
“EVEN ADULTS NEED TO 
PLAY”
Sand Play Therapy with an Adult Survivor of 
Childhood Abuse





Sand Play Overview

 Clients select figurines to which they feel drawn 
(e.g. animals, trees, people, fantasy figures, symbols 
etc) and place in a tray of sand

 The technique is intended to be reflective of the 
client’s inner world, and is a non-invasive therapy 
that allows clients to express themselves non-
verbally

 Used in multiple settings, e.g. in classrooms (O’Brien 
& Burnett, 2000A), family therapy (Carey, 1991), 
military (Moon, 2006), prison inmates (Monakes, 
Garza, Weisner & Watts, 201), etc.



Present Study

 Aims: 
 To assess the efficacy of sand play therapy in improving 

symptoms for an adult survivor of childhood sexual and 
physical abuse.

 To assess the client’s personal perception of the sand play 
therapy experience

 Hypothesis
 That the client’s measured and perceived symptoms would 

improve

 Method
 Experimental single case design
 10 weeks of sand play therapy with an adult survivor of 

childhood abuse.



Mrs A

 50 year old Mother of 3 children, married
 Employed as a special education teacher 
 Self-referred to university clinic experiencing anxiety-

related symptoms, flashbacks, dissociation, 
hypervigilance, hypomania, fluctuating mood.

 Previous diagnosis of Bipolar I (by a previous clinician)
 Had felt that medication and previous therapy had 

improved her quality of life substantially thus far
 Previous therapy included CBT, ACT, Emotion Focused 

Therapy, EMDR, Rosen Therapy

 Wanted to improve her anxiety symptoms, increase 
assertiveness in relationships, improve comfort with 
sexual intimacy, strengthen self-concept



Mrs A - background

 Raised on rural & remote sheep property, eldest of 3 
children

 Experienced severe and chronic sexual, physical, and 
emotional abuse from her father from a young age until she 
left home at 17

 Sexually assaulted by boyfriend multiple times at 17 years 
of age

 Sexually assaulted by principal of the school in her first job 
as a teacher, in her early 20’s

 Witnessed abuse of animals by father
 Mrs A’s brother also reports that he was abused by their 

father
 Family do not acknowledge that the abuse occurred for 

either Mrs A or her brother.



Assessment

 Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; Beck et al, 1988)

 Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-II; Beck et al, 1996)

 Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS; Lovibond & 
Lovibond, 1995)

 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder Checklist (PCL, Weathers 
et al, 1993)

 Dissociative Experiences Scale (DES; Bernstein-Carlson 
& Putnam, 1986)

 Scales of Psychological Well-Being (SPWB; Ryff & 
Keyes, 1995)

 Semi-structured interview post-treatment



Results - Symptomatology

Questionnaire Time 1 Time 2
Raw 

Difference % Change

BAI 23 (Severe Anxiety) 34 (Severe Anxiety) +11 17.4%

BDI-II 20 (Borderline Depression) 12 (Mild Mood 
Disturbance)

-8* 12.6%*

PCL 37 (PTSD Positive) 41 (PTSD Positive) +4 4.7%

Stress 22 (Moderate) 12 (Normal) -10* 23.8%*

Anxiety 19 (Severe) 20 (Extremely Severe) +1 2.4%

Depression 9 (Normal) 7 (Normal) -2* 4.7%*

Dissociation 8.3 (Anxiety/Affective 
Disorders)

7.9 (Anxiety/Affective 
Disorders)

-0.4* 0.1%*

*Improvement in symptoms



Results – Psychological Well-Being

Questionnaire Time 1 Time 2 Difference
Percentage 

Change

Autonomy 14 18 +4* 18.2%*

Environmental Mastery 14 19 +5* 23.8%*

Personal Growth 21 21 0 0%

Positive Relations 20 17 -3 14.3%

Life Purpose 19 21 +1* 4.7%*

Self-Acceptance 20 20 0 0%



Thematic Analysis

 4 themes emerged
 Inadequacy of Words

 “There’s no words, it’s the action. Each time I work through 
things it’s a clarification … it’s not always conscious because 
you don’t have the words. The deeper you go, the more it is 
about the action and less about the words.”

 Externalisation of Issues
 “I’d have…structure around to explain what the story was 

[in the tray],” “because it’s all out there in front of me I can 
believe it,” and (in regards to a particular sand tray), 
“showing the crocodile’s teeth and how sharp [they are] … it 
all sits there and is fine. I’m not going to hurt anybody, 
including myself.”



Thematic Analysis

 Enormity of Suffering

 “I don’t want to remember how much I was hurt” 

 “It’s the things that hurt you that you want to get rid of.”

 Feeling Change

 “I can come here and know that something will shift”

 “Coming out [of a sandplay session] ok and able to be 
happy.”

 “Effortless” 

 “Get control back”



Counfounds/Limitations

 Not able to provide the orginally planned 10 
consecutive weeks of therapy due to travel and 
illness

 Delayed data collection

 In future research it would be desirable to have 
greater number of participants and control group



Summary/Conclusion

 10 weeks of sand play therapy for an adult 
survivor of childhood abuse, and diagnosis of 
Bipolar I

 Measured symptomatology and client perception of 
sand play therapy

 Improvements in depression and stress symptoms

 Improvements in psychological wellbeing

 Client perceived benefit to her mental health



Buried and unburied the elephant 
multiple times. The elephant 
represented herself, “I’m big, and fat, 
and clumsy”. Towards the end of 
discussing the elephant she spoke 
about choosing it because it was 
‘natural’ and ‘beautiful’, but did not 
consciously accept these things as part 
of herself

Mrs A and her husband 
as she wished they 
were. Cried deeply for 
a long time about their 
relationship and what 
she wished for them. 
Moved them through 
the sand as they “had 
walked our path 
together for a long 
time.”

“I just love this! It is soft, 
natural, so small and 
gentle and beautiful…I 
don’t know why I picked 
it…but it’s special.”

The fairy was Mrs A as a child, 
“innocent” and “beautiful.” It 
was what she had lost. The 
fairy moved around the tray 
alongside the elephant, 
witnessing it being buried.



The ‘authorities’ all 
looked away and no 
one helped .

Use of the elephant again to represent Mrs A. 
Two elephants together, one adult, one baby. 
Mrs A described being ‘hurt’ and ‘attacked’ 
from every direction – and how this 
transcends time; the abuse occurred as a child 
but the hurt continues. The crocodile was her 
representation of her desire to self-harm. 
Again, the theme of people who could help 
doing nothing was present in this collection.



The centaur appeared 
multiple times throughout 
Mrs A’s to represent her 
father

Rejected by 
academic 
figures –
“everyone 
thinks I’m an 
idiot or a liar”

Mrs A’s mother 
“hear no evil, 
speak no evil, see 
no evil”

This was the first tray that Mrs A picked a 
typical, human figure to represent herself. 

Mrs A identified with the sheep 
that her father abused, and saw 
them as an extension of herself.


