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“Creativity in Psychotherapy is an out-
standing new addition to the ther-

apy literature. Long overlooked or trivial-
ized by professionals in many disciplines,
creativity may well be our best hope for
a healthy and rewarding future. Carson
and Becker have produced a very read-
able, yet thoroughly researched and well-
organized text that is based on sound
professional concepts. It ties together the
long-debated beliefs concerning the art
versus the science of psychotherapy. What
a creative idea to survey counseling pro-
fessionals about their own creative pro-
cesses.

The beginning section of the text ori-
ents the reader to the creative process,
which the authors identify as dynamic,
interactive, innovative, and systemic. In
the several intervention chapters, there is
a good review of prominent techniques
in major models of family therapy, and a
long list of ideas (garnered from the au-
thors’ survey) to create your own activi-

ties and interventions. The chapter on
creativity in supervision also empha-
sizes the reader’s personal creative
process, and gives unusual depth and
breadth to a book about learning and
practicing therapy. The supervision
process is conceptualized as being
positive, developmental, and solu-
tion-focused.

This is a unique book for teachers,
students, supervisors, and clinicians.
If you are one of these, reading this
book, or even parts of it, will cause
you to reflect on your own life and
your professional practice, and you
will come away stimulated and en-
riched. It will refresh your mind and
energize your work. What more can
you ask?”

William M. Walsh, PhD
Professor of Counseling Psychology,
Director of Marriage and Family Therapy,
University of Northern Colorado
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“No two clients or life situations are
the same. Therapists need to use

improvisation and creativity to be effec-
tive. Creativity is also needed to develop
different problem formulations and solu-
tions. This important variable has not re-
ceived enough attention in the profes-
sional psychotherapy literature until this
gem of a book. The authors have thor-
oughly researched the role of creativity in
counseling and provide practical sugges-
tions as to how to increase your diver-
gent thinking ability. A book well worth
reading.”

Jon Carlson, PsyD, EdD, ABPP
Distinguished Professor,
Governors State University

“Exciting, inviting, intriguing, infor-
mative, and innovative are just a

few of the words that describe the con-
tent of Creativity in Psychotherapy. Carson
and Becker have explored a vital, but of-
ten ignored, concept in therapeutically
working with individuals, couples, and
families—creativity. In the process, they

have offered new insight on the sub-
ject and how it contributes to health
and healing. This book is based on
classic research in the field as well as
that generated by the authors in a na-
tional survey.

Within these pages are ideas that
will spark ideas. The authors orient
readers at the beginning of each chap-
ter with a ‘creative incubation’ exer-
cise. They also help readers become
more creative in breaking out of their
set ways of seeing and being in the
world by offering them opportunities
for further growth at the end of every
chapter. Thus, this work, unlike other
books on the subject, simultaneously
operates on cognitive, affective, and
behavioral levels and presents its ma-
terial to readers through interactive
means. So read this text with an ex-
pectation and a realization that in your
journey through these pages you will
emerge not just more informed, but
different, and most likely better, than
when you first began.”

Samuel T. Gladding, PhD
Professor and Chair,
Department of Counseling,
Wake Forest University
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The more I take risks with my own creativity, the more I learn
about myself as well as others, and the more I build associative
connections within myself to be used as both verbal and enacted
metaphor. I then begin to find ways of bridging to generic situa-
tions with people, creating a storehouse of metaphoric pro-
cesses that later someone else labels as “technique.” Yet, for the
therapist-creator, tapping one’s own resources in this fashion
keeps oneself and therapy and training alive, interesting, fresh,
and even fun at times. And, it invites clients and trainees to tap
their own creativity, which is after all, the highest function of a
human mind. It is also the goal in therapy for people to “do
something different” than what holds them prisoner to their ha-
bitual behaviors, thought patterns, and feelings.

Bunny Duhl
in D. J. Weiner’s Beyond Talk Therapy,

1999, pp. 95-96
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PrefacePreface

In the new millennium, as Dacey and Lennon (1998) have argued,
the most valued ability in much of the world will not be intelligence (the
capacity to learn and to use existing knowledge), but creativity (the
ability to produce new ideas and knowledge). Such an assertion may
be especially true in the helping professions, including individual,
couple/marital, and family therapy. In this book, therapists’ charac-
teristics and techniques that might be labeled as creative or associated
with the notion of creativity are carefully examined. Special areas of
coverage include

• the concept of creativity in some prominent theories of counsel-
ing and family therapy;

• the relation of divergent thinking (central to the notion of cre-
ativity) to healthy human development and functioning and its
role in the practice of therapy;

• the dynamic, interactive nature of creativity in therapy;
• the circumstances in which increased creative abilities in clients

is or should be a goal in therapy;
• some threats or blocks to the development and expression of

creativity in therapists and their clients;
• the role of creativity in psychotherapy and family therapy train-

ing; and
• the degree to which creativity in therapy is linked to the counsel-

ing office.

