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Abstract:  

Art therapy has emerged as a form of culturally appropriate intervention that promotes 

psychological well-being through creative expression. However, its role in empowering 

women in culturally conservative communities is known to be minimal. This study 

examined the experiences of Bedouin women who participated in a culturally 

appropriate art therapy program and how they interpreted its relationship to 

psychological well-being, women’s empowerment, and community participation. The 

approach adopted in the research process is the interpretive qualitative approach and 

thematic reflexive analysis. Data were collected through semi-structured inter                                             

views, observations, and analysis of artworks made by the participants. Ten themes 

emerged from the findings that demonstrate that art therapy promoted emotional 

regulation, transformed traumatic experiences into opportunities for personal growth, 

and reduced social stigma, while simultaneously strengthening personal boundaries and 

improving role negotiation, as well as fostering collective support and encouraging 

adaptive resilience. Overall, participants described art therapy as a culturally appropriate 

intervention that supported psychological well-being and personal empowerment while 

facilitating greater community participation. This study contributes to the professional 

literature by offering a culturally informed understanding of art therapy in the Bedouin 

community, presenting an integrated explanatory framework that links psychological 

well-being, women’s empowerment, and community participation. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Art therapy is considered a type of creative therapeutic approach that promotes 

psychological well-being through symbolic and visual expression. Unlike conventional 

verbal psychotherapy, because art therapy allows people to communicate emotional 
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distress, trauma, and internal conflicts through a creative process, it fosters emotional 

regulation, resilience, and personal growth (Malchiodi, 2012; McNiff, 2013; Hinz, 2020). 

The value of culturally responsive art therapy is particularly evident in collectivist and 

conservative societies, where emotional expression is often limited by social norms that 

enshrine privacy, family honor, and traditional gender roles. In these contexts, art 

provides a legitimate outlet for expressing psychological experiences while maintaining 

prevailing cultural values (Huss, 2015; Al-Krenawi, 2016).  

 This situation is particularly relevant for Bedouin women academics in the Negev, 

who must navigate the complex intersection between their professional aspirations and 

family and traditional expectations. These overlapping roles sometimes create 

psychological burdens, while limiting the availability of culturally appropriate spaces for 

expression and support (Good, 1960; Abu-Rabia qwider, 2008). Therefore, understanding 

these women’s personal experience of art therapy is essential to examining the ways in 

which psychological well-being and empowerment are constructed within this unique 

sociocultural context. 

 Despite the theoretical development of art therapy, its conceptual application in 

culturally and communally conservative communities remains limited. Existing 

theoretical perspectives provide important explanations for psychological healing and 

creative expression, but they offer less understanding of how these processes are 

experienced in the sociocultural realities of Bedouin women. As a result, conceptual 

questions remain unanswered regarding the relationship between art therapy and 

psychological well-being, and women’s empowerment and community participation 

within this cultural context. 

 This study addresses this gap by examining the experiences of Bedouin academic 

women who participated in a culturally responsive art therapy program in the Negev. 

Adopting an interpretive qualitative approach and reflexive thematic analysis, the study 

seeks to understand how participants construct meaning from their therapeutic 

experiences and how these experiences relate to psychological well-being, 

empowerment, and community participation. The study offers a culturally informed 

interpretation of women's experiences in the Bedouin community, by integrating the 

Expressive Therapy Sequence (ETC), psychodynamic theory, and empowerment theory. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

Art therapy has evolved into a multidisciplinary field that integrates psychological 

theory with creative practice to facilitate emotional expression, psychological healing, 

and personal development. Contemporary perspectives embrace artistic expression as a 

symbolic process through which people express emotions, reconstruct personal 

meanings, and develop new understandings of themselves and their relationships with 

others (Malchiodi, 2012; McNiff, 2013; Okumuş et al., 2019). Within this perspective, 

psychological well-being is viewed as a dynamic process involving emotional regulation, 

https://oapub.org/hlt/


Yasmin Abu Siam Alkoraan 

ART THERAPY AND WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT IN BEDOUIN SOCIETY: A QUALITATIVE  

EXPLORATION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING AND COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION 

 

European Journal of Public Health Studies - Volume 9│ Issue 2│ 2026                                                                                78 

resilience, identity development, and adaptive functioning rather than simply the 

absence of psychological distress. 

