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Abstract

Strategic phototherapy uses photography as a transformative therapeutic tool, drawing on its evocative and
reflective power to facilitate change in both individual and relational dynamics. This approach provides crea-
tive techniques to disrupt dysfunctional patterns, stimulate insights, and promote tangible, lasting changes
through a corrective emotional experience, from a strategic perspective, that is, within a systemic-construc-
tivist framework. Photography captures moments that become memories, but strategic phototherapy trans-
forms them into something memorable. Techniques like paradoxical photography, where “blocked” situa-
tions are symbolically reinterpreted to inspire new perspectives, and narrative phototherapy, which recon-
structs personal stories through a series of curated images, help patients to explore emotions, redefine their
narratives, and encourage change. In couples therapy, photography symbolically represents conflicts, de-
sires, and significant moments, creating a space for mutual understanding and the restructuring of relational
narratives. An innovative example proposed in this work is the use of the photo booth, which provides an inti-
mate and playful context for partners to visualize the progress and the potential of their relationship, thus
encouraging deeper, more conscious communication. Through the incorporation of photographs in strategic
prescriptions, this prospective work offers a methodological reflection on the clinical potential of strategic
phototherapy as an effective operational tool to promote significant change in interpersonal dynamics and

emotional processes and provides practical insights for future empirical validation.
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Introduction

Photography was officially born in 1839 with
the patent by Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre
(1787-1851), during the Second Industrial
Revolution, which was rich in important in-
ventions that changed not only our way of liv-
ing but also our way of thinking (Daniel, 2004).
Among the most significant innovations of the
time were the automobile and electricity.
Within this historical framework, photography
progressively evolved, fully leveraging techno-
logical advancements to become one of the
essentialtools for social growth. Initially com-
pared to painting, it gradually asserted its own
artistic identity and, over time, became one of
the most influential art forms. However, pho-
tography is much more than a mere technical
tool for capturing images: it is a powerful and
complex medium that intertwines art,
memory, communication, and introspec-
tion—a visual language that surpasses cul-
tural and linguistic boundaries. Each image
conveys a visual message that can be inter-
preted differently depending on the ob-
server’s personal experience and context. Its
accessibility, now amplified by smartphones
and social media, has transformed the way
we communicate. In the past, photographs
were rare and symbolically rich objects, care-
fully preserved to pass on memories of im-
portant events. With technological progress

and digitalization, the cost of photography
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has decreased, and taking pictures has be-
come increasingly routine and performative.
However, this abundance has changed our
relationship with images: from tangible and
intimate objects, they have become often
ephemeral digital memories, consumed
quickly and by a vast, sometimes unknown,
audience. Beyond its aesthetic value, photog-
raphy holds strong evocative power. Roland
Barthes (1980) introduced the concept of
punctum, the most personal, intimate, and
unpredictable element of a photograph—the
part of the image that emotionally strikes the
viewer—emphasizing how images operate on
an emotional and symbolic level, becoming
tools to explore one's inner world. According
to authors such as Judy Weiser (2013) and
Mastandrea (2011), the photographic image
acts as a bridge between emotion, memory,
and reflection, allowing access to deep con-
tents that are difficult to express through ver-
bal language alone. Photography, therefore,
not only captures a moment but amplifies its
meaning through the subjective filter of the
observer. From a strategic perspective, it
functions as a tool for change, making the in-
visible visible: emotions, roles, stories, and
lived experiences can be narrated and trans-
formed through the image. The very act of tak-
ing a photograph is already an intentional ac-
tion that alters the perception of experience.

In this sense, photography becomes a tool for
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intervention—not merely for expression—en-
abling symbolic action on the Self and activat-
ing corrective experiences on a cognitive,

emotional, and relational level.

Theoretical Framework: From
Photography as Expression to
Photography as a Therapeutic

Strategy

In clinical settings, photography has histori-
cally been used to stimulate narration, evoke
memories, or symbolically represent the pa-
tient’s inner world. Numerous scientific stud-
ies show how photography is useful in pro-
cesses of change and healing for patients suf-
fering from eating disorders (Wessells, 2008),
depressive and anxiety disorders (Seifert,
2014), obsessive-compulsive  disorders
(Mancini, 2006), and forempowerment (Levin
et al., 2007). Methods such as photovoice,
the use of family albums, or therapeutic self-
portraits have been applied in various psy-
chotherapeutic contexts. However, these
tools remain predominantly exploratory and
lack an operational structure aimed specifi-
cally at change. The strategic approach, de-
rived from systemic-constructivist models, is
based on the idea that the problem is not
what happens, but how it is perceived and
maintained through dysfunctional attempted
solutions. From this perspective, photog-
raphy is no longer used to "express" but to al-

ter perception and generate new corrective
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experiences, allowing the patient to see
themselves and the world in a new way. Stra-
tegic Phototherapy emerges from this theo-
retical and operational integration, placing
photography not as an object of analysis but
as an active, experiential, and transformative
intervention, structured within the therapeu-

tic protocol.