The importance a therapist places on creativity is no doubt based to a
large degree on his or her theoretical persuasions, style of relating,
and approaches to helping. On the other hand, although not all experi-
enced clinicians are necessarily creative, it is our view that creativity
in all types of counseling tends to correlate positively with the thera-
pist’s training, areas of expertise, and experiences in working with in-
dividuals and families.



We believe this book fills a crucial gap in both the creativity and
psychotherapy literature. It is needed because there has been no in-
clusive examination to date of creativity in the treatment of individ-
ual, couple, and family difficulties. A unique feature of the book is its
solid basis in established theoretical principles and empirical re-
search, coupled with its readability and practical utility. It is our con-
tention that the book will be intellectually stimulating and personally
enlightening to academicians, practitioners, and therapists-in-training.
It is both narrow (specific creative processes and interventions, in-
cluding, for example, the role of humor and intuition) and broad (cre-
ativity related to diversity issues; institutional barriers to creative in-
novations) in scope. The book also includes a solid integration of
both the popular and research-based knowledge on the interface be-
tween creativity, resiliency, and pathology—little of which can be
found in the literature. Another unique feature of the book is the sum-
mary of findings from a large survey of therapists around the United
States (conducted by the authors) that highlights various ways in
which they view the importance and role of creativity in their work,
as well as creative interventions they have found useful. These chapters
are extremely important in that they provide viewpoints and informa-
tion extending far beyond the authors’ limited notions and perspec-
tives on creativity. Finally, we believe a chapter on creative supervi-
sion will help provide some important closure to the book and
address a crucial gap in the literature. It is our hope that through read-
ing this book clinicians will be encouraged to further contemplate the
role of creativity, both theoretically and pragmatically, in their ap-
proach to working with individuals, couples, and families.

For Whom Is This Book Appropriate?

This book should be considered as the main text in an advanced
psychotherapy or marriage and family therapy course that focuses on
techniques/applications more than theory, as a supplemental text in
an introductory graduate-level (master’s or doctoral) marriage and
family counseling or therapy course, or as the sole text in a graduate
seminar that examines the specific role of creativity in therapy. The
book could also be adopted as one of the readings in a graduate-level
social work, counselor education, human development and family
studies, or counseling or clinical psychology class. Indeed, creativity



is a hot topic these days, and interest is growing rapidly among stu-
dents and professors in the helping and human services professions.

Although we believe that the book will be a popular text in graduate-
level counseling courses, it may find an even stronger audience
among practicing family therapists, counselors, psychotherapists, so-
cial workers, psychologists, and other human service professionals.
This is because of its emphasis on application, as well as the fact that
it is replete with examples and illustrations of creative intervention
techniques.

There are not many books like this one. We can think of only a
few—all of which are distantly related to ours. First, a number of
books on the market deal with the creative arts in counseling and
other experiential techniques. For example, Sam Gladding’s (1998)
book, Counseling As an Art: The Creative Arts in Counseling, is an
excellent compilation. Rosemary Thompson’s (1996) Counseling
Techniques and Ed Jacobs’s (1992) Creative Counseling Techniques:
An Illustrated Guide, are packed with a variety of interventions (and
creative ideas for props and other materials), some of which are tai-
lored for working with couples and families. Daniel Wiener’s (1999)
edited book, Beyond Talk Therapy: Using Movement and Expressive
Techniques in Clinical Practice, is another superb resource for the
general practitioner and includes chapters dealing with drama ther-
apy interventions, expressive art therapies (including music and dance/
movement therapy), and body psychotherapies such as yoga.

One excellent book that does provide some examination of the role
of creativity in family therapy is Robert Taibbi’s (1996) Doing Fam-
ily Therapy: Craft and Creativity in Clinical Practice. This book has
a number of strengths (such as readability, inclusion of pertinent il-
lustrations and case study material, survival tips, and lessons of ther-
apy for therapists). However, our book includes a thorough discus-
sion of several additional dimensions to creativity in individual and
family work. These include

• the role of creative and divergent thinking in therapy;
• creativity within the broader contexts of therapy (including or-

ganizational and institutional, insurance/third-party payment
related, dealing with sensitive ethical issues in therapy, etc.);

• personal, social, cultural, and institutional barriers to creativity
in therapy;



• the role of creativity in individual and family dysfunction and
resiliency;

• applications of creative concepts and interventions gleaned from
contemporary schools of therapy;

• how other therapists view creativity in their work; and
• the role of creativity in the supervision of therapists-in-training.