 The current study draws on theoretical perspectives that explain the relationship 

between art therapy, psychological well-being, and women’s empowerment and 

community participation within a culturally sensitive practice. Accordingly, this section 

examines the conceptual foundations of these constructs before presenting the theoretical 

framework that informs the interpretation of participants’ experiences. 

 

2.1 Art Therapy and Psychological Well-Being 

Art therapy is based on the principle that creative expression provides a symbolic 

language through which to explore personal feelings and experiences beyond verbal 

communication. The therapeutic value lies primarily in the creative process, which 

allows people to express their inner experiences, organize emotional responses, and 

construct new personal meanings (Malchiodi, 2012; McNiff, 2013). As a result, artistic 

expression functions as both a means of emotional communication and a process of 

psychological integration. 

 In contemporary theory, psychological well-being is viewed as a form of capacity 

to regulate emotions, maintain adaptive relationships, and develop coherent personal 

meanings across the lifespan. The Expressive Therapy Continuum (ETC) explains these 

processes by proposing that artistic activity engages with interconnected sensory, 

affective, cognitive, and symbolic dimensions of human functioning, enabling the 

gradual integration of emotional experiences into broader understandings of the self 

(Lusebrink, 2010; Hinz, 2020). From this perspective, art therapy promotes psychological 

well-being by supporting emotional awareness, resilience, and the restoration of personal 

meaning through creative engagement. 

 

2.2 Culturally Responsive Art Therapy 

The effectiveness of art therapy is closely linked to the cultural context in which 

therapeutic experiences are constructed. Culturally Responsive Art Therapy recognizes 

that emotional expression and symbolic representation and help-seeking behaviors are 

shaped by cultural values, social norms, and collective beliefs, rather than by universal 

psychological processes alone (Huss, 2015). As a result, therapeutic practice requires 

sensitivity to the cultural identities and lived experiences of participants to ensure that 

artistic expression remains personally meaningful and socially relevant. 

 Within collectivist societies, personal experiences are closely tied to family 

relationships and communal expectations and cultural traditions. Therefore, emotional 

expression is often regulated by values related to privacy, family respect, and social 

cohesion. In such contexts, artistic expression provides a culturally appropriate medium 

through which personal emotions and experiences can be symbolically explored while 

maintaining cultural identity and social belonging (Al-Krenawi, 2016). This perspective 

is particularly relevant in the Bedouin community, where women negotiate multiple 
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social roles while maintaining strong ties to family and community life (Abu-Rabia-

Queder, 2008). 

 

2.3 Women’s Empowerment and Community Participation 

Women’s empowerment is viewed as a multidimensional process by which women 

strengthen their capacity for agency, decision-making, and meaningful participation in 

their social environments. Rather than representing individual achievement, 

empowerment develops through the interplay between personal capabilities and the 

social structures that shape opportunities and constraints (Rappaport, 1987; Giddens, 

1984). It therefore reflects psychological development and the ability to negotiate social 

roles within existing cultural contexts. 

 Self-efficacy represents an important psychological basis for empowerment 

because people who perceive themselves as having the ability to influence their lives are 

more likely to demonstrate resilience, confidence, and adaptive behavior when faced 

with challenges (Bandura, 1997). Within collectivist societies, empowerment extends 

beyond personal autonomy to include constructive participation in family and 

community life. Therefore, it can be understood that community participation is an 

expression of psychological empowerment, reflecting the ability of people to actively 

contribute to collective well-being while maintaining meaningful social connections. 

