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Understanding power imbalance through cultural 

humility: experiences from an immigrant art therapist's 

work with refugees in the U.S. and beyond 

 

Seung Yeon Lee 

 

The increasing diversity of the global community has resulted in a growing need for culturally 

responsive therapies that meet the unique needs of immigrants and refugees. This presentation 

aims to explore the experiences of an immigrant art therapist who worked with immigrants in 

the United States and later returned to their home country to work with refugees. The therapist 

encountered challenges in navigating power imbalances and cultural differences that affected 

the therapeutic process. As an immigrant art therapist in the US, they were able to draw from 

their firsthand acculturation experiences to connect with their clients. However, upon returning 

to their home country to work with refugees, they found that their experiences as an immigrant 

art therapist in the US did not necessarily translate to the cultural context of their home country. 

They faced challenges in establishing trust and rapport with clients who viewed them as a 

privileged therapist. The shift in the therapist's position of power impacted the client-therapist 

relationship.  

The presentation will address the challenges they faced in navigating cultural differences, 

expectations, and power imbalances when working with refugees. Immigrant therapists may 

hold a position of privilege and power relative to refugees, given their professional status and 

access to resources and networks. The transition from being a minority immigrant art therapist 

in the United States to becoming a privileged therapist required the therapist to engage in 

ongoing critical self-reflection on how their cultural positionality affected the therapeutic 

relationship. Cultural humility is necessary to better understand and validate clients' 

experiences and provide inclusive and culturally responsive art therapy. This presentation will 
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also cover inclusive and culturally responsive art therapy interventions that can help art 

therapists to be culturally competent and respectful of diverse beliefs, values, and customs. 
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