and analysis. The data were coded in several phases following the 
method of grounded theory steps through systematic, iterative analysis 
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). A priori codes were established based on 
literature and new codes were added based on review of the data as per 
the initial open coding process (See Appendix B: Codebook). Threats to 
validity were addressed by establishing inter-coder agreement, peer 
scrutiny and debriefing, memo writing, iterative coding, and regular 
team meetings to distill findings (Shenton, 2004). To the extent possible, 
we tried to minimize any idiosyncratic interpretation of the data and we 
discussed our biases. The first phase included open coding, wherein 
line-by-line coding of the transcripts was carried out to develop cate-
gories and subcategories. Once consensus was reached on initial codes, 
they were refined further into axial codes to identify connections be-
tween the categories as to explain the ways in which traditional and 
Indigenous artforms are situated, understood, practiced, and adapted in 
art therapy. From this iterative process of constant comparison of codes 
and categories, as well as memo-writing and diagraming, emerged a 
schema of an ecological model of traditional and Indigenous art prac-
tices for mapping the contributions and role of Indigenous and tradi-
tional artforms in art therapy. Selective coding allowed connecting the 
concepts and categories onto the visual representation of the natural 
habitat as the relationships between them unfolded. The tree/ natural 
habitat provided an illustration for these findings to be elaborated in the 
form of a framework for Indigenous and traditional artforms in art 
therapy. 

Fig. 1. Demographic information of the participants.  
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Results 

Based on our interview analysis, we proposed an ecological model of 
Indigenous and traditional arts practices that is informed by four 
themes. Reflecting on our interview responses, we will share our final 
model and findings around the four themes that emerged through this 
research. 

Ecological model of Indigenous and traditional arts practices: inter- 
connectedness between individual, family, community, and culture 

Our findings led to four themes: 1) Indigenous and traditional art-
forms are deeply embedded in the cultures from which they emerge. 2) 
Although not always, Indigenous and traditional practices are often 
familiar and relevant to the client who have cultural resonance with the 
artistic practice. 3) There are distinct media qualities which make 
traditional arts more suitable in certain settings and for certain thera-
peutic goals. 4) The qualities mentioned above make Indigenous and 
traditional art practices suitable to address historical trauma, explore 
cultural identity and increase connectedness to one’s roots: to identity, 
family, community, culture, and history, which can lead to a strength-
ened support system, processing of transgenerational trauma and 
increased confidence in cultural identity. 

We proposed an ecological model for Indigenous and traditional arts, 
which we used a tree analogy to describe the interconnected network of 
individuals, family, culture, community, social environment, spiritual-
ity, systems of knowledge and artistic practice (See Fig. 2). We have 
identified the interrelatedness of the land, culture, community, and 
family through a detailed analysis of interview transcripts and our own 
notes. We liken the Indigenous and traditional art forms to the fruit of a 
deeply rooted tree of culture. This fruit is given life and continuously 
nourished by interrelated socio-cultural influences. As illustrated in the 
tree analogy, roots represent systems of knowledge; the tree is rooted in 

the land, the belief systems, ancestral systems of knowledge, and history. 
The trunk is the cultural worldview; it is what keeps the tree standing, 
such as community and cultural experts. The branches are the various 
Indigenous and traditional communities, practicing distinct cultural 
rituals and art making. The fruits are the art products generated through 
this confluence; plucking this fruit without understanding the complex 
web that nourished it, may carry the risks of disconnection and appro-
priation. In this analogy, there are also mediators who enjoy the fruits 
and spread the seeds of the tree. These mediators are likened to birds, 
squirrels, or bees, spreading the seeds of the fruit to continue regrowth. 
We consider art therapists who learn, carry, and spread the artform 
consciously as professionals as acting in this role of the mediators. 
Finally, we liken outer impacts on this ecological system, such as colo-
nialism, to draught or storms that challenge the natural environment of 
the tree. 