 

2.4 Theoretical Framework 

The current study is based on an integrated theoretical framework, which combines the 

Expressive Therapy Continuum (ETC), psychodynamic theory, and empowerment 

theory. The Expressive Therapy Continuum explains how creative engagement facilitates 

emotional processing and symbolic meaning-making through the interaction of sensory, 

affective, cognitive, and symbolic dimensions of human functioning (Lusebrink, 2010; 

Hinz, 2020). Psychodynamic theory complements this perspective by explaining how the 

therapeutic relationship provides a psychologically safe environment in which emotions 

can be expressed, contained, and integrated through symbolic expression (Bion, 1962; 

Winnicott, 1965). Empowerment theory expands on these perspectives by explaining 

how internal psychological transformation contributes to increased agency, confidence, 

and participation in family and community life (Rappaport, 1987; Bandura, 1997). 

Together, these theoretical perspectives provide a comprehensive framework for 

understanding the relationship between art therapy, psychological well-being, women's 

empowerment, and community participation. 

 

2.5 Research Gap 

Despite the growing theoretical development of art therapy, limited attention has been 

given to understanding its role in culturally conservative and indigenous communities. 

Existing theoretical perspectives provide important explanations for psychological 

healing, creative expression, and empowerment; however, they offer limited 

understanding of how these processes intersect within the lived experiences of Bedouin 
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women. Furthermore, the integration of the expressive therapy continuum, 

psychodynamic theory, and empowerment theory has received little conceptual attention 

in explaining the connection between psychological well-being, women’s empowerment, 

and community participation. The present study addresses this gap by offering a 

qualitative, culturally informed interpretation of these interconnected processes in the 

context of Bedouin academic women. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

This study adopted an interpretive qualitative methodology to explore the experiences 

of Bedouin academic women who participated in a culturally informed art therapy 

program in the Negev. The interpretive paradigm was considered appropriate because it 

assumes that reality is socially and culturally constructed and that meaning emerges 

through people’s interpretations of their experiences. Accordingly, the study sought to 

understand how participants perceived and interpreted the role of art therapy in relation 

to their psychological well-being, women’s empowerment, and community participation 

in their sociocultural context. 

 A qualitative research design was used to facilitate an in-depth exploration of 

participants’ experiences. The sample consisted of 20 Bedouin academic women who had 

completed the art therapy program, to ensure that participants had direct experience of 

the phenomenon under study and could provide rich and meaningful accounts of their 

experiences. Data were generated through semi-structured interviews and the 

participants' artwork, allowing them multiple forms of expression to influence and 

understand their experiences. 

 Data were analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) following the 

methodological framework of Brown and Clark. The analysis involved repeated 

engagement with interview transcripts and visual materials to gain familiarity with the 

data, followed by systematic coding and iterative development of themes that 

represented shared patterns of meaning in participants’ experiences. Throughout the 

analysis process, reflexivity was maintained to acknowledge the researcher’s role in 

interpreting the data and constructing meaning. 

 The rigor of the study was established through sustained engagement with the 

data, and the use of multiple sources of evidence and ongoing reflexive documentation 

throughout the analysis process. These procedures enhanced the credibility, reliability, 

validity, and transferability of the findings. Participation in the study was voluntary. All 

participants provided informed verbal consent prior to participating in the interviews. 

Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the study by removing 

identifying information and using pseudonyms in all research records and reports. 
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4. Results  

 

The analysis of the interviews generated ten themes that captured participants’ personal 

experiences of participating in a culturally responsive art therapy program. Together, 

these themes illustrate how participants expressed and interpreted the support for their 

psychological well-being, personal empowerment, and community connection. The 

findings are presented below in the order in which they emerged from the analytic 

process. 

