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Painting a picture of the lived workplace experiences of nine 
Victorian art therapists 

Annie Armour 
Dr Patricia Fenner  La Trobe University, Melbourne 
Katie Buckley  La Trobe University, Melbourne, and the Australian Catholic University, Melbourne

Abstract
This paper discusses a study that explored the impact on art therapy practice of structural and 
organisational factors. The study employed single, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with nine 
professionally registered art therapists working in the health sector in Victoria. The interview 
data were analysed using the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis method. A multi-
layered thematic reduction process produced five overarching themes: key social characteristics 
of the workplace; perceptions and misconceptions of art therapy in the workplace; the role of 
the structural and material setting; education, training, and clinical supervision specific to the 
organisational setting; and how policy supports or hinders optimal practice. The paper presents  
a small, yet indicative, sample of the lived workplace experiences of art therapists in Victoria. 
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Introduction 
Art therapy is a relatively new therapeutic 
practice attracting increasing attention amongst 
healthcare providers, clients, and consumers 
of diverse health services across Australia 
and New Zealand, and throughout the Asia-
Pacific region. Recognised by the Australian 
Government as a profession in 2006 (Kelly, 
2013), art therapy, along with some other 
non-psychology practices, is yet to be included 
amongst occupations that attract government 
rebates (ANZATA, 2015; King, O’Brien, & 
Schofield, 2008). Broad-scale consensus that 
the field requires a more sophisticated evidence 
base has stimulated an increasing volume and 
range of research endeavours, both locally and 
abroad (Fenner, Rumbold, Rumbold, Robinson, 
& Harpur, 2012). 

Over the past 30 years, in Australia 
alone, hundreds of art and arts therapists 
have trained at Master’s degree level and 

have found employment within community, 
educational and clinical domains. In light of 
this groundswell uptake of the art/s therapies 
within urban and some regional centres, 
a better-informed understanding of the 
working contexts of art therapists is timely. 
This paper attempts to contribute to what 
we know about the workplace experiences of 
art therapists professionally engaged in this 
rapidly expanding field; in particular it looks 
at therapists’ understandings of the impact of 
structural and organisational factors on optimal 
practice. The study took place within the state 
of Victoria in Australia, with most attention 
placed on the experiences of therapists working 
in Melbourne. The project constituted the 
research component of an honours degree in 
health sciences undertaken by the lead author, 
under supervision of the second and third co-
authors at La Trobe University (Department of 
Public Health). Not an art therapist herself, the 
lead author’s personal experience of creative 