History and practice of the art form is deeply rooted in the culture 

Throughout history, art practices were used for spiritual ceremonies 
and other daily practices. They were familiar to people in the commu-
nity, and were deeply connected to nature, personal and community 
wellness, rituals and storytelling, and community connectedness. These 
practices and art forms were used to pass down local knowledge, such as 
dot paintings being used to help people navigate. Rooted deeply in the 
culture and land, these visual practices may carry other significance for 
the culture and its people than self-expression or esthetic appreciation. 
As one interviewee stated: 

Aboriginal people, when we do dot painting, we’re not actually 
trying to make a picture, it is a map. We are recording something that 
we need to remember such as where the honey ants are. They (dot 
paintings) are really crucial for survival. 

Fig. 2. Ecological model of indigenous and traditional arts practices (interaction and interdependence between roots, trunk, branches, fruits, outer impacts and 
animals). Artwork used in this figure is created jointly by authors. 
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Indigenous arts practices are often created as a community and are 
intertwined with spirituality. In some communities, creating art repre-
sents “being in line with the creator or the divine” as an interviewee 
noted. The visual, musical, or embodied arts practices represent the 
connection between the divine and the community, which makes these 
practices sacred. In some cultures, art making was created during life 
cycle ceremonies such as quilts for coming-of-age ceremonies or when 
mourning the death of a loved one. One of our interviewees explained 
how quilts are used for ceremonies: 

Somebody had passed away and I conducted a quilt ceremony where 
the family come up and they put it around the mom and the dad 
because they lost their son. And it means ‘your community is here for 
you. Your family is here for you. Your Creator is here for you.’. 

As seen in these two examples, culture-specific visual practices carry 
great spiritual and cultural significance to the community. They are 
rooted deeply within the culture, and require knowledge, sensitivity, 
and responsibility for the therapist to use them in clinical or community 
art therapy settings. 

Traditional and Indigenous art forms may be familiar to clients who learn 
the artform at an early age 

Traditional and Indigenous art forms are perceived as familiar, 
especially if they were learned from family members, community, or 
formal education. Culture specific images may be more accessible or 
meaningful to some clients that were exposed to them at an early age. 
Indigenous practices have also been identified by some art therapists as 
helping with their own personal healing journey. Some found that 
traditional materials connect them with their family, community, and 
culture: 

I have always integrated clay (in art making). I think that it is a way 
that I connect with my roots, with my culture, with my country. I 
always go and buy clay from the land that we are from. And it’s all 
Indigenous people. I have had interesting conversations of how we 
really feel and believe that the land is alive, and the clay is alive. It’s a 
way to feel that connection with who we are. 

Findings suggest that therapists feel inclined to use these materials 
and practices only if the client voiced that they have cultural resonance 
and feel ready to explore these materials. Assuming client’s background 
and introducing materials and directives based on therapist’s own as-
sumptions may lead to stereotyping and appropriation. Having said that, 
responsible and informed use of familiar and safe materials can help 
clients integrate elements of historical wisdom, explore cultural identity 
and bridge to a dialog on difficult topics. 

There are distinct therapeutic (physio-psycho-socio-spiritual) qualities of 
traditional art media 

Therapists used some of the traditional art media such as embroi-
dery, knitting or needlework for specific therapeutic goals in art therapy 
such as closure, mindfulness, sharing memories or to raise awareness 
through using craft. Traditional art practices such as embroidery, 
quilting, sewing, or knitting were identified as tactile, emotionally 
grounding, tangible, comforting or focusing. Several interviewees 
underscored that rhythmic quality to such media, such as the rhythm of 
passing the needle through the cloth are comforting for their clients. One 
of our interviewees also said that making embroidery helped relieve 
physical discomfort with some of her clients. In addition to specific 
therapeutic qualities, certain media and artforms may be more conve-
nient to use in a particular landscape or may be portable and accessible. 
For instance, in certain geographic areas, accessing needlework mate-
rials, and finding a space to practice it were identified as easier than 