 

Theme 1: Transforming Suffering into Growth and Personal Empowerment 

Participants described art therapy as a process through which their painful experiences 

were reinterpreted as sources of personal growth, resilience, and empowerment. Artistic 

expression allowed them to reconstruct the meaning of suffering, strengthen their 

emotional well-being, and recognize previously unrecognized personal strengths. "I see 

this artwork as representing my transition from weakness to strength. I have dedicated 

all my energy and all the pain I have experienced to education, and it has become a true 

source of strength. I believe this strength is reflected in the simplicity of my artwork. Most 

importantly, participants described art therapy as a path to resilience and personal 

empowerment. 

 

Theme 2: Dealing with Social Stigma and Prejudice in the Local Community 

Participants described social stigma as a major barrier to seeking psychological support. 

Participation in the art therapy program encouraged them to reconsider their beliefs and 

increased their confidence in recognizing their psychological needs. 

 

“In our community, psychological therapy is still not widely accepted, and many people 

associate it with mental illness. Today, however, I am no longer ashamed to admit that I 

need help.” 

 

“At first, I was afraid of how society would judge me. But after experiencing the benefits 

of the program, I was able to talk about my experience with confidence.” 

 

 In general, participants described the therapeutic experience as reducing stigma 

and strengthening confidence in seeking psychological support. 

 

Theme 3: Artistic Expression and Projection through Textiles as a Safe Therapeutic 

Medium 

Participants viewed artistic expression as a culturally meaningful medium for 

communicating feelings and experiences that are difficult to express verbally. Working 

with textiles and embroidery facilitated symbolic expression while providing a sense of 

emotional security and personal control. 

https://oapub.org/hlt/


Yasmin Abu Siam Alkoraan 

ART THERAPY AND WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT IN BEDOUIN SOCIETY: A QUALITATIVE  

EXPLORATION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING AND COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION 

 

European Journal of Public Health Studies - Volume 9│ Issue 2│ 2026                                                                                82 

“In art therapy, I found a space where I could express my feelings. It became a language 

that emerged from within me, allowing me to communicate what I felt not only through 

words, but also through what I created in my artwork.” 

 

“I felt like I had released all the emotions, thoughts, and burdens that had been weighing 

me down through sewing and embroidery. For me, embroidery represents inclusion and 

comfort.” 

 

Theme 4: Establishing Personal Boundaries and Reprioritizing the Self 

Participants described art therapy as fostering greater awareness of their emotional needs 

and the importance of setting healthy personal boundaries. This process allowed them to 

prioritize self-care while maintaining supportive family and social relationships. 

 

“Art therapy helped me understand that setting boundaries does not mean rejecting others. 

It means respecting myself and recognizing that my needs are just as important as 

everyone else’s.” 

 

“For the first time, I realized that taking care of myself is not selfish. As I became 

emotionally stronger, I was also able to support my family more effectively.” 

 

 Overall, participants described setting personal boundaries as an important step 

toward psychological well-being and healthier relationships. 

 

Theme 5: Motherhood and Parenting as Sources of Psychological Strength 

Participants described motherhood as a source of resilience that motivated them to take 

care of their mental well-being. Through the therapeutic process, they came to see self-

care as enhancing, rather than competing with, their parenting responsibilities. 

 

“My children have always been my greatest source of strength. Through art therapy, I 

realized that taking care of my own emotional well-being allows me to be a better mother 

and support them more effectively.” 

 

“I used to believe that I had to sacrifice myself for everyone. Now I understand that taking 

care of myself is also a way to take care of my family.” 

 

 Taken together, participants saw motherhood as a source of strength that supports 

both personal well-being and family relationships. 

 

Theme 6: Negotiating Academic Aspirations and Traditional Family Responsibilities 

Participants described art therapy as helping them balance academic aspirations with 

traditional family responsibilities. The therapeutic process strengthened self-awareness 
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and allowed them to negotiate multiple social roles with greater confidence and 

flexibility. 

 

“The pursuit of my academic goals has never been separate from my responsibilities to my 

family. Through art therapy, I learned that I could value both without feeling like I was 

failing in either role.” 

