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Executive Summary  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
In 2008, the Department of Human Services funded a Mental Health Fellowship to 
research the role of art making in mental health recovery in the context of 
psychosocial rehabilitation organisations. The Fellowship was awarded to Theresa 
Van Lith from April 2008-April 2009. The research was conducted under the 
supervision of researchers in the Department of Counselling and Psychological Health 
at La Trobe University and in collaboration with a steering committee established 
with senior staff members from Mind Australia and Prahran Mission. This study was 
undertaken in order to advance the findings from a pilot project by this research team 
during 2007-2008. 
 
RESEARCH TEAM 
 
Theresa Van Lith:  Research Officer, Prahran Mission, and La Trobe University, 

Melbourne 
Patricia Fenner: Coordinator of the Graduate Diploma of Art Therapy, and 

Lecturer in Art Therapy, La Trobe University 
Margot Schofield: Professor of Counselling and Psychotherapy, La Trobe 

University 
 
STEERING COMMITTEE 
 
Quinn Pawson: CEO, Prahran Mission 
Malcolm Morgan: General Manager Service Development, Mind Australia 
Alice Henderson: Project Worker Service Development, Mind Australia 
Kaz Mitchell:  Day Rehabilitation Manager, Prahran Mission 
Theresa Van Lith: Research Officer, Prahran Mission, La Trobe University 
Patricia Fenner: Coordinator of the Graduate Diploma of Art Therapy and 

Lecturer in Art Therapy, La Trobe University 
Margot Schofield: Professor of Counselling and Psychotherapy, La Trobe 

University 
 
AIMS AND METHODS 
 
The aim of this report was to advance understandings of the relationship between art 
making and mental health recovery. A variety of research methods were used 
including: an in-depth review of the literature, an audit of current arts-based programs 
provided in the two participating psychosocial rehabilitation organisations, in-depth 
interviews of both staff and consumers, and development of a conceptual framework 
that integrated the findings from these varied methods. The study created a rich 
account of the different roles that art making plays in mental health recovery. In doing 
this, it has held to the basic principles of the recovery movement and privilege of the 
consumer voice.  
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Literature Review 
 
Phase one resulted in two reviews of the literature of current research and practices in 
the area of art making, creativity and mental health recovery. These consisted of: 
 

·  A systematic review of the literature to explore current methodologically 
rigorous research on creative practices related to mental health recovery. The 
aim of this review was to critically analyse findings from the different types of 
research evidence about the role of art making and creativity in mental health 
recovery identified from a wide search on computer databases.  

 
·  Review of a second body of literature comprising of supporting evidence for 

existing paradigms and practices within: guidelines, articles, reports, reviews, 
books and websites. The aim of this search was to identify models and 
conceptual frameworks currently being adopted and developed related to the 
area of art and creativity in mental health recovery.  

 
The findings from the reviews identified general trends and key concepts on the role 
of art making in mental health recovery, which were later incorporated into the 
development of a conceptual framework. 
 
Audit of Current and Recent Arts-based Activities 
 
Phase two of the study included an audit of current and recent arts-based activities 
within the two organisations (Mind Australia and Prahran Mission), using an existing 
evaluation questionnaire (APU/UCLAN, 2005). This exercise highlighted that visual 
art was the most common modality used within arts-based programs in the two 
organisations audited. Visual art consequently became the main focus of our project. 
The audit revealed the popularity of arts-based practices within both organisations and 
also highlighted the need to explore ways in which programs can implement full 
consumer participation. 
 
Staff operating arts-based programs within the two organisations were asked about the 
intended outcomes or goals for the program. This also revealed key areas for further 
investigation of the relationship between art making and mental health recovery. The 
most common goals intended for arts-based programs included: 

·  Improved self worth, confidence, self-esteem. 

·  Increased social contact with other people with mental health needs. 

·  Personal growth, self-awareness and transformation. 

·  Improved quality of life. 

·  Increased artistic skills. 

·  Increased involvement with the local community. 

·  Reduced symptoms of mental illness. 

·  Other: (‘Learning different ways of communicating’ and ‘Meaningful 
activity’). 

·  Reduced use of secondary mental health organisations. 
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Staff and Consumer Perspectives on the Relationship  Between Art 
Making and Mental Health Recovery  
 
Method  
 
Phase three involved in-depth qualitative interviews of both consumers and staff to 
elicit their perceptions and experiences of the role of art-based practices in relation to 
mental health recovery, as well as how they made meaning of the link between art 
making and recovery. The approach we used for the consumer and staff perspectives 
was informed by humanistic phenomenological and recovery-oriented philosophies. A 
purposive sampling strategy was used to gather participants who had an interest in art 
making. The participants comprised of eighteen consumers and six art facilitators 
from six different art-based programs within the two organisations.  
  
