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Practice description 

Art therapy within maternity and perinatal parent-infant mental health (PPIMH) is a developing area 
of practice in the UK (Hogan et. al, 2017). This therapy uses artmaking to explore emotional 
difficulties such as anxiety in pregnancy or postnatal depression. It focuses on improving 
relationships between parents and their babies up to twenty-four months. A systemic and 
psychologically dynamic approach ensures a broad therapeutic space for exploring family 
environments and the deeper transgenerational relationships between parents and their baby’s 
developing personality (Jones, 2019). This model reflects the philosophy of the department where 
this study was conducted.  

Arts in PPIMH features in government reports, such as the Creative Health Inquiry Report (2017) and 
Arts in Health Evidence-based Interventions (WHO, 2019). The vitality featured in art therapy 
complements the cultural, socio-economic, and neurological diversity of this demographic. The 
physical and mental changes that come with pregnancy invite a holistic approach including the arts, 
mindfulness, and yoga. All have been found to have good economic outcomes for perinatal mental 
health (Bauer et. al., 2016). The kinesthetic qualities of artmaking (see Elbrecht, 2013) can help 
subdue emotional and psychological distress resulting from deeply traumatic perinatal experiences. 
Its sensory methodology helps to regulate attachment transmissions by providing a bi-directional 
space that encourages bonding and reflective function (Bruce, 2020). 

Pandemic context 

One in five mothers experience a spectrum of anxiety and depression during the perinatal period 
(Creative Health Inquiry Report, 2017). A post-pandemic report suggests this figure is now higher 
(Babiesinlockdown, 2021). The pandemic has also impacted fathers/partners. Women from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds are three times more likely to suffer perinatal illness 
than others in the UK. Black minorities and Asian populations have been most severely affected by 
the pandemic (Papworth et al., 2021). In 2017, perinatal depression was estimated to represent a 
long-term cost to UK society of £8.1 billion per annum (Creative Health Inquiry Report, 2017). There 
has since been an increase in the availability of perinatal services across some parts of the UK, but 
isolating effects of lockdowns have been particularly stressful for vulnerable women with babies 
(Papworth et al., 2021). Stigma is a significant barrier to seeking help. It is therefore likely that many 
perinatal illnesses remain untreated (Broadhurst et al., 2017). Some women are afraid to accept help 
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fearing their baby may be removed from their care or they will be judged as not good enough 
parents (Papworth et al., 2021). Jones aptly uses the phrase ‘illness of trust’ (Jones, 2021).  

Study context 

A six-month art therapy service review was completed within the author’s PPIMH department in 
2017. The aim was to help commissioners and professionals understand the benefits of art therapy 
in this field. Service user feedback was analysed. The findings were later published (Bruce & Hackett, 
2020). It is summarised here with a focus on wider determinates and health improvements from 
including art therapy within perinatal mental health services. 

Referrals to the department came from professionals working within the field. The annual referral 
rate was 1100 at the time of the review. Art therapy was a one-day-per-week service. Referrals were 
discussed at weekly multi-disciplinary team meetings. Twelve referrals were accepted for art therapy 
during the review period. Nine led to face-to-face assessments. Presentations included symptoms of 
anxiety, perinatal depression, posttraumatic stress disorder and self-harming behaviours. Parent-
infant bonding issues were predominant. Some women were pregnant, others had babies up to ten 
months old. Five were from ethnic minorities, four were white British. English was a second language 
for four women. One used an interpreter. Three families received social care. Five were from low-
income, temporary, or overcrowded households. Therapeutic support was offered to fathers. One 
requested it. Partners were encouraged to attend a father’s group run by the department. Five 
women received psychiatric services. Seven attended community groups with their babies whilst 
pursuing art therapy. 

Method 

Interventions for the nine women and babies took place in the department’s creative therapy room. 
This was made to feel bright and cheerful. The windows looked out onto green shrubbery. The 
service also arranged home appointments. Parent-infants were offered weekly ninety-minute 
sessions. Forty-eight of sixty-eight sessions were attended. This was above average for the 
department at the time of the review. Intervention length ranged from six-weeks to beyond twelve 
months. Sessions began with yoga or mindfulness exercises followed by time for artmaking. Art 
materials were available and could be used freely within the space. The floor was the most common 
place for activity. This invited mother-baby interaction when a baby was present.  

