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Draw on Your Relationships is a bestselling resource to help people of all ages express, communicate and deal more effectively with their emotions through drawing. Built around five key themes, each section contains a simple picture exercise with clear objectives, instructions and suggestions for development. The picture activities have been carefully designed to help ease the process of both talking about feelings and exploring life choices, by trying out alternatives safely on paper. This will help to create clarity and new perspectives as a step towards positive action.

Offering a broad range of exercises which can be adapted for any ability or age from middle childhood onwards, this unique book explores a range of emotions surrounding a person’s important life experiences, key memories, relationships, best times, worst times and who they are as a person. This is an essential resource for therapists, educators, counsellors and anyone who engages other people in conversations that matter about their relationship to self, others and life in general.
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Introduction





■ 
About the book

We can only truly develop ourselves through our interactions with other people, and yet many children, teenagers and adults never sit down to reflect on their relationships. As a result, they may spoil their lives through repeating destructive relationship patterns, choosing people who are bad for them, staying in deadening relationships, or destroying the lovely relationships they do have.

This book is designed therefore to empower people to improve their quality of life by improving their relationships. It’s a key resource for any professional whose work involves helping people to explore, communicate and learn more about themselves and their relationships. The photocopiable resources provide a creative and thought-provoking arena for people to stand back and reflect on their lives so that they can think, feel and act in more fulfilling and potent ways. The book provides step-by-step guidance on how to use the exercises with participants and how to develop a theme when the drawings have opened up a rich channel of communication.




■ 
Underlying psychological insights backed by the latest research

In addition to the wealth of practical draw-your-feelings exercises, each section in the book offers the user key theoretical insights, backed by psychological or brain science research. These can then be passed on to the participant as appropriate. Furthermore, many of the frameworks for the exercises themselves are taken from in-depth psychotherapeutic concepts, which have been purposefully made palatable and accessible for anyone.




■ Who the book is for

Many of the exercises are relevant for all age groups, except children younger than nine. Where an exercise has a specific client group or age range, this is clearly stated. Many sections of the book will be an excellent resource for the PSHE curriculum (personal, social and health education). The exercises are also designed so that participants can work at a depth of dialogue that feels comfortable. Moreover, whilst many of the exercises are appropriate for one person to do on their own, others are designed for two or more people to do together. These will be of particular value for times when the person leading the exercise, who I will call ‘the practitioner’, is working with a parent and child together, a couple, two work colleagues, a group or a family, or anyone else who undertakes the exercises, who I will refer to as ‘the participant’.








How to use this book

This book is not designed to be worked through from cover to cover. Rather, the practitioner is encouraged to use the resource as follows:



	Think about the child, young person or adult with whom you are working in terms of the relationship issues relevant to them. Then turn to the Contents page and select the most relevant section or sections. If, for example, people are struggling to trust in their relationships, you may decide to focus on ‘Relationships and fear’. If they are spoiling their relationships by repeatedly getting locked into power and control issues, you may decide to work with ‘Relationships and power’.

	Turn to your chosen section and then read the few pages of theory at the beginning of the section. These are packed with easy-to-understand, evidence-based psychological concepts and will provide you with a vital understanding of why the person with whom you are working may be experiencing themselves, other people and life in general in the way that they are. The theory will also give you a firmer foundation from which to help your participant with their particular relationship or emotional issues.

	Now turn to the exercises within your chosen section and read them through. Pick one or more that may be particularly relevant to the participant.

	Familiarise yourself with the exercise and the ‘Instructions’ section. This section offers suggestions as to how you might explain the task to your participant. This section is not intended to be used in full, unless you wish to do so. In other words, the instructions should not be read out to your participant. Simply put them in your own words. Then photocopy your chosen exercises so that they are ready for your time together.

	The ‘Development’ section offers another angle on the relationship issue, or another way of exploring the matter. It is obviously only relevant to use the tasks offered in these sections if your participant has been fully engaged in the exercise itself and clearly has more emotional energy around the theme. Remember, change can only happen if someone is emotionally engaged! The ‘Development’ sections and some of the exercises themselves refer to the use of sandplay. If you are unfamiliar with this excellent mode of expression and exploration, turn to the section called ‘About sandplay and how to use it’.