Taibbi also has little to say about the connection between creativity
and humor, creativity and intuition, and other close correlates of cre-
ativity in family work. This book includes an engaging discussion of
each of these areas and much more.

Other edited books that include creative approaches to family ther-
apy have been edited by Thorana S. Nelson and Terry S. Trepper, in-
cluding 101 Interventions in Family Therapy (1993) and 101 More
Interventions in Family Therapy (1998). Both books are published by
The Haworth Press, Inc. These edited books are an excellent collec-
tion of interventions into a variety of marital and family problems—
many of which appear to be innovative, thought provoking, and use-
ful to practicing family therapists. Most chapters are two to five pages
in length and include a brief introduction and/or conceptual frame-
work for the intervention, a short description of the intervention it-
self, a highlighted case study, and, in some chapters, mention of the
limitations of the intervention. The strength of these books is their ex-
tensiveness of coverage, including the variety of interventions pre-
sented and relevance of marital and family difficulties discussed. We
sincerely compliment these authors on their work. However, our goal
was to write with a guiding theme and purpose in mind (i.e., creativ-
ity), blending diverse components of a complex picture into hope-
fully a meaningful whole. This included an exploration of the cogni-
tive aspects of creative thinking and its importance and role in
therapy and client change.

Another book, edited by Lorna Hecker and Sharon Deacon, The
Therapist’s Notebook (1998), is an extensive collection (over 400
pages) of homework, handouts, and activities for use in psychother-
apy. This book includes numerous illustrations of practical interven-
tions for use with couples, families, and children ranging from play
therapy techniques to imagery to nonverbal/movement exercises. It is
a veritable storehouse of information for creative interventions with
children, adults, couples, and families.



Jackie Gerstein’s (1999) Sticking Together: Experiential Activities
for Family Counseling not only lays a solid foundation for experien-
tial family therapy but also instructs therapists as to how to set up an
experiential program or protocol with couples and families who have
children in differing age groups. Most of the experiential games, ac-
tivities, and techniques involve a fairly high level of physical move-
ment, contact, cooperation, and teamwork among family members in
which learning and growing happens as much by seeing and doing as
talking with one another.

Two recent books by Angela Hobday and Kate Ollier contain a
wealth of creative and experiential interventions. These include Cre-
ative Therapy with Children and Adolescents (1999) and Creative
Therapy 2: Working with Parents (Ollier and Hobday, 2001). These
books provide therapists with a variety of ideas for helping clients get
in touch with and express their feelings, enhance self-esteem and mo-
tivation to change, reduce stress, improve coping and problem-solv-
ing skills, come to terms with loss, and find creative ways of enjoying
one another as family members. However, these resources are gener-
ally geared toward working individually with children and adults
rather than conjointly in the context of couple and family therapy.

Finally, two recent books by Bill O’Hanlon and associates (one in
particular) probably approximate most closely what we have tried to
accomplish in this book. Invitation to Possibility Land (Bertolino and
O’Hanlon, 1999) is a quasi-verbatim account of an intensive week-
long training seminar held in Portland, Maine, in 1996. This book in-
troduces readers to possibility thinking and solutioning, especially as
conducted in a pedagogical and experiential format. However, O’Han-
lon’s other book, A Guide to Possibility Land: Fifty-One Methods for
Doing Brief, Respectful Therapy (O’Hanlon and Beadle, 1997), cap-
tures the essence of possibility techniques. Although we have found
both of these books remarkably interesting and useful both in our
teaching and clinical practice, they are different from our book in sev-
eral notable ways. These include: (a) our linkage to the constructs of cre-
ativity and creative thinking; (b) our groundedness in a number of the-
oretical perspectives; (c) our emphasis on creativity as a process of
self-discovery; and (d) our strict adherence to a discussion of tools
and techniques used in individual, couple, and family therapy.

In sum, our book is different from others in that it addresses the
processes of creativity within the broad practice of psychotherapy, as



well as couple and family therapy. Its emphasis is on the centrality of
creativity to the field of therapy and the dynamic role of creativity in
individual and family health/illness and couple relationships.