Staff Perspectives  
 
An analysis of the staff interviews revealed twelve themes that were then grouped into 
the following three overarching themes: 

·  Process - the art making process brings self-knowledge, growth and 
development.  

·  Milieu - qualities of the milieu promote self-empowerment and active 
engagement. 

·  Facilitator - the beliefs, attitudes and approaches of the facilitator influence 
and support recovery. 

 
 

 

Figure 1.1 Staff perspectives of the relationship between art making and mental health recovery  
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Consumer Perspectives 
 
Analysis of consumers’ experiences of art making and its benefits for their mental 
health recovery identified eleven overarching themes that were grouped into three 
sections. The first section identified qualities conducive to the art making context 
through three overarching themes, as shown below: 

·  Setting - feelings of belonging, security and encouragement are provided by 
the setting. 

·  Facilitator - the facilitator guides yet provides freedom and support to assist in 
expanding one’s potential. 

·  Group - there is a sense of connectedness within the group by providing 
acceptance, encouragement and socialisation. 

 

The second section identified how the art making process benefits mental health 
recovery through four overarching themes, as shown below: 

·  Participation - participating to create a life of balance and wellness.  

·  Absorption - absorption in the creative process enables a sense of wholeness 
and perspective. 

·  Release - releasing tensions and becoming empowered. 

·  Challenge - experiencing challenges and rewards create a will to achieve and 
keep developing.  

 
The third section identified how the image benefits mental health recovery through 
four overarching themes, as shown below:  

·  Insight - the image gives insights about emotions, feelings and wellness. 

·  Communication - communicating and reflecting on intimate and personal 
meanings gives a sense of validation.  

·  Connection - gaining motivation, encouragement and a connection with 
others. 

·  Reward - the image represents personal gains and achievements.  
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Figure 1.2 The overall relationship between the art making process, the image and mental health recovery 
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Conceptual Framework 
 
The fourth and final phase consisted of developing a conceptual model based on both 
the literature review and the data collected from the study. It aimed to capture the 
holistic and non-linear qualities of both mental health recovery and art making. 
Mental health recovery was seen as a process involving the transformation of the 
fragmented self into a renewed sense of a whole self. As shown in Figure1.3, art 
making was found to assist this process through enhancing eight different elements of 
the self: 

·  Emotional exploration and expression.  

·  Participation and learning. 

·  Enhancement of thought processes. 

·  Movement beyond an illness identity.  

·  New perspective and awakening. 

·  Spiritual growth. 

·  Political voice and social expression.  

·  Development of interpersonal relationships. 
 
 
The conceptual model also incorporated current understandings of how the art making 
context can contribute to mental health recovery. These wider beneficial elements of 
the art making context that assisted in renewing sense of self included:  

·  A place to belong. 

·  Facilitator provision of guidance and learning. 

·  Facilitator as witness and companion. 

·  The group providing inspiration. 

·  Opportunities to become part of the broader community. 
 
 
The conceptual model also focused on future pathways that would assist consumers to 
sustain wholeness, as well as to better integrate into the wider community. This is 
dependent on individual desires and aspirations and assuming that organisations 
already guide people towards their future goals. Four future pathways included: 

·  Encouraging further challenges. 

·  Adopting a creative approach to everyday life.  

·  Utilising art as a partner in recovery. 

·  Becoming a practising artist. 
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Figure 1.3 Conceptual framework of the relationship between individual mental health recovery, art 
making, and the art making context 
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Recommendations and Future Research 
 
Using a variety of lenses to understand the issues, this report has described the 
complexity and multifaceted relationship between art making and mental health 
recovery. It has also described the growing body of evidence suggesting that art 
making is valued by consumers and art facilitators as an important health promoting 
agent in consumers’ mental health recovery. The recommendations in this chapter 
highlight the need for more action in order to increase mental health consumers’ 
access to a variety of art making programs, to establish sustainable funding streams, 
and to ensure that staff and services can provide high quality services. Areas for 
future research have also been outlined in order to build a more extensive research 
base to enable us to better understand the process and outcomes of art making in 
mental health recovery, evaluate innovative models for understanding the relationship 
between art making and recovery, and extending its reach to minority and hard-to-
reach populations.  
 

 


