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Summary of the Workshop
Therapist self-reflection is an important skill to cultivate for both the well-being of the therapist and that
of the client. The more we know about our own experience, the better equipped we are to navigate the
therapeutic journey alongside our clients. But looking inwards isn’t always easy nor is it straightforward
and more often than not, our scope of introspection is limited.
Due to the nature of our work, therapists are particularly vulnerable to compassion fatigue, burnout, and
vicarious trauma. Constant exposure to heavy client content, stressful work environments, personal life
challenges and inadequate supports can make it difficult to deal with even minor stressors before they
become overwhelming. The rate of mental health challenges experienced by therapists is extremely
high, and yet many therapists have difficulty identifying their own struggles. Studies have shown that
many therapists often find it easier to identify mental health struggles in their colleagues rather than
in themselves. Developing a consistent self-reflective practice has been identified as one of the most
effective ways to manage micro stresses as they arise. Integrating creativity into your self-reflective practice
provides an avenue for the release of physical, emotional and mental tensions and provides an additional
language to explore and understand clinical and personal experiences.
Self-Reflective Technique: Self-Portraits Drawn with Eyes Closed
Self-Portraits Drawn with Eyes Closed is a creative technique accessible to anyone regardless of artistic
abilities. Creating a self-image helps focus our attention towards our own experience. The act of drawing
with eyes closed forces us to let go of the desire to control and micro-manage our self-image. This can be
liberating or challenging, depending on your present state and the way that you respond to this lack of
control can be an important point of reflection. The resulting portraits are often “imperfect” but it is these
imperfections and surprises that promote alternate perspectives in self-reflection. By tuning into how
we react to our self-portraits, and learning how to interpret the image, we are able to dive more deeply
into unconscious aspects of our experience and broaden our self-knowledge. The more we know about
ourselves, the better we are able to navigate the deeper challenges of our work.
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Definitions
Therapist Self-Reflection: intentionally turning our attention onto our own experiences, with focus on our
thoughts, behaviours, and feelings. Consistent self-reflection has shown to be a key factor in maintaining
effective therapeutic care even in light of personal and professional stressors.
Compassion Fatigue: the inability to empathize with others because you’ve exhausted the ability to care
Burnout: physical, emotional, intellectual and/or spiritual exhaustion that can manifest as feelings of
hopelessness, decreased sense of accomplishment, and somatic symptoms. Burnout most commonly
occurs when an individual has inadequate supports.
Vicarious Trauma: significant shift in our world view, from safe to threatening as a result of secondary
exposure to traumatic experiences. Can manifest as somatic symptoms associated with fight, flight, freeze
responses. Therapists who work with patients who have experienced trauma are particularly vulnerable.
Countertransference: the displacement of feelings, impulses and attitudes developed from previous
relationships onto a current relationship (with a client) with whom these sensations do not realistically
exist. Countertransference is often a therapist’s reaction to a client’s transference. Importantly, tuning into
countertransference responses can reveal important elements of the client’s unconscious world.
Key Benefits of Maintaining a Self-Reflective Practice
•

validates the significance your experiences

•

allows you to identify and attend to micro-challenges before they become overwhelming

•

reveals trends in your experience

•

reveals countertransference, allowing for new perspectives and insights into the client’s world

Why Use Creativity for Self-Reflection?
•

allows you to examine, express and contain difficult experiences

•

helps to release tensions stored in your body

•

provides an opportunity to gain distance from your experiences

•

the created image(s) become a witness to your experiences

Creative Techniques for Self-Reflection:
Self-Portraits Drawn with Eyes Closed and other techniques for self-reflection available for a subsidized rate
with a subscription through a service called Patreon. Take a look: https://www.patreon.com/artofselfcare
Self-Portraits Drawn with Eyes Closed - A Response Art Series thesis available through Concordia University:
https://spectrum.library.concordia.ca/983706/
Zoë Eyford is an Art Therapist whose work focuses on helping mental health practitioners
become more effective in their work through developing a self-reflective practice. Her expertise
is in developing guided creative techniques to promote therapist self-reflection and resiliency.
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