The process of artmaking sometimes aroused memories that reminded women of their own adverse 
experiences of being parented. This could be a concern, but often generated opportunities for the 
therapist to help the parent unpack what was recalled, encouraging inter-relational repair and 
positive moments of mother-baby connection. Session-by-session risk management was paramount 
in treatment planning. Mothers’ own words were used to describe desired intervention outcomes. 
Six-weekly reviews helped parents recognise how well they were progressing. This promoted 
resilience in parenting ability. Interventions were delivered by a fully qualified art therapist with 
post-graduate qualifications in infant mental health.  

Service-user experiences 

Two questionnaires were designed to facilitate the service review. These were self-reporting and 
used to gather views and experiences of the nine women. The British Association of Art Therapists’ 
research officer was consulted in developing the questionnaires. PPIMHS Strategic & Clinical Lead 
guided the sensitive quality of the questions for this population. The first included twelve closed 
questions asking about general experiences of the art therapy service. Answer choices included very 



true, partly true, or not true. The second included ten questions about the women’s therapeutic 
experiences. This aimed to capture moods and feelings recalled from the intervention. A selection of 
twenty feeling words such as afraid, worried, anxious, relaxed, comfortable, and calm appeared on 
the sheet.  Women could circle words that most accurately matched their feelings before and after 
the intervention. Room was left for additional comments on each sheet. Eight of nine mothers 
returned completed questionnaires.  

Table 1 highlights the proportion of women who measured very true in relation to aspects of their 
general experience (questionnaire 1). Table 2 highlights the proportion who measured very true in 
relation to aspects of their therapeutic experience. Table 3 highlights the women’s most circled 
feeling words in relation to their therapeutic experience (questionnaire 2). 

No. of 
mothers 

Statements in relation to mothers’ general experience of the art therapy 
service 

 7/8 I feel that the person who saw me / me and my baby listened to me 

 7/8 It was easy to talk to the person who saw me / me and my baby 

 5/8 I have been given enough explanation about how art psychotherapy can 
help 

 7/8 The creative art therapy room is comfortable 

 7/8 The art materials were appropriate 

 2/8 It is quite easy to get to the place where the appointments are held 

Table 1. 

 

No. of 
mothers 

Statements in relation to mothers’ therapeutic experience 

4/8 Art therapy provides or provided me with an alternative way of communicating. 

4/8 During art therapy I felt my mood change for the better following session 1. 

3/8 During art therapy I felt my mood change for the better following session 3. 

5/8 During art therapy I felt my mood change for the better following session 6. 

4/8 The review(s) during the art therapy intervention was/were useful. 

6/8 Art therapy is helping or has helped me to understand myself and my problem(s) 
better. 

3/8 Art therapy is helping or has helped me to understand my baby’s needs and 
improve my relationship with my baby. 

7/8 The room/environment is helping or has helped me to feel comfortable about 
sharing my thoughts and feelings. 

6/8 The art materials are helping or have helped me to express how I feel. 

Table 2.  



 

No. of 
mothers 

Most circled feeling words from questionnaire 2 

6/8 Before: worried, anxious, and afraid 

5/6 After: stable, relaxed, comfortable, and calm 

Table 3. 

The results demonstrated that women felt their views and anxieties were considered. Six of eight 
thought art therapy helped them grasp an understanding of their problems. This ratio suggests that 
art therapy may offer a generous section of the public a more relaxed way of speaking about their 
troubles. Half of the women said they appreciated being offered an alternate way of 
communicating. This suggests that art therapy may offer marginalised sectors of the population 
diverse and inclusive ways to feel valued and understood, particularly if English is not their first 
language. Feeling understood increases resilience and confidence. This has potential to impact on 
other aspects of women’s lives, for instance in developing creative abilities or pursuing new ways of 
developing careers balanced with parenting. Half the women experienced positive mood changes 
following initial sessions. Mood changes may have been influenced by prescribed medication. Three 
women claimed that art therapy helped them understand their baby’s needs. Whilst women didn’t 
always perceive bonding and attachment as a central issue, some said that they did not want to 
parent their babies in the way that they had been parented. Their drawings reflected this and helped 
them to see things from their baby’s perspective. This can also substantiated by the women’s 
written feedback. Empathy and compassion for others is impactful for society. It can positively affect 
the health and well-being of future generations. Attendance at parent-infant groups and/or other 
treatments received concurrent to art therapy could have prejudiced these views. Circumstantial 
and broader environmental factors may also have influenced change. Samples of women’s feedback 
included:  

“drawing gives me memories to put right [in the mother’s mind] and help[ed]…me and my baby…it 
helps me think about my baby’s feelings”  

“making things relaxes my anxiety”  

“It [art therapy] jogged me back into thinking ‘I can cope without a service’.” 