 

“I realized that I didn’t have to choose between my education and my family. Instead, I 

learned to organize my priorities in a way that respected my aspirations and my 

responsibilities.” 

 

Theme 7: The Need for Collective Support and Safe Therapeutic Spaces 

Participants emphasized the importance of the therapeutic group as a psychologically 

safe environment that fosters trust, mutual understanding, and emotional support. 

Sharing experiences with women from similar cultural backgrounds reduced isolation 

and encouraged open emotional expression. 

 

“For the first time, I felt like I was surrounded by women who truly understood what I was 

going through. I didn’t have to explain myself because they shared many of the same 

challenges.” 

 

“The group became a safe place where I could speak freely without worrying about being 

judged. I felt accepted, supported, and respected throughout the sessions.” 

 

Theme 8: Cognitive Transformation and the Reconstruction of Trauma 

Participants described art therapy as a means of gradually reinterpreting traumatic 

experiences. Through creative expression, they developed new perspectives that allowed 

them to integrate past experiences into a more coherent understanding of themselves and 

their lives. 

 

“I no longer see my past in the same way. Through my art, I was able to look at my 

experiences from a different perspective and realize that they do not define who I am today.” 

 

“The sessions helped me understand my experiences rather than simply reliving them. I 

became more aware of how they shaped me, but I also realized that I had the ability to move 

forward.” 

 

Theme 9: The Body as a Repository of Trauma and Emotional Memory 

Participants described a growing awareness of the connection between physical 

sensations and emotional experiences. Artistic expression allowed them to identify and 

release feelings that had remained unexpressed, contributing to greater emotional 

awareness and psychological relief. 
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"I realized that my body carried feelings that I had never expressed. Through making art, 

I felt like I was finally releasing what had been trapped inside me for years." 

 

"As I worked with the materials, I realized that the tension I had always felt was related to 

experiences that I had never talked about. Making art helped me feel lighter and more at 

peace״. 

 

Theme 10: Adaptive Resilience and Silent Resistance as Pathways to Empowerment 

Participants described empowerment as a culturally informed process of developing 

resilience, self-confidence, and personal agency while maintaining meaningful family 

and community connections. Rather than directly challenging cultural values, they 

emphasized adaptive strategies that allowed them to pursue personal aspirations 

without disrupting their social environment. 

 

“I learned that strength is not always about confronting others. Sometimes it means 

remaining patient, choosing the right moment, and continuing to move forward without 

giving up.” 

 

“The program taught me that I can stay true to myself without creating conflict with those 

around me. I became more confident in expressing my opinions while respecting my family 

values.” 

 

 Overall, participants described adaptive resilience as a path to empowerment that 

balances personal agency with cultural belonging. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

The present study explored how Bedouin academic women understood their experiences 

of participating in a culturally responsive art therapy program. The findings suggest that 

art therapy was experienced as more than a therapeutic intervention for emotional 

expression; participants described it as a culturally meaningful process through which 

they reconstructed personal meaning, strengthened psychological well-being, and 

negotiated their roles within their families and communities. These findings highlight the 

interconnected nature of psychological healing, personal empowerment, and community 

participation, supporting the value of culturally responsive approaches to art therapy. 

 The findings can be understood through the Expressive Therapies Continuum 

(ETC), which proposes that engagement with artistic materials facilitates movement from 

sensory and emotional experiences toward cognitive integration and symbolic meaning-

making (Lusebrink, 2010; Hinz, 2020). Participants' narratives illustrated this progression 

as artistic expression enabled them to externalize traumatic experiences, reorganize 

emotional responses, and develop new understandings of themselves. Rather than 
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functioning solely as a means of emotional release, the creative process supported the 

reconstruction of personal meaning and fostered psychological growth. 

 The findings also support psychodynamic perspectives, particularly the concepts 

of the holding environment and containment (Winnicott, 1965; Bion, 1962). Participants 

consistently described the therapeutic space as emotionally safe, allowing them to 

express experiences that had previously remained unspoken. Within this environment, 

artistic expression functioned as a symbolic language through which difficult emotions 

could be explored, contained, and gradually integrated into participants' personal 

narratives. 