Strategic Phototherapy: A New
Clinical Methodology

The strategic approach, founded on the work
of Paul Watzlawick and further developed by
Giorgio Nardone (2015), is based on the idea
that therapeutic change can occur through
brief but profoundly impactful interventions.
These are not focused on removing the cause
of the problem, but on breaking the cycle of
dysfunctional attempted solutions. The ther-
apeutic technigues are tailored to the individ-
ual and aim to produce corrective emotional
experiences capable of altering perceptions,
emotions, and behaviors in a short period.
Strategic phototherapy was developed with
the intent to integrate the visual and symbolic
dimension of photography into the strategic
clinical intervention. In this context, photog-
raphy is not merely a representation of the
past but a simulation of a new possible real-
ity, through which the patient can observe
themselves from different perspectives, un-

cover rigidity, and activate new expressive
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and experiential possibilities. Precisely be-
cause of its evocative and transformative
power, certain prescriptive rules should be
followed when using photography in strategic
therapy. The first rule is that the photos used
will not be seen by anyone outside the thera-
peutic context. This requirement removes the
element of performance, as a photo taken
without spontaneity often leads individuals to
adopt poses or expressions they believe will
make them more likable to others. Another
important aspect is that all photos used in
sessions—whether pre-existing or newly
taken—must be printed. This is essential for
the images to be tangible objects that can be
touched, torn, or used to build collages in the
construction of new narratives. Finally, it is
preferable for the photos to remain with the
patient. This is both for legal reasons (in case
other people are visible in the photos and
cannot sign arelease form, or if the photos in-
volve nudity or intimacy) and so that the pa-
tient can choose to keep them, destroy them,
or finally disclose to someone (Scaringello,

2024).

Techniques of Strategic Photo-

therapy for Individual Therapy

Within individual therapy practice, specific
technigues have been developed that inte-
grate photography as an essential part of the

therapeutic strategy. The operational core of
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the approach consists of creating personal-
ized photographic interventions, tailored to
the type of problem and the phase of the ther-
apeutic process. The photographic tech-
niques follow the logic of strategic prescrip-
tions, that is, concrete actions designed to
disrupt perceptual patterns and promote
cognitive restructuring. The main techniques
include:

Strategic Photo-Portrait: In this technique,
the patient is invited to create a sequence of
symbolic self-portraits representing different
aspects of the self: the ideal self, the self per-
ceived by others, the rejected self, and the au-
thentic self. The goal is to produce a visual
comparison between these perceived identi-
ties to break the crystallization of the self-im-
age and facilitate the integration of denied or
repressed parts. These self-portraits are then
used in sessions to guide strategic reflec-
tions, trigger inner dialogues, and stimulate
processes of transformative self-narration.
Paradoxical Photo: The therapist gives the
patient a paradoxical prescription, which in-
volves creating a specific photographic image
with defined emotional and symbolic charac-
teristics. Forexample, a patient stuck in a pat-
tern of control might be asked to photograph
themselves in a state of total disorder, with
the goal of breaking the rigid perceptual-reac-
tive system that maintains the problem.
Paradoxical Albums: The patient builds a

photographic album containing images that
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contradict their dysfunctional thoughts (e.g.,
a person who feels inadequate composes an
album of personal successes). The collection
acts as visual evidence that challenges self-
limiting beliefs.

Narrative Phototherapy: The person tells a
story using a sequence of photographs. The
therapist helps identify dysfunctional pat-
terns and rewrite the narrative in a more adap-
tive way.

Symbolic Representations of Success:
Through photography, it is possible to create
the representation of the person after change,
helping them internalize this future state. For
example, someone might create a photo col-
lage that illustrates their goals or an ideal fu-
ture life.

Paradoxical prescriptions, such as those de-
scribed, work by disconfirming dysfunctional
beliefs, interrupting the confirmation loop be-
tween perception and behavior. Photography
not only symbolically represents the blockage
but becomes an active tool for creating an al-
ternative emotional experience. Visual con-
frontation, in fact, facilitates distancing from
dysfunctional self-narratives and stimulates
the reconstruction of a more integrated self-

image.