	The overall idea is to use the exercises to open up a rich and meaningful dialogue with the participant. When this happens, you may find that you have all manner of other creative ideas on how to develop a theme, rather than using the developments offered in the book. Allow your creative juices to flow! Only you know the particular needs of the person with whom you are working. So don’t be afraid to offer developments that follow the participant along their own rich vein of ideas and feelings.






■ 
Why work through feelings about relationships?



Why should it make such an enormous difference to communicate something to another person?


(Fosha, 2000)



Working through painful feelings means both feeling and reflecting on them in the presence of someone who, by adopting an empathic stance, can help you to feel and reflect. It is their very presence that makes it safe enough for you to do this. This ‘active listener’ engages in the process of imagining what it must feel like to be you, when you are feeling this way. Most importantly, they then find the right words to communicate that empathy. This means a profound, often deeply moving conversation, expressed so well in this passage by Dinah Craik in 1859:



Oh, the comfort, the inexpressible comfort, of feeling safe with a person; having neither to weigh thoughts nor measure words, but to pour them all out just as they are, chaff and grain together, knowing that a faithful hand will take and sift them, keep what is worth keeping, and then, with the breath of kindness, blow the rest away.




The result of working through feelings about painful relationship experiences is that the feelings can be modified, laid to rest, assimilated. In contrast, when feelings are not worked through they can continue to spoil and disrupt a person’s life for days, months, years and sometimes for an entire lifetime. A woman lost a relative in a car crash and because she didn’t go for help to work through the shock, whenever she heard a car horn, she had a panic attack. It was affecting her sleeping, eating, work and relationships. People say, ‘The past is past’. This is exactly what it isn’t. The past can’t go into the past until it is worked through in the present.

So simply managing feelings about the people in your life, as opposed to working them through, can result in all manner of ongoing emotional and physical pain. It can even kill you. Here are two examples. When Sarah was 24, her little girl died of cancer. She said, ‘When my angel died, the only way I could get through it was the drink’. At 26 Sarah was dead from alcohol abuse. After Simon lost his natural mother at age three and then was ripped away from his beloved foster mother at age eight, no one helped him to work through his feelings, so at age thirteen, he started to manage them by smoking. He died aged 42, from lung cancer.

We all manage emotional pain; we have absolutely no choice but to manage it. However, for many people their chosen method of managing can make them feel a lot worse. This is in direct contrast to ‘working through’, which results in heightened self-awareness, psychological strength and personal development. It also robs trauma and loss of their destructive impact on a person’s life.








Why use drawings and images to speak about feelings?



When anyone asks, ‘How are you feeling?’ it is a huge transitional challenge to turn such subtle and dynamic neural processes into a verbal statement.


(Siegel, 1999)



The structured exercises in this book are designed to ease the process of working through relationship issues and to offer the participant a safe way to reflect on and reassess their relational world. The exercises offer a rich vocabulary for the participant to describe their experiences, and to engage their imagination as well as their thinking. As a result, it is hoped that the participant will see things more clearly and, where appropriate, move into creative action in their lives.


■ 
But why not just speak about feelings using everyday language? Why use images?

Without images, people often use words that fail to fully capture what they want to say about a particular person or relationship in their life. They give an impoverished or over- generalised or inaccurate account of what they are feeling. This is very finely described by the famous Jungian analyst, James Hillman:



A person says, ‘I feel depressed’. Now I don’t know what that means. It’s empty. No sensuous content, no image. The word… is a compromise with depression, which helps repress it, only admitting it in a vague, abstract way. So in practice I’ll want to get precise, we are trying to get to the Venus language: the whole taste, body, image of the state of the soul in words. All that has disappeared and instead the big empty vapid jargon word, depression. That’s a terrible impoverishment of the actual experience.

