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 In work with clients of all ages, I have witnessed a tremendous growth in 
the use of fi lms and fi lmmaking as a form of reparation and recovery from 
emotional challenges and psychological distress. While reading  Video and 
Filmmaking as Psychotherapy: Research and Practice , I was reminded of the 
growing demand for relevant and creative forms of therapy with military 
personnel who are often challenged by multiple deployments, the impact of 
active combat, and readjustment to life state-side. One way soldiers are tak-
ing charge of their psychological distress is through fi lmmaking as a means 
of telling their stories and confronting experiences that often include post-
traumatic reactions, loss, depression, and traumatic brain injury. As one 
soldier told me, “You can put your story into a fi lm, everything that you 
went through in combat and in a way that goes beyond words. It’s your 
story. It’s a way for me to tell my story without having to talk about it over 
and over. If people watch it, they can learn what happened to me. If other 
soldiers watch it, they will see that they are not alone and that we all have 
had the same experiences. Making my fi lm helped me to move on from what 
happened. It has just made life a lot easier.” 

 My core value as an expressive arts therapist and psychotherapist is 
the use of sensory-based approaches in work with individuals of all ages 
to make meaning of life’s experiences; provide emotional relief; enhance 
resilience, self-effi cacy, and self-regulation; and make desired behavioral 
changes. I have always found that engaging the senses in psychotherapy 
goes beyond what typical verbal transactions can stimulate; in other words, 
by appealing to clients’ visual, auditory, and other senses, therapists can 
provide their clients with opportunities for self-discovery that are not 
found through words alone. As an expressive arts therapist I regularly use 
art-based approaches as key interventions with clients of all ages. In brief, 
individuals are encouraged to engage or experience some form of visual 
media as self-expression; traditionally, this involves constructing, arranging, 
mixing, molding, drawing, and painting (Malchiodi, 2012). Now, with the 
rapid increase in digital technology, like many other expressive arts thera-
pists, I now have integrated newer forms of visual expression that depend 
on keyboards or a mouse, desktop computers, tablets, smartphones, and 
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numerous “apps” [applications] that can be used as ways to draw, paint, 
and even sculpt in virtual space, as well as to make fi lms and animations 
(Malchiodi & Johnson, 2013). 

 Why is the use of fi lm and video particularly relevant to psychotherapy 
in general? In brief, they are forms of communication familiar to most indi-
viduals and are ubiquitous in contemporary culture. For example, as of this 
writing, more than a billion users visit the video-sharing platform known 
as YouTube each month and hundreds of hours of video are uploaded every 
minute. Almost everyone who owns a cell or smartphone now has the abil-
ity to create fi lms at any time and edit and share them via social media 
within minutes. For the average person, smartphones have replaced tradi-
tional cameras because of their ease of use and high-quality lenses and image 
resolution. Webcams, camcorders, and other portable fi lm cameras have 
also generated possibilities unimaginable only a decade earlier. Online apps 
make it easy for those with little to no fi lmmaking experience to integrate 
photo-images, sound, music, and text into professional footage through 
user-friendly commands and directions. Finally, almost everyone is infl u-
enced by and/or involved on a daily basis with digital media, including fi lms, 
via social networking. In brief, digital technology is not only omnipresent 
and easy to use, clients generally already know how to access and use it. 

 In contrast, while fi lm and video are ubiquitous forms of self-expression, 
relatively little has been written about the application of this type of media 
in psychotherapy, despite more than four decades of use. Historically, the 
term  videotherapy  has been used to describe the use of fi lm in art therapy 
and psychotherapy and is sometimes used interchangeably with the term 
 cinematherapy . Cinematherapy is generally defi ned as an intervention used 
by a variety of helping professionals that directs clients to watch specifi c 
movies for psychotherapeutic reasons and/or to report their impressions 
to their therapist for further discussion. It is similar to bibliotherapy (the 
use of books and stories to enhance understanding of emotional challenges 
and psychological diffi culties) in that fi lms can be used in similar and pos-
sibly even more potent, far-reaching ways. For example, when compared 
to books, movies not only contain the universal storylines found in books, 
they also are multisensorial. Along with their common themes, the sensory 
nature of movies can help clients achieve insights if the movies are strategi-
cally selected for relevance to the client’s interests and needs in treatment. 
Films also evoke powerful projections—in other words, mental and sensory 
associations to one’s life that may trigger a recall of emotion, memories, and 
experiences. 

 Film and video as forms of therapy also encompass the actual experience 
of client-created movies as part of treatment. Because of the accessibility 
of digital fi lmmaking, therapists can now capitalize on the idea that clients 
can become their own directors of fi lms that express their life stories. For 
example, it is now possible for clients to fi lm or record digital narratives, 
more commonly known as  digital storytelling . These short, fi rst-person 
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autobiographical fi lms are created by combining recorded voice, and still 
and video footage along with music and other sounds. With the involvement 
of a therapist, this type of fi lm is essentially a contemporary interpretation 
of narrative therapy. Digital storytelling allows clients to communicate, cre-
ate, and respond to personal stories through digital technology platforms 
as simple as webcams, smartphones, or tablets with video capabilities. As 
demonstrated throughout this book, clients can also engage in other types 
of fi lmmaking, including animation and “green screen” techniques. These 
experiences can be reparative within the context of psychotherapy because 
they constitute active, meaningful, and dynamic interventions involving 
self-discovery, self-awareness, and self-expression. 

