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In Search of Ithaca: Exploring the Complexity of
Creative Arts Therapies

Op Zoek naar Ithaka: de Complexiteit van Vaktherapie
Verkennen

Susan van Hooren, Annemarie Abbing, Marc Willemsen &
Anna-Eva Prick

As creative arts therapies gain recognition and empirical support across clinical contexts,
new questions emerge: not only if they work, but how, why, and for whom. This panel
explores these questions through the lens of Ithaca, as both destination and metaphor. Just
as Odysseus' journey was shaped by trials, insights, and transformation, so too are creative

arts therapies multifaceted journeys with many interacting components.

Creative arts therapies are complex interventions, involving tailored procedures, diverse
patient groups, and varied outcomes. Within these therapies, therapists apply specific
actions that can be associated with active elements. An element is considered active when it
contributes to an effect, meaning a significant change resulting from an intervention, as
measured by a relevant outcome measure. The potential causal relationship between an
active element of an intervention and the effect can be explained by the working mechanism.
The working mechanism is described as an explanation of how the intervention exerts its
effect. More specifically, the neurobiological, psychological and/or physiological processes

that underlie the observed effects.

In this panel discussion, we explore how identifying active elements and their potential
causal pathways can illuminate the underlying mechanisms. The panel will bring in examples
from own research and propose statements on 1) underlying neurobiological mechanisms
and its empirical research, 2) the possibility of gaining insight from scoping and systematic
reviews using qualitative analyses with artificial intelligence, 3) how active elements and
underlying mechanisms help clinical practice. We invite the audience to join us in examining
the journey: from intervention to outcome, from practice to understanding, and then, informed

by understanding, the journey back to practice again. Rather than asking solely whether



EUROPEAN CONSORTIUM OF ARTS THERAPIES EDUCATION

€CATE

18TH EUROPEAN ARTS THERAPIES CONFERENCE
8-11 SEPTEMBER 2026
PR L PULA, CROATIA

creative arts therapies are effective, we navigate toward Ithaca in order to understand the
terrain beneath effectiveness: how change unfolds, why it matters, and what we learn along

the way.
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