Premise of the Book

The premise of this book is that creativity in therapy primarily in-
volves a mind-set, a way of thinking about oneself in relation to the
individual, couple, or family. This mind-set includes unique ways of
conceptualizing presenting difficulties, as well as working coopera-
tively with clients in discovering and formulating creative solutions,
and not simply a grab bag of techniques. However, we also believe that
therapy is as much an experience as it is a dialogue. In this regard, tech-
niques and interventions are definitely important components of the
therapist’s repertoire of skills. The creative therapist continually
thinks and acts in fresh ways in response to the constant ebbs and
flows of client dynamics and interactions, and employs creative tech-
niques and interventions when they are timely and appropriate. Cre-
ative interventions become part of the therapy at that moment and
have ripple effects throughout the remaining course of therapy. How-
ever, their effectiveness is lessened or lost when clinicians use them
in a scattered manner that does not fit into the whole of the therapy
process with clients (i.e., as a compartmentalized segment of the ses-
sion). In sum, more than anything this book illustrates a philosophy
of working with individuals, couples, and families. The creative in-
terventions described are but illustrations of our overarching ap-
proach to working with those whom we serve.

Surveying the Terrain of Creative Interventions
As a Centerpiece of the Book

Part of this book (Chapters 4 through 7) includes responses from
therapists across the United States (thirty-six total states to be exact)
to a questionnaire that was designed to capture their perceptions of
creativity in their work with clients. Using an online methodology we
surveyed 142 marriage and family therapists (MFTs). All of these cli-
nicians identified themselves as having a specialized interest and
training in couple and family therapy. However, like many therapists,
participants in our study reported that they spent a considerable
amount of time (more than 60 percent) conducting therapy with indi-



viduals, including children and adults. Hence, although the focus of
the study was on their work with couples and families, it is our con-
viction that responses of these participants can be generalized to psy-
chotherapy practice with individuals. This assertion is based partly
on our belief that all therapy is systemic in nature and is not depend-
ent on the number of people in the room.

We constructed an instrument in which both quantitative and qual-
itative questions were asked (see Chapter 4). The research was based
in part on our conviction that approaches to therapy that are more cre-
ative/experiential allow couples and families to communicate their
thoughts and feelings freely and in a less threatening way. This process
often facilitates deeper awareness of relational conflicts and difficul-
ties, empathic understanding, and emotional healing. These interven-
tions can also assist in uncovering unconscious material, including
motivations, projective identifications, intrapsychic conflicts and de-
fenses, and anxieties resulting from past experiences. Further, cre-
ative experiencing can enhance the ability of clients to think more di-
vergently, as well as brainstorm potential solutions to real problems.
Although the best interventions tend to arise out of the therapist’s
own creativity in the moment more than in any preconstructed inter-
ventions (Whitaker and Keith, 1981), it is our view that spontaneity
and careful planning of creative interventions can go hand in hand.

Along with tapping respondents about what creativity meant to
them in the context of couple and family therapy, what they thought
were the most important qualities or characteristics of a creative fam-
ily therapist, and blocks, barriers, or inhibitors that kept them from
being as creative as they would like to be, we asked them to list three
of their most creative interventions in working with couples and fam-
ilies. The participants provided some unique and unconventional re-
sponses to this question, in addition to listing a number of techniques
and interventions that have frequently appeared in the family therapy
and psychotherapy literature. A thorough presentation of quantitative
findings from this study is reported elsewhere (Carson et al., 2003).

Outline of the Book

This book is divided into three sections. The Introduction and first
three chapters lay the foundation for the book. In Chapter 1 we ex-
plore the meaning, role, and various dimensions of creativity in indi-



vidual, couple, and family therapy. In Chapters 2 and 3 we provide an
overview of the relationship between creativity and both healthy and
pathological individual functioning, as well as family resiliency and
dysfunction. Section II deals with the therapists’ perceptions of cre-
ativity in their work (obtained in our empirical study) and applica-
tions to working more creatively with couples and families gleaned
from the information provided by our 142 study participants. In Sec-
tion III, Chapters 8 and 9 include an in-depth discussion, accompa-
nied by examples, of creative interventions derived from ten popular
therapy approaches or schools of thought. Chapter 10 examines the
role of creativity in supervision. Here we discuss some creative prin-
ciples and methods of supervising trainees that we have found excit-
ing and effective over our years of doing clinical supervision.

Each chapter of the book begins with a Creative Incubation exer-
cise intended to help prepare the reader for the material in that chap-
ter, thus increasing the likelihood that some creative experiencing
will occur as the information is ingested. We then conclude each
chapter with one or more suggestions for how readers might begin
Breaking Out of the Box and unleashing their creativity as therapists.
Our hope is that this book will provide a variety of topographic maps
and supplies for therapists and clients as they climb and conquer new
peaks together.
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