accessing conventional art materials such as acrylic paints. Furthermore, 
needlework group projects such as quilts are easier to carry around, 
compared to group murals which can only be observed where they are 
created. Craft activities cultivated community support in group settings 
through socialization and storytelling: “One thing that I find universal is 
that craft tends to allow people more socialization, more storytelling. 
Craft often relates to family and culture. It opens a discussion in the 
room in an organic way to share their connection”. Similarly, traditional 
arts practices such as knitting allowed people to connect with each other 
in the group through sharing memories: 

At various times, once we started doing the work (knitting), people 
started telling stories about their moms or their grandmas. It gave 
people a way to connect with each other and also connect with their 
biological families they were no longer a part of, and I think also 
connect to the community. 

As seen in these examples, crafts are suggested to cultivate social-
ization and connection with client’s family, community, and each other 
in a group environment. 

Engaging in Indigenous and traditional arts holds the potential to address 
historical trauma, explore cultural identity, and reconnect 

In certain Indigenous and traditional communities, arts are integral 
parts of the daily cultural practices that were passed down through 
generations. However, there have been disruptions to this dynamic 
cultural practice. Colonialism and cultural oppression have caused these 
rich practices to go underground and even be forgotten. Certain com-
munities have experienced traumatic events such as involuntary resi-
dential schools, which had damaging effects on the well-being of 
children and communities. Forced adoptions have caused attachment 
disruptions and disconnection between individuals and their familial 
and cultural heritage. 

It was almost like a cultural genocide. They (children) were taken 
away from the attachment with their parents. What we now have is a 
disconnection; the parents who are parenting their children today 
were never parented because they were raised in a residential school, 
(they were) abused, not able to keep their arts, not able to keep their 
language. 

Today, people still struggle with stereotypes of Indigenous identity 
and ongoing systemic racism. Art therapists identified the shame asso-
ciated with being an Indigenous person due to colonization, which led 
some of their Indigenous clients to deny their cultural identities. 
Indigenous therapists expressed their feelings of guilt for not embracing 
their Indigenous identity enough. Therapists voiced the impact of the 
residential school era and how its transgenerational effects are still very 
much alive for many people. They highlighted that art therapy creates 
opportunities for reconnection with cultural teachings, stories and the 
land that were forgotten due to cultural disconnection caused by resi-
dential schools. Some art therapists who identify as Indigenous used 
Indigenous art forms in art therapy to empower their clients who either 
directly or transgenerationally experienced the cultural genocide. 
Similar processes regarding colonialism and cultural oppression have 
occurred in various parts of the world. Art therapists stated that art 
exhibitions and cultural celebrations can be a way to both cultivate cross 
cultural understanding and respect, as well as encourage solidarity and 
support: 

There is opportunity to see similarities in how colonization affects 
different Indigenous people. There is the history and context in 
Canada, the United States, South America, Australia, Europe... 
Through art exhibitions, we are able to create these communities of 
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not just solidarity, but these communities where we relate to each 
other, build networks and support each other to grow and to heal. 

Using traditional arts as a part of art therapy decolonizes the Western 
idea of therapy, as it centers around knowledge and practices relevant to 
the client’s background. Through using traditional arts in therapy, cli-
ents may connect with their personal and cultural history, explore and 
address trauma and grief caused by colonialism and cultural genocide. 
Engaging in discussions and making collective art around issues that 
effected the community can also help individuals process grief and find 
empowerment. Traditional arts may help connect individuals who feel 
disconnected from their culture. Art making along with a culturally 
competent and sensitive art therapist may help explore cultural roots 
and lead to increased connectedness with one’s cultural identity. An 
interviewee explained the significant connection between traditional art 
and identity as follows: “If they can get excited about this traditional art, 
then they get more connected to their past. So, that becomes healing, 
and it becomes an attachment.” 

