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Moments that Matter: Disappointment and Change in
Art Therapy Through Clients’ Eyes
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This presentation integrates findings from a qualitative study exploring adult clients’
perspectives on moments of disappointment and factors of change in art therapy. While
psychotherapy literature has long examined processes of rupture, repair, and transformation
in verbal modalities, limited research has addressed how these processes unfold in art

therapy from the client’s point of view.

The first study, based on semi-structured interviews with 52 adult clients, explored
experiences of disappointment. Thematic analysis revealed three main sources: (1) therapist
behaviors perceived as passive or overly directive; (2) relational ruptures marked by
misattunement or inconsistency; and (3) creative tensions, especially between verbal and
non-verbal modalities. A fourth theme concerned clients’ coping strategies, ranging from
withdrawal to meaning-making within the rupture. These findings highlight the therapeutic
risks of unrecognized or unaddressed ruptures and emphasize the dynamic relationship

between client, therapist, and image.

The second part of the study examined what clients see as facilitating change in art therapy.
Four interconnected factors emerged: (1) transformative therapeutic relationships that foster
trust and self-recognition; (2) cognitive-emotional insight gained through shared image
exploration; (3) embodied processing through sensory engagement with materials; and (4)
the use of art-making for emotional regulation and grounding. Together, these studies
illuminate the cyclical and paradoxical nature of therapeutic journeys in art therapy. Moments
of disappointment can disrupt connection and progress, yet they often become key points of

return moments that invite renewed engagement, insight, and transformation.
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Reflecting the theme of repetition and return, clients’ experiences mirror the continuous
movement between rupture and repair, familiarity and change, containment and expression.
As in Cavafy’s Ithaca, these journeys are characterized by internal and external encounters
that shape meaning, identity, and homecoming. This presentation emphasizes how art
therapy creates space for symbolic repetition, embodied memory, and creative reparation,
offering a nuanced view of therapeutic change as a recursive, relational, and meaning-

making process.
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