(Hillman, 1983)




Some people are emotionally literate and have a good inter-hemispheric communication between their right and left brain. We now know this is key to creativity (Aziz-Zadeh et al., 2012; Durante and Dunson, 2016). Nevertheless, they do not call on the full wisdom of the human brain’s capacity for active use of imagery. They do not use drawings, art media or mental images to describe their experiences. The trouble is that if we just talk about relationship experiences and feelings in everyday language, it can often be predominantly the left brain speaking. This means a weaker truth, a smaller version of the deep feelings a person is experiencing. You can often tell if someone’s left brain is dominant as their language for feelings is very dry, dull and devoid of image and metaphor. Their tone of voice is also often flat or colourless. In contrast, when the left and right brain are working together in a beautifully coordinated way through the coming together of thinking, feeling and imagining in use of drawing or other art media, there is often an incredible flow to the conversation, as eloquently expressed by Fosha:



[The process] is marked by effortless focus and concentration… imagery is vivid… the material flows. Relating is characterised by clear and effortless contact. The core state is one of deep openness – receptivity in which deep therapeutic work can take place… the atmosphere is highly charged, superficial interaction disappears, awareness is heightened and the work shimmers with meaning and importance… the sense of the experience coming, unbeckoned, rather than sought or willed: the intense sensations, including the upward surge… and the sensation of warmth… the sense of an even deeper state transformation.

(Fosha, 2000)




In short, we all have all the necessary software in our brains to enable us to successfully work through our painful life experiences and put down our emotional baggage once and for all. Tragically, many people never tap into this capacity.




■ 

Key benefits from using the drawing exercises in this book to work through relationship issues


	The images can help people to ‘see’ what they cannot verbalise.

	The images call on the creative capacities of the participant to problem-solve their relationship issues rather than simply think about them.

	The images can support the process of communicating and exploring feelings in ways the person may not have done previously, simply because they did not have the means for doing so.

	The images can help free the participant from self-imposed limitations.

	With the help of the drawings as vital openers or triggers, people are often able to describe their perceptions and emotions far more exactly than with words alone.

	The exercises are an ordering process. Having completed them, many people experience a new clarity of thought.

	The exercises offer opportunities to rehearse healthier ways of relating to others, to try out more creative ways of thinking, feeling and relating, safely on paper.

	The exercises enable the participant to explore and express what they may have previously kept from others and often from themselves.



Image-making often comes very easily to people once they start, because it is actually very familiar to us. Much of our waking thought is in images and we create incredible images every night in our dreams.








How to work safely

Speaking about relationship issues through drawings is ‘indirect expression’. This indirectness offers safety. The pictures in the exercises and those drawn by the participant are set apart from the self, seen from a standing-back position. In this way, they act as ‘containers’ for feelings which could otherwise be experienced as overwhelming, chaotic or unthinkable. Through the act of drawing or writing, the ‘forming feeling’ process is a way of creating external order out of inner chaos. Once the feelings are organised into an image on a piece of paper, they can be thought about in a clear, non-threatening way. This can bring real relief from having externalised what has previously been experienced only as raw, disturbing, unprocessed states. The sequence is as follows: overwhelming feeling, through image, to thought-about feeling.

Furthermore, because of the use of drawings, the actual relationship between practitioner and participant can be experienced as far less threatening than if feelings were being talked about without using any artistic modes of expression. There is literally something between the two people – the drawing; a focus outside of themselves. The drawings can also offer protection as described by Storr (1972): ‘To show oneself only through… a picture… is to protect oneself, whilst at the same time enjoying the gratification of self-revelation’. In other words, safety comes from a sense of being once removed: ‘I am not showing you me, I am showing you my drawing’.


■ 
‘What if I have no training in counselling or therapy?’

For people using this book who have no professional training in counselling or therapy, I reiterate the statement made on this matter in my book Draw on Your Emotions (Sunderland, 1993):



A lot of excellent informal untrained counselling goes on in the pub, over the garden fence, or in the school playground. If the relatively few people trained as therapists or counsellors were the only ones ‘allowed’ to listen to the feelings of adults or children, there would be far more suffering and loneliness in the world than there is today.