Therapists working with Indigenous clients emphasized that con-
necting with forgotten historical knowledge and cultural symbolism 
cultivates identity, promotes self-awareness, and self-confidence. Gen-
erations impacted by the residential schools did not know the traditional 
art forms and their significance in relation to their Indigenous identity. 
They are now able to connect with elders and learn about designs which 
helps them claim their identity. Traditional arts are also identified as 
encouraging dialog within the group about their families and commu-
nities. Discussions that share community connections improves inter-
generational communication and transfer of knowledge, and make 
people feel “grounded to who they are” as one of our interviewees 
mentioned. Using Indigenous and traditional art forms in art therapy 
could also have impacts such as feeling safe and culturally validated. 
Communities who were impacted by systematic cultural oppression may 
benefit from exploring these practices in a culturally safe environment. 

Discussion 

This study pursued a better understanding of Indigenous and tradi-
tional art forms as they relate to the modern profession of art therapy. 
We sought to study the role of Indigenous and traditional forms of visual 
artistic practice in promoting health and psychosocial well-being. Using 
interviews and observations of artistic practice, we examined whether 
and to what extent art making has had a therapeutic role in human lives 
and how it can inform the modern profession of art therapy. 

Reflecting on our ecological model and tree analogy, if the art 
therapist is to use the fruit, that is, the traditional art practice in art 
therapy, we recommend that the therapist questions where that fruit 
comes from: what are the branches, the trunk and the roots that gave life 
to that fruit? What are the risks, and benefits of plucking this fruit off the 
tree? As art therapists, how do we carry the ethical responsibility of 
being the ones to spread the seeds of this fruit? 

Traditional art practice, art product, and the community are all inter- 
related and embedded in the culture, land, and its history. This could be 
one reason why Indigenous art practices are often created within and as 
a community. In a communal setting, using traditional art practices can 
act as a catalyzer to support reclaiming identity and address trans-
generational trauma and healing (Quayle & Sonn, 2019). In various 
parts of the world, there is great loss associated with colonialism and its 
transgenerational effects. Children who were separated from their 
families and communities lost the right to maintain and hand down their 
cultural identity (Clark, 2000). Trauma and grief caused by experiences 
of colonization and violence are still prominent in Indigenous commu-
nities (Evans & Sinclair, 2016). Residential schools disrupted the family 
and community structures, diminished cultural identity; interrupted 
parenting abilities (Lafrance & Collins, 2003; Rice & Snyder, 2008). Art 
therapists in our study shared that using local Indigenous knowledge 
and practice in art therapy taps into decolonizing therapy, which aligns 

with the literature suggesting that it is imperative to focus on local 
knowledge and experience to create a decolonizing framework (Quayle 
& Sonn, 2019). 

Creativity and arts are embedded in Indigenous cultures as they are 
incorporated in rituals, ceremonies and are intertwined with spirituality 
(Smith, 1999). Thus, arts practices may be valuable modalities to pro-
mote engagement with Indigenous identity, which as a result may 
enhance self-esteem and improve cultural identity (Duran, Duran, Heart, 
& Horse-Davis, 1998). Promoting spaces where storytelling, rituals and 
ceremonies can be incorporated support re-constructing identity. 
Indigenous stories were used to pass down local beliefs, values, and 
wisdom inherent to the cultures (Smith, 1999). Restoring these stories 
may help revitalize connection between the land, culture, and its people, 
as well as increase intergenerational communication. Using traditional 
and Indigenous art practices that have cultural resonance helps to pro-
cess intergenerational trauma and grief, as well as explore topics such as 
identity, community, culture, historical trauma and attachment (Whyte, 
2018). Today, Indigenous artistic practices, as well as languages and 
traditions are being reclaimed (Edwards, 2020). Reclaiming identity and 
learning what is forgotten can be a powerful endeavor for cultural 
healing (Archibald & Dewar, 2010). In line with the literature, some of 
our interviewees highlighted that reclaiming Indigenous arts practices 
helped their personal healing journey. 