The Photo Booth: A Therapeutic

Space for Couples

The photo booth, reimagined as a therapeutic

space, represents a unique tool in couple
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therapy. It is a protected, enclosed environ-
ment rich in symbolic value: a place of inti-
macy, playfulness, but also of automatic rep-
etition—just like in dysfunctional relation-
ships. Entering the booth means posing to-
gether, negotiating shared space, and decid-
ing how to present oneself to others. It be-
comes a powerful metaphor for relational dy-
namics within the couple, and the resulting
images serve as tangible representations of
these dynamics. The booth allows the couple
to act concretely and symbolically on their re-
lationship, breaking routine and promoting
new perspectives. It offers a space for spon-
taneous and creative interaction, free from
the pressure of a traditional therapeutic set-
ting. The images produced can then be used
to explore and represent aspects of the rela-
tionship that may be difficult to access
through verbal dialogue. Each photo be-
comes a visual metaphor for relational dy-
namics, unspoken emotions, or untold sto-
ries that partners live daily. Each image can
be reinterpreted and discussed by the thera-
pist and the couple as a new narrative of the
relationship—one that may replace or revise
the existing one. The booth thus becomes a
starting point for reconsidering how the cou-
ple tells their story, challenging limiting be-
liefs or dysfunctional roles, and evolving into
a powerful therapeutic tool. With its physical
and symbolic structure, the photo booth pro-

vides a unique setting that can be particularly
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usefulin therapy. Itis a confined and intimate
space where the couple is invited to share
moments of closeness, express themselves
through poses and facial expressions, and in-
teract in an unfamiliar way. This shared expe-
rience, captured in instantly viewable photos,
becomes an opportunity to explore the rela-
tionship, highlighting both strengths and chal-
lenges. By entering the booth and choosing
how to pose, the couple can explore and rein-
terpret their relational dynamics, gain new
perspectives on their interaction, and stimu-
late change in communication and behavior.
The booth offers an opportunity to decode
and restructure the couple’s narrative, foster-
ing the creation of new stories, new roles,
and, most importantly, new solutions. In a
strategic therapeutic context—where the goal
is practical and functional change—photog-
raphy becomes a tangible strategy to trans-
form the vision of the relationship, helping the
couple see themselves and each other in a
new, more positive and constructive light. A

model of intervention will be proposed below.

The Booth Protocol

The intervention follows a series of clearly de-
fined phases:

Phase 1: Free Shot

The couple enters the booth and takes a se-
quence of photo strips without any instruc-
tions, revealing the spontaneity (or rigidity) of

their interaction.
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Phase 2: Thematic photographic prescrip-
tion

The couple is asked to embody different emo-
tions or situations: “take a photo as lovers,”

” «

“oneasifyou're angry,” “one as parents”. This
exercise is designed to explore the roles they
take oninthe relationship and to observe how
flexible—or stereotyped—those representa-
tions are.

Phase 3: Strategic Review

The photos are analyzed together in session,
highlighting relational patterns, repetitive
scripts, and potential transformation points.
Phase 4: Photographic restructuring

The couple is given a symbolic photographic
assignment to complete outside the therapy
room. The goal is to break dysfunctional rela-
tional patterns or introduce new modes of
emotional connection.

Itisimportant to emphasize that this protocol
should not be understood as a rigid and
standardized model, but rather as a flexible
guideline to be adapted to the specific char-
acteristics, needs, and dynamics of the cou-
ple. Each phase can be modified, omitted, or
explored thoroughly depending on the thera-
peutic context and the goals of the interven-
tion, always keeping in mind the centrality of
the subjective experience and the importance
of supporting each partner’s evolutionary pro-

cess within the relationship.

Clinical Benefits
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Using the photo booth helps stimulate non-
verbal communication: the expressions, pos-
tures, and interactions captured in the photo
strips offer a valuable opportunity to explore
these aspects. Moreover, the photographs
become a form of documentation of the ther-
apeutic journey and can serve as a relational
mirror during moments of crisis or stagnation.
The booth is a neutral and protected space,
distant from everyday dynamics. Here, the
couple can experiment with new ways of re-
lating without external pressures. The printed
images also provide instant visual feedback.
The couple can reflect on what emerges from
the photos, discussing the emotions and
meanings they evoke. Through these images,
difficult topics can be approached indirectly
but effectively, using photography as a cata-
lyst for dialogue. The couple can take photos
that symbolically represent the problems they
are facing and then discuss them during the
session to identify the steps needed to over-
come the barriers. These images can also be
used to capture the couple’s spontaneous in-
teractions, offering a starting point for reflec-
tion onroles, emotionaldistance, intimacy, or
tension (who led the interaction? Who fol-
lowed?). Another benefit of this tool is the re-
discovery of playfulness and lightness. In
many distressed relationships, play and com-
plicity are sacrificed to conflict or daily stress.