That said, there are some key guidelines and structures for working safely with people’s feelings on a more formal basis.

There will never be enough psychologists to address the massive human need for help with emotional and relationship issues. It is vital that far more people working with children, adolescents or adults are trained to work with feelings as well. Many excellent teachers, learning mentors, special educational needs coordinators (SENCOs), life coaches, social workers, probation officers, nurses and doctors find themselves managing a great deal of human distress, often on a daily basis. They need to be empowered to respond effectively and safely, so that far fewer people are left with no option but to turn to damaging forms of self-medication. Without more ‘talking cure’ interventions and skilled empathic listeners, we will continue to have the epidemic levels of mental ill health and debilitating long-term misery that we see today.








Key rules and guidelines in helping someone to speak about feelings

There are many natural ‘therapists’ whose warmth, empathy and compassion far outweigh that of people who have done years of formal training. That said, without clear guidelines and ground rules, an untrained or poorly trained practitioner can say something that they do not realise is hurtful, or even psychologically damaging. This is because when people talk about their feelings they let down their defences. They are then vulnerable and open to being really hurt.

By and large, damaging practitioner statements will be those that do one or more of the following: patronise, lecture, generalise, try to mind-read, misinterpret, infer meaning, offer platitudes, fail to acknowledge or validate the participant’s experience of an event, criticise, accuse or assume what the participant is feeling when they aren’t feeling it at all. If any of these things happen, the participants with a strong enough sense of self will manage to protect themselves by closing down, not talking about their feelings again, or not returning to the one-to-one sessions. Participants who don’t know how to protect themselves, or who are out to please or comply, are far more vulnerable to suffering psychological damage from unskilled practitioners. Thus, for those people who are using the exercises in the book who have not undergone formal counselling or therapy training, we advise the closest observation of the following safety rules.


■ 
1) Do not infer meaning

The danger many people fall into is playing ‘psychoanalyst’ by using closed meanings. For example, a snake means a penis, a sand mound means a breast, the drawing of a child between a man and a woman always means the person wants to split up mummy and daddy. Such interpretation is dangerous. Although many outdated psychological and dream dictionaries try to define what a certain image means in this way, in reality what, say, a snake means to one person may be something entirely different to another. For one person a snake may mean a creature that is slowly plotting a sinister death; to another it may be like a large colourful worm with no frightening meaning whatsoever.

It is damaging for anyone to be told what they feel or think, when it is not what they are feeling and thinking at all. It can be experienced as a psychological assault, a violation, or an attempt to erase a person’s own meaning, reality or sense of self. It is turning their experience into your experience. The awful thing is that some people will just put up with this abuse and think the professional must be right. They can start to lose a sense of who they are, and to see themselves as the practitioner sees them. Moreover, if you are repeatedly told what you are feeling, or what your images mean, it is actually mad-making. It is even worse than to be told that you are in denial if you disagree with the person who is dictating what you feel!

When emotionally healthy people who have a strong sense of self are treated in this way, the reaction is to back off and think: ‘Well, here’s someone who clearly can’t listen to what I am feeling and just tells me what I am feeling. They are not curious to know what something means for them. They are certain what it means for me! It’s not safe anymore to speak about my feelings to this person.’ The emotionally healthy child will say something like ‘Can we play football?’ knowing they will never again bring feelings to this person. The trust is broken, and the practitioner is unlikely to win it back easily, if at all. A healthy adult or child will not return to a practitioner such as this. In contrast, the problem lies with the participant who just swallows unquestioningly the practitioner’s inaccurate version of who they are, of what they are feeling and why they are feeling it. This participant often leaves the session feeling deeply disturbed, but without knowing why. It is this that can seriously damage mental health. Many people say, ‘But I wouldn’t interpret’, and yet, unconsciously, they keep putting their own meanings on to the participant’s drawings. Personal counselling, therapy and supervision for the practitioner can go a long way towards preventing this.