In addition to promoting cultural healing and reconnection to cul-
tural identity, traditional art practices also help individuals connect with 
their family members, community, and personal history. For instance, 
an interviewee underlined that knitting in a group setting encouraged 
stories about clients’ childhood and personal life, which opened a way to 
connect with each other as a group, as well as their families and com-
munity. Reflected in the literature, exploring culture-specific materials 
and imagery in art therapy may help clients feel connected with their 
family and community (Garlock, 2016; Moon, 2010). Literature also 
shows that traditional and communal arts practices bolster community 
belonging and cultural identity, encourage social participation, promote 
empowerment, and build resilience (Lu & Yuen, 2012; McHenry, 2011). 
Through positive engagements with historical knowledge and cultural 
symbolism, clients and therapists experience cultural validation which 
may improve overall mental health and wellness (Whyte, 2018). 

Some therapists use traditional practices and art forms for thera-
peutic goals such as closure, mindfulness, sharing memories or to raise 
awareness about contemporary social and political issues. It has also 
been noted in art therapy literature that practices including knitting, 
embroidery, quilting, or beadwork can be repetitive and rhythmic, of-
fering soothing (Garlock, 2016) or grounding (Collier, 2011) qualities. 
Some interviewees identified these qualities as meditative, helping cli-
ents with emotion regulation. Using traditional art/craft materials and 
practices that are relevant to client’s culture may evoke feelings of pride. 
In previous literature, traditional artforms such as textile have been 
shown to cultivate a sense of mastery, satisfaction, and achievement 
(Garlock, 2016). In line with the literature on art therapy and textile arts 
(Garlock, 2016), art therapists in our study identified craft activities as 
promoting a sense of community in group settings. Some art therapists 
said that using traditional crafts have helped clients talk about difficult 
topics such as sexual abuse, which may be due to the relaxing and 
grounding nature of the materials. Another rationale for using tradi-
tional materials and forms is the accessibility of certain art materials, 
especially in areas where conventional art materials are scarce or 
irrelevant. Thus, art materials that are accessible and familiar to the 
community may be a viable option to ensure sustainable and culturally 
relevant practice (Bonz et al., 2019). Our study indicates that Indigenous 
and traditional arts practices should best be implemented by art thera-
pists who identify with or have a commitment to the community they 
serve and understand the dilemmas and difficulties of Indigenous 
identity and community to avoid misrepresentation (Smith, 1999). How 
therapists will embed themselves in this interrelated web of community 
and history, and how they disseminate the information/ experience 
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outside that community are key considerations to ensure culturally safe 
and ethical practice. There are important considerations to be made 
regarding the use of art practices or products outside their original 
context. Using the artform outside its context can cause mistrust in the 
community against outsiders looking to learn the indigenous art prac-
tice. One of our interviewees shared the reservations of a local artist she 
talked to, about passing on traditional knowledge to outsiders: 

(Speaking about a local artist), She would say, ‘I don’t feel 
comfortable sharing this (the indigenous art practice) because in the 
past, we would teach people how to do it and they would ensure us 
that they won’t sell this work (outside the community) and then they 
would sell it. She was very concerned about that. 

To ensure ethical use of traditional practices outside the original 
setting, consulting with the community and determining how and in 
which context the art practice will be used and shared is needed (Fitz-
patrick et al., 2016). Another ethical consideration is about the 
perception and use of the art style and products. As one of our in-
terviewees shared, art practices such as x-ray or dot paintings were not 
perceived as art in the Aboriginal communities as we understand it in 
the Western context. They were not produced for esthetic appraisal or 
for self-expression, but rather they served a pragmatic or ceremonial 
purpose, crucial for physical and cultural survival of the community. 
Indeed, Hocoy (2002) underlines that many Euro-American concepts 
about art and imagery do not apply cross-culturally. 