 As Cohen and Johnson state in their introduction, “While there are dif-
ferent opinions on what fi lm/video-based therapy is or even what to call it, 
this book is an attempt to build toward a consensus on both a theory and 
practice for developing this intervention. This book is not an endorsement 
of a single theory but rather a challenge to readers to think critically about a 
subject and the complexities of how this new intervention might be executed 
if it were peer reviewed” (p. 7). The consensus that the editors cite can be 
generalized into two possibilities for therapists who want to apply the power 
of fi lm to their work with clients. First, the evocative nature of fi lm has the 
potential to stimulate dialogue between client and helping professional as 
well as numerous applications for psycho-education, behavioral change, 
and personal insight. Second, there are multiple possibilities for actual fi lm-
making as a catalyst not only for clients to gain insight, but also for them 
to engage in a self-empowering, creative process for meaning-making and 
personal narrative. 

 Finally, fi lms and videos, whether viewed, discussed, or created, capture 
the truth of many experiences and the day-to-day aspects of the human 
condition. They also touch on a wide range of sensory experiences through 
dialogue, lighting, special effects, cinematography, and music. Films refl ect 
not only life’s joyful, celebratory, or momentous events, they also mirror 
the array of experiences that bring clients to treatment—drug addiction and 
alcoholism, trauma and posttraumatic stress, grief and loss, violence, natu-
ral and man-made disaster, divorce and infi delity, phobias, and depression, 
among others. Ultimately, our clients may fi nd it easier to address their own 
challenges if we give them the opportunity to literally see how others handle 
(or mishandle) similar situations via fi lm. Or, like the soldier’s experience 
with fi lmmaking that opened this foreword, clients can show us their expe-
riences in a way that words alone cannot convey. These aspects compel 
all helping professionals to incorporate the insights and expertise of these 
authors’ contributions into treatment and to appreciate the valuable role 
that fi lm and video can have in a successful psychotherapeutic relationship 
between client and therapist. 

 Cathy A. Malchiodi, PhD, LPCC, LPAT, ATR-BC, REAT 
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  1   Introduction 
 Film and Video as a Therapeutic Tool 

  Joshua L. Cohen and J. Lauren Johnson  

  INTRODUCTION 

 Academy Award–winning actor and comedian Robin Williams’s untimely 
death in August 2014 shocked the world. It appears that being in popular 
and profi table fi lms was not enough to save him from depression and bipo-
lar disorder. Jamison (2014) asserted, “The suicide death of Robin Williams 
has generated interest in the relationship between creativity and depression. 
No one knows the nature of Mr. Williams’s problems” (para. 1). Jamison 
also stated that “he was suffering with early stage Parkinson’s disease, but 
the possibility of a link between ‘madness’ and creativity is ancient and per-
sistent” (para. 1). Indeed, Williams was a storyteller and a fi lmmaker, both 
of which are ancient art forms of healing. Films can be healing, but fi lm- and 
video-based therapy is about much more than storytelling. It involves an 
ethical responsibility to clients. 

 Film has been used since its genesis as a therapeutic tool, because creating 
and watching a fi lm often can speak directly to the human soul. Although 
we have felt a connection that tells us that fi lm is therapeutic, we are just 
beginning to understand and use fi lm intentionally as a therapeutic tool. 
Making fi lms has evolved over time into an accessible activity, so fi lms can 
range from professional blockbusters to private amateur fi lms that people 
make in their backyards. Film is now being used intentionally as a therapeu-
tic tool by social workers, therapists, psychologists, artists, and directors. 
As a result, fi lm has become a therapeutic tool created and used by people 
from different disciplines and backgrounds. This book is a compilation of 
the experiences of therapists who are using fi lm intentionally in practice to 
better understand the benefi ts of using fi lm as a therapeutic tool. 

 As you read through this book, we invite you to refl ect upon the various 
ways that the chapters relate to and are different from each other. If you are 
a practitioner, how might your approach fi t into the work that is represented 
in these chapters? If you are a theoretician, what perspective(s) most closely 
align with yours? How might you make sense of fi lm and video as therapeu-
tic tools? How would you make them your own?  



4 Joshua L. Cohen and J. Lauren Johnson

  WHAT MAKES FILM THERAPEUTIC? 