 Beyond psychological healing, the findings indicate that empowerment was 

experienced as a gradual and culturally embedded process rather than an individual 

achievement detached from the social context. This interpretation is consistent with 

empowerment theory, which conceptualizes empowerment as the development of 

personal agency within existing social structures rather than outside them (Rappaport, 

1987; Bandura, 1997; Giddens, 1984). Participants did not describe empowerment as 

resistance to cultural traditions but as an increased capacity to negotiate family 

responsibilities, academic aspirations, and community expectations while maintaining 

meaningful social relationships. 

 The findings further demonstrate that psychological well-being and community 

participation are closely interconnected. As participants developed greater emotional 

awareness, confidence, and self-understanding, they also reported stronger engagement 

with their families, peer networks, and communities. This suggests that culturally 

responsive art therapy contributes not only to individual psychological healing but also 

to broader processes of social participation and inclusion. 

 Taken together, the study extends current understanding of art therapy by 

demonstrating that its therapeutic value cannot be separated from the cultural context in 

which it is practiced. For Bedouin academic women, artistic expression represented a 

culturally meaningful pathway through which psychological well-being, personal 

empowerment, and community participation developed simultaneously. These findings 

support the need for culturally responsive therapeutic interventions that acknowledge 

the social and cultural realities shaping women's lived experiences. 

 The findings contribute both theoretically and practically to the field of culturally 

responsive art therapy. Theoretically, the study demonstrates the value of integrating the 

Expressive Therapies Continuum, psychodynamic theory, and empowerment theory 

into a coherent framework for understanding how creative expression supports 

psychological well-being, women's empowerment, and community participation within 

culturally conservative contexts. Practically, the findings highlight the importance of 

designing culturally responsive art therapy programs that acknowledge women's 

cultural identities, family roles, and community relationships. Such programs may 

strengthen emotional well-being while fostering personal agency and meaningful social 

participation. 
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 In doing so, the study addresses the identified conceptual gap by providing a 

culturally grounded explanation of how art therapy supports psychological well-being, 

women's empowerment, and community participation within the lived experiences of 

Bedouin women. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This study examined the experiences of Bedouin academic women who participated in a 

culturally responsive art therapy program, providing a qualitative understanding of how 

they interpreted the relationship between art therapy and psychological well-being, 

women’s empowerment, and community participation. Findings showed that 

participants experienced art therapy as a meaningful process of emotional expression, 

personal transformation, and identity reconstruction within their sociocultural context. 

 By integrating the expressive therapy continuum, psychodynamic theory, and 

empowerment theory, the study offers a culturally informed interpretation of how artistic 

expression supported participants in understanding their experiences, negotiating 

multiple social roles, and strengthening their sense of agency. Findings further suggest 

that the therapeutic value of art therapy extends beyond personal psychological well-

being to include broader processes of empowerment and engagement in family and 

community life. 

 The study contributes to the growing literature on culturally responsive art 

therapy by highlighting the importance of understanding therapeutic experiences in their 

cultural context. It also demonstrates the value of qualitative inquiry in giving voice to 

the experiences of Bedouin women, whose perspectives remain underrepresented in the 

literature. 

 Several limitations should be acknowledged. The study was based on a purposive 

sample of 20 Bedouin academic women from the Negev; therefore, the findings reflect 

the experiences of a specific cultural group and are intended to provide in-depth 

understanding rather than statistical generalization. In addition, the interpretation of the 

findings is inherently shaped by the qualitative and interpretive nature of the research 

design. 

 Future research should examine culturally responsive art therapy in Indigenous 

and other culturally diverse communities, explore participant experiences through 

longitudinal qualitative studies, and consider mixed-method approaches to expand 

understanding of the connections between art therapy, psychological well-being, 

women’s empowerment, and community participation. 
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