Expecting individuals to create certain art forms based on their 
Indigenous and traditional identities may also lead to a static and ste-
reotypic understanding of identity and culture, while many traditional 
and Indigenous communities have multi-layered cultural identities 
(Huss, 2011). When traditional communities are exposed to moderni-
zation, they may embody a combination of cultural patterns, thus, the 
individual may navigate between ancestorial and modern cultural 
knowledge (Huss, 2011). One of our interviewees explained this navi-
gation between Western foundations and traditional knowledge with the 
concept of “the two eyed seeing”. The two-eyed seeing is a concept 
proposed by the Aboriginal elder, Albert Marshall, which offers an 
integrative perspective between Western knowledge and Indigenous 
ways of knowing (Bartlett, Marshall, & Marshall, 2012). Our interviewee 
explained how she understood this concept to inform her practice as an 
art therapist: 

Two-eyed seeing was a concept that was proposed by Albert 
Marshall. The idea was that we have these two eyes and one eye 
looked at the strength of Western approaches. So that might be 
Western theories and education. You gather strength from that side. 
Then through the other eye, you look at the strength of indigenous 
ways of knowing. You look at your ceremonies and stories that are 
already part of the community and the culture. For me the frame-
work that I use is to be able to look at art therapy with both eyes 
open, to use these Western foundations with traditional practices. 

It is imperative to acknowledge that culturally diverse communities 
may use a variety of art materials, forms, subjects, and practices. For 
example, in the modern context, Aboriginal artists use their cultural 
artforms to express and manifest their political struggles, identification 
with the land, and communicate their cultural identity with the non- 
Aboriginal world (Venbrux, 2002). When therapists are informed 
about how the culture-specific art practices have emerged and devel-
oped over time, they will be better equipped to make ethical decisions in 
introducing and using these art practices with their clients. 

Clinical and ethical implications 

Using Indigenous and traditional artforms in art therapy requires 
serious ethical considerations and cultural adjustments. We believe 

there are distinct issues and concerns to be contemplated by art thera-
pists before deciding to engage in Indigenous and traditional arts within 
art therapy. These include being self-reflexive, respecting the land, 
knowledge, and traditions; incorporating culturally significant people 
such as elders or community leaders; and making sure materials, con-
cepts and ideas are familiar and meaningful to the client. Several in-
terviewees named the importance of trusting the healing components of 
the community values and accommodating the local traditions in art 
therapy. 

Being aware of one’s own positionality, and consistently engaging in 
self-reflection is key in establishing a trusting relationship through 
which the therapeutic work will grow. Engaging in self reflexivity avoids 
cultural harm to the community (Kapitan, 2015; Talwar, 2010). Asking 
why and in which terms a traditional artform can be brought to the 
therapy room can help the therapist identify the purpose, importance, 
and risks of using traditional arts in art therapy. As a therapist from a 
different cultural or educational background than the Indigenous client, 
it is important to avoid situating the client into the incorrect stereo-
typical assumptions (Kapitan, 2015). Some art practices may be sacred, 
or they may carry spiritual significance in their symbolism. Using them 
out of their context, may result in appropriation. Art therapists who use 
traditional media with a client in their clinical practice often share 
similar cultural backgrounds with the client, thus have intuitive 
knowledge; or have learned about the culture through extended expo-
sure to the specific community. Art therapists who used certain tradi-
tional forms in their art therapy clinical practice voiced that they 
learned these skills and forms from their family and cultural environ-
ments, from other therapists, through self-explorations, in school, 
through their clients or through a visit or exposure to a different culture. 