 Film is a mass medium that reaches global audiences. Films can be created by 
large fi lm studio companies for the masses or for smaller audiences or even 
for personal use through handheld devices. A fi lm that combines elements of 
photography, theatre, music, literature, and other disciplines into a unifi ed 
whole can be considered an aspect of art therapy. What makes any artistic 
medium therapeutic is that it is undertaken with therapeutic intent within 
the safe environment of therapy with credentialed and trained therapists. 
However, this use of fi lm as a therapeutic tool should not detract from its 
use as entertainment, which is one reason it occupies a special place in our 
personal, artistic, and cultural experiences. Each culture has its own view of 
what art can be used for and what constitutes entertainment. Perhaps future 
researchers will engage other perspectives from more global sources. 

 This book was developed to explore the connection between the medium 
of fi lm and the human experience from the points of view of people using 
fi lm in the therapeutic setting. We used our own backgrounds in psychology 
and fi lm to frame the content of this book to provide insight into how fi lm 
and psychology infl uence each other. We discovered that fi lm actually has a 
long association with psychology. Though psychology’s interest in art grew 
along with a coinciding fascination with Jungian and Freudian concepts of 
the unconscious at the beginning of the 20th century, it was not until the 
1940s that art therapy proper was founded in the United States by Marga-
ret Naumberg and Edith Kramer (J. A. Rubin, 1999). Art therapy has its 
roots in psychoanalysis and focuses on the transference between patients 
and therapists using the third hand of the process and product of art mak-
ing (Hogan, 2001; Hull, 1998). Though both of the founders of art therapy 
approached their work from a psychoanalytic perspective, the two women 
placed different emphases on art and therapy. 

 Margaret Naumberg approached art therapy from a psychoanalytic per-
spective, interpreting the art product as a form of symbolic speech similar 
to dreams. She conceived of art as both a diagnostic tool and therapeutic 
intervention that involves artistic creation and discussion between clients 
and trained therapists, in which clients can offer their insights. On the other 
hand, Edith Kramer approached art therapy from more of an artistic per-
spective, viewing art as a process through which people integrate confl icting 
unconscious and conscious forces. 

 Although Naumberg’s art therapy refl ected her emphasis on fostering 
insight into the unconscious for therapeutic gain, Kramer viewed art making 
itself as the therapeutic process through which psychological benefi ts natu-
rally emerged (as cited in J. A. Rubin, 1999). From these roots, art therapy 
has grown to encompass many other theoretical perspectives and a myriad 
of artistic media. Art therapy can be used with couples, families, groups, 
and individuals to facilitate the safe release of uncensored and unconscious 
material to accelerate the therapeutic process (Cohen, 2007). 
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 According to Malchiodi (2014), 

  Art has the potential to transform lives and often in profound ways; 
research is demonstrating that art improves not only our quality of life, 
but also is effective in reducing pain, fatigue and stress and increasing 
cognitive abilities and emotional well-being. (para. 1)   

  WHAT MAKES VIDEO THERAPEUTIC? 

 Despite the relative novelty of fi lm and video as therapeutic tools, their use 
in a therapeutic context is not new. They have been used to provide client 
feedback through the recording of group sessions reviewed and discussed 
later in the context of subsequent group sessions (Furman, 1990; McNiff & 
Cook, 1975). Widely available commercial fi lms have been used as a cine-
matic form of bibliotherapy. In this form, clients are asked to view therapeu-
tically relevant fi lms between sessions and later discuss them as therapeutic 
metaphors with their therapists (Christie & McGrath, 1987, 1989). 

 Watching fi lms can be healing as well. Solomon (1995) utilized mov-
ies to help treat his patients. He trademarked the term  Cinematherapy , 
although the term was used earlier by Linda Berg-Cross, Pamela Jennings, 
and Rhoda Baruch (1990), who described this process as a way of stimu-
lating discussion. Watching movies can also have a “direct therapeutic 
effect” (Wedding & Niemiec, 2003, p. 208). The idea for Cinematherapy 
is related to bibliotherapy, which utilizes individuals’ reactions to the con-
tents of books and other written material and employs exercises to help 
deal with symptoms of loneliness, guilt, hopelessness, and other symp-
toms of depression (Gregory, Canning, & Lee, 2004, as cited in Cohen, 
2013, p. 15). 

 As a healing tool, creative video production in therapy might be effi ca-
cious in the treatment of many disorders (Cohen, 2013). According to artist 
and art therapist Rachel O’Rourke (2001), using video in art therapy can 
help people to heal from trauma through the creative process of video cre-
ation and environmental stimuli to encourage creative expression. Furman 
(1990) suggested that video therapy helps adolescents achieve therapeutic 
goals by providing greater feedback clarity, enhancing nonverbal responses, 
allowing adolescents to replay past group interactions, and generally dein-
tensifying transference. Video techniques also can offer adolescents a more 
active part in their treatment by providing them with access to playback 
units, control of camera operations, and control over scripts. As reported by 
Chin et al. (1980), a group of 17- to 19-year-old high school dropouts who 
participated in a combination of art therapy and video therapy experienced 
elevated levels of self-worth and self-esteem. This result was supported by 
the fi ndings of a pilot study on the use of therapeutic fi lmmaking, wherein 
the mechanisms of change that led to the achievement of therapeutic goals 