So always ask the participant what something means for them. You can say something like ‘Will you help me to understand this?’ or ‘I wonder what that means for you?’ If you don’t understand the meaning of an image drawn by the participant, you can always interview the image.


Practitioner: It may be useful for us to learn more about the little flame in your picture. You said it was really important to you, but you didn’t know why. I wonder if you would be prepared to enter more into the sense of this image, and for me to interview the flame?

(Participant agrees.)



So, little flame, tell me about yourself. How does it feel to be you? (Ask the participant to always start their reply with ‘I’ not ‘it’. This engages the deeper-feeling right brain far more than the logical, rational left brain.)

Here are some possible questions when interviewing an image:



	What is life like for you, little flame?

	What do you need?

	What are you feeling at the moment?

	What frightens you?

	What pleases you?

	What are your innermost secrets?

	What are the best things about your life?

	What are the worst things?

	What do you want from life?

	How do you feel about your situation?

	How do you feel about being the size you are?

	What threatens you?




Each question can lead to further development. At the end of the interview, come in with an empathic summary.




■ 
Example


Practitioner: Hi little flame, what do you most need right now?


Participant: I need a safe shelter, otherwise I’ll get blown out.


Practitioner (examples of where you could go next): So how might you get blown out?
Who or what might blow you out?
What would it feel like if you got blown out?
What might happen then?


Participant: I am small and helpless, so a harsh uncaring wind could blow me out and then I fear I would no longer exist. There is no one there to help me.


Practitioner’s summary: Wow little flame. You have told me such important things here, all about how unsafe things feel for you. How frightening to be you in this world when you feel there is no one to help you or protect you from a harsh wind.






■ 
2) Check that your so-called observations are not actually incorrect interpretations



Example of an observation being an incorrect interpretation


Participant: When I am with this person in my life, I seem to go into a kind of cave. (The participant has given no indication of the feeling content of his image of the cave.)


Practitioner: Oh, how awful, it must feel terrible down there.



This is the practitioner’s assumption. She herself might feel awful if she were in a cave. But in actuality, the cave might be a very comforting, safe place to the participant. So get more information from the participant by asking, for example, ‘I’m wondering what it feels like for you in the cave’, ‘What sort of cave is it?’





Another example of a damaging interpretation

A child works in sandplay depicting what it is like for her to live with her alcoholic mother. She buries a little blue door in the sand, right at the bottom. One interpretative counsellor may think, ‘This means the child feels swamped by her mother’s alcoholism’. Another interpretative counsellor may think, ‘Burying, this means that the child wants to hide from her mother’s problem’. Such thoughts are all likely to be projections of what the counsellors themselves feel. For example, the first counsellor may be feeling swamped by something in her own life. The second counsellor may want to hide from something in her life or did so when she was a child. So simply ask the child, ‘What is it like for the blue door being buried so far down?’






■ 
3) Watch out for hidden incorrect assumptions in the choice of words you use in response to the participant’s drawing or image



Example


Participant: When I am with my partner I feel like we are on a path in the middle of nowhere.


Practitioner: Where is the path leading? (The practitioner has brought in the concept of leading, not the participant. The path may not be leading anywhere!)



Or:



Practitioner: Tell me about that sad baby in your picture, looking out of the window. (The practitioner has brought in the concept of sad. Maybe she herself is feeling sad today. The baby may be just taking in the view. The participant has not given any indication that the baby is sad.)




Or:



Practitioner: Tell me about the drooping hat. (The adjective, ‘drooping’ is the practitioner’s word. The hat may look droopy to her, but it may not be perceived as such by the participant, or if it is, it may be an irrelevant aspect of the hat.)










■ 
4) Make sure you ask open, not closed, questions



What sort of questions to ask


Avoid at all times:

CLOSED QUESTIONS  QUESTIONS NEEDING YES OR NO ANSWER

Ask open-ended questions, not questions that require a yes or a no.
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