“I looked forward to…art therapy.”  

These examples suggest women found the art therapy space relaxing. A place where feelings could 
be held, and anxiety reduced, promoting trust, positivity, and resilience. Women said they felt 
inspired to find alternative ways to combat anxiety, such as joining craft groups, or spending more 
time walking in nature. These healthy life-style choices helped one woman become less reliant on 
services, thus providing an example of reducing wider socio-economic costs. 

One woman attended weekly art therapy sessions with her baby over a six-month period. She 
willingly granted permission to publish her personal story, keen for others to benefit from this 
approach. Vignette one describes the woman’s perception of her background and how this 
influenced her current mood relating to her baby. The second summarises positive changes gained 
from the therapy. The final vignette features her responses to a third questionnaire developed to 
guide an interview approximately six months after the intervention. Vignettes capture her views and 



experiences of art therapy and the effect this had on her relationship with him. A pseudonym is used 
here. 

Vignette one 

In the first months of art therapy, Sandra used drawings to describe how her parents suffered from 
addiction to alcohol. She was often shut in a bedroom for hours at a time and spoken to in a 
humiliating and derogatory way. She said, this made her childhood feel frightening and confusing. 
She described suffering from depression. As a teenager she attempted suicide. Sandra accepted this 
art therapy intervention shortly after the birth of her fifth baby. She also admitted to suffering 
depression during previous pregnancies. 

The therapist noticed that Sandra hardly looked at her baby during session one. Baby lay quiet and 
still whilst Sandra spoke of feeling “lost, isolated and worse than ever before”. She said how hard it 
was to feel positive about her baby. Sandra used clay to create the image of a baby (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. 

Pushing her efforts aside, she said she felt “useless”.  In a different session she scratched an image of 
herself hidden in a box. The box lay beneath her “overpowering” father whose face she “couldn’t 
think about”. Sandra appeared unaware of how these memories affected her feelings and prevented 
her from encouraging her baby to thrive. The therapy enabled her to discuss how she may have 
unknowingly wanted her baby to feel robbed of affection, like she had felt robbed. 

Vignette two 

During month three, Sandra began making connections between her images and her childhood 
suffering. She grew more trusting of the art therapy process. Her confidence increased. She began 
using whole arm movements to draw across an expanse of paper on the therapy room wall. Sandra 
created a cohesive visual story of the “rubbish” she said was “suffocating her mind”. She exercised 
her imagination, creating space to think of how her baby could be stimulated. Their relationship 
became increasingly animated. She began prioritising his needs. He gradually reached for toys, like 
Sandra reached to draw with her hands. 

 



Vignette three 

During the subsequent interview, Sandra said “having someone listen and witness my story in a non-
judgmental way helped me learn to trust”. She reflected on images made during the intervention 
and described how her self-understanding had helped her feel more able to meet her baby’s 
emotional needs. She said this shift came through her hands [kinaesthetic] and through the space 
available to “sick out her feelings in art therapy”. She spoke of the “joy” she now sought internally 
and the hope she held for her baby’s future. 

Outcomes and learning 

Research into perinatal parent-infant art therapy is limited (Bruce & Hackett 2020, Hogan et al, 
2016). However, this study offers an example of how the cost of perinatal depression to UK society 
could be reduced. Bauer et al. suggest that increased access to treatment for common maternal 
mental health problems could provide a net benefit of half a billion pounds (2022). Further studies 
are needed to examine the reliability and validity of art therapy within this field. Nevertheless, these 
findings reveal the importance of considering the mental health and well-being of parents and their 
immediate environment in developing their baby’s personality. This innovative approach forms a 
creative space for parents and babies to thrive together while considering inter-relational repair. 
This inclusive and diverse approach may also positively contribute to intergenerational health 
improvements in individuals, communities, and wider society. 

As part of the NHS Long Term Plan for perinatal services, the Trust where the review was conducted 
successfully bid to develop a community maternal mental health service to reach women suffering 
from posttraumatic stress disorders and perinatal traumas such as sub-fertility, miscarriage, still 
birth, traumatic birth and loss of a baby through removal by social care 
(https://www.england.nhs.uk/2021/04/dedicated-mh-services/ ). Art therapy is being integrated 
into its forward-looking strategy. This is also reflected in the development of other community 
teams across England. 
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