Although some traditional art practices are shared between cultures, 
such as needlework, some other traditional art practices are very specific 
to a particular community. Indigenous nations may have art practices 
that are distinct to a community, shaped by the land, and culture, thus, it 
is important to introduce the Indigenous art practices carefully. Cultural 
authorization from the elders and the community to do art therapy work 
is critical when entering communities as an outsider (Evans & Sinclair, 
2016). It is imperative to invite local experts such as elders of the 
community to guide the ceremonial processes in which art therapy is 
embedded. As an interviewee voiced, “the families need someone from 
within their own community to guide them, not me (the therapist).” Art 
therapists have stated that acknowledging the value of elders’ contri-
bution to the art therapy process, receiving their feedback, and 
respecting their knowledge is imperative. Elders and other community 
mentors provide guidance to the art therapist and bring local Indigenous 
wisdom of the culture to be part of the art therapy process (Weinberg, 
2018). This might potentially help individuals in the group trust and 
engage with art therapy. Moreover, acknowledging the importance of 
local wisdom and allowing the ritualistic practices of the culture and 
land to enter the art therapy process can improve cultural strength and 
pride for participants, leading to better treatment outcomes. 

As we discussed earlier, it is important for the therapist to not assume 
a client will be familiar with an art practice solely based on their cultural 
background. Some clients may not be familiar with the art practice even 
if they identify as a member of the community where the art practice 
emerged. Moreover, there may be shame associated with the use of 
artform due to history of cultural oppression, thus not every client may 
want to engage in exploring specific artforms, or even be treated by 
people from their community (Whyte, 2018). Understanding where the 
client is at in terms of their cultural identity and their readiness to 
engage with it, is a key consideration when introducing traditional art 
forms or materials. Bringing culturally significant materials alongside 
conventional materials provides the flexibility to the client to choose 
what they would like to engage in. Providing this flexibility, and not 
imposing specific art materials is especially important when working 
with clients from communities with a history of cultural oppression: 
some art therapists underlined that client who have disconnection with 
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their cultures due to historical trauma may refuse to acknowledge their 
cultural heritage, making traditional materials less relatable for them. 

Finally, as other mental health professions, art therapy too, can be a 
catalyzer of ethnocentric values that are unfit for diverse communities 
(Sue et al., 2013; Talwar, Iyer, & Doby-Copeland, 2004). The embodied 
and non-verbal qualities of art making do not grant exemption to our 
field from the risks of trying to fit culturally diverse clients into the 
colonial Western idea of what therapy is. When we use Indigenous and 
traditional materials and practices in the clinical field, one may assume 
that these risks are mitigated, based on the cultural compatibility of the 
materials. However, on the contrary, culturally relevant practice re-
quires extensive knowledge and sensitivity. It is crucial that the therapist 
understands the layered political, social, and historical stories in relation 
to the artform, and their client. This puts a great responsibility on the 
therapist who utilizes these art practices. Ensuring that multicultural 
knowledge, skills, and awareness are thoroughly integrated in the art 
therapy curriculum is crucial to prepare art therapy students who may 
later serve culturally diverse communities (Kapitan, 2015). 

Limitations 

There are several limitations of this study that need to be mentioned. 
Although we reached out to international art therapists working in 
various settings, the majority of the art therapists who participated were 
from USA, Canada or Australia. Thus, we mostly discussed the Indige-
nous and traditional practices from these areas. The scope of this pilot 
study did not include resources for translation. Therefore, we conducted 
all our interviews in English, which again limited the diversity of par-
ticipants. Some art therapists did not respond, or declined to interview, 
stating that they preferred not to give any information that does not lead 
to direct benefit of their communities. Their decisions may be informed 
by the history of exploitation of Indigenous and traditional communities 
by researchers, and history of appropriation of cultural arts practices by 
art therapists, leading to a rightful mistrust. Because of that, we were not 
able to capture some potentially significant points of view that could 
have enhanced this research. Finally, although both the researchers and 
interviewees that helped construct this research came from distinct 
culturally diverse societies, our findings and interpretations are repre-
sentative of the cases we encountered, thus are not generalizable. 
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