The photo booth, with its playful aspect, of-
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fers an opportunity to rediscover the joy of do-
ing something together. Even in couple ther-
apy, photos can be used to symbolically rep-
resent the process of change. For instance,
the couple can take two series of photo strips:
one representing their current state, and an-
other portraying what they hope to become
together. Finally, the booth can be used to
document significant moments of the thera-
peutic journey. Each photo can represent a
milestone, helping the couple visualize the

progress made.

Clinical Example: Marco and

Luisa

A concrete example of the effectiveness of
the photo booth as a therapeutic tool comes
from the case of Marco (45 years old) and
Luisa (42 years old), who have two young chil-
dren and are married since ten years. The
couple entered therapy during a period of
emotional disengagement, marked by fre-
guent arguments and Luisa’s perception of
being emotionally neglected. She com-
plained about a lack of attention and close-
ness, while Marco described an exhausting
work situation and financial difficulties that
made him less emotionally available. After an
initial phase of exploring their dynamics, the
couple was assigned a cycle of tasks aimed at
rekindling mutual care and symbolic court-
ship, including the photo booth experience.

The task involved going together to a booth to
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take a series of spontaneous photos, fol-
lowed by themed shots (e.g. “a photo as lov-
ers,” “a photo representing a happy moment
from the past”). In the following session, the
couple reported—somewhat to their sur-
prise—that the experience had been unex-
pectedly intimate and fun. Together with the
therapist, they analyzed the photos, exploring
how they were seated, their physical close-
ness or distance, facial expressions, eye con-
tact, and most importantly, the feelings expe-
rienced during the shoot. This led to the emer-
gence of shared positive memories and a re-
newed emotional closeness that had been
absent for some time. The photo booth expe-
rience was then prescribed again, with new
symbolic prompts, this time aimed at visually
representing the “couple they wish to be-
come”. In subsequent sessions, the images
were used to highlight observed changes, re-
newed emotional intentionality, and the pos-
sibility of constructing a new narrative of their

relationship.

Limitations of the Approach

Despite its observed effectiveness in clinical
practice, strategic phototherapy presents
several methodological limitations. First and
foremost, the lack of structured empirical
studies limits the potential for scientific vali-
dation of the approach. Additionally, the ef-

fectiveness of the techniques relies heavily on
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the subjectivity of the individual and the rela-
tional context with the therapist, making rep-
licability challenging. Caution is also neces-
sary when using images, as they may evoke
traumatic content or be interpreted defen-
sively if not adequately contextualized within

the therapeutic process.

Discussion

As described in this brief overview, the use of
photography in individual and couple therapy
can prove to be avaluable tool for fostering in-
trospection, communication, and emotional
connection. The ability of images to evoke
memories, emotions, and personal meanings
allows individuals to explore aspects of their
identity and relationships in a creative and
non-verbalway. In individual therapy, photog-
raphy allows one to explore one’s own iden-
tity, to reinterpret past experiences, and to
construct new narratives that support self-
understanding and self-acceptance. In cou-
ple settings, it can amplify mutual under-
standing, stimulate dialogue, and strengthen
the emotional bond. The innovative approach
of phototherapy, by combining art and psy-
chology, shows how photography can over-
come communication barriers, promoting
processes of change and personal growth. It
also encourages an experiential dimension
that helps individuals and couples see them-
selves and others in a new light, facilitating
the development of greater awareness and
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change strategies. Despite the undoubtedly
promising foundations, further investigation
into the topic is considered necessary. A con-
crete proposal for future research could in-
volve the design of a qualitative and quantita-
tive study based on multiple clinical cases
documenting the therapeutic process of cou-
ples and individuals treated with strategic
phototherapy technigues. This study should
specifically evaluate the perceived effective-
ness of the intervention, changes in relational
and emotional processes, the therapeutic al-
liance, and outcomes in terms of symptom
reduction and increased subjective well-be-
ing.

It would be advisable to adopt pre- and post-
treatment assessment tools to ensure sys-
tematic data collection and to support the
empirical validation of the approach. This
would not only strengthen the scientific foun-
dation of the model but also allow for the de-
velopment of more clearly defined opera-
tional guidelines, promoting the ethical, ef-
fective, and replicable use of strategic photo-
therapy in clinical practice.
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