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Abstract 
 
This paper presents support for the inclusion of fiber arts techniques in the art therapy profession. 

The author conducted a thesis study to investigate the use of introductory-level crochet as a 

mindfulness-based technique to reduce stress in care providers to people with developmental 

disabilities. Effects of the mindfulness-based therapeutic crochet method were rated by 

participants using the Perceived Stress Survey (PSS-10; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) 

and the Task Enjoyment Question (TEQ; Tauer & Harackieweicz, 2004). Surveys also collected 

information about how much crochet was done between sessions in order to gather information 

about the possible relationship between skill achievement, task enjoyment, and stress reduction. 

Results were quantified for analytic correlation in SPSS Statistics 23 by a contracted statistician. 

Due to the small sample size, results of the analysis were statistically inconclusive, but are 

discussed at length. 
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Introduction 

Problem Statement and Significance of Problem 

In my personal practice of utilizing fiber arts techniques for expressive recreation, I 

discovered the potential to utilize rhythmic movements to access a creative flow similar to what I 

experience when painting. While many art mediums can facilitate meaningful expressions 

through symbolic work, the ability to achieve a meditative state through the use of art materials 

may be less common and therefore significant to art therapy research. It is this soothing, 

meditative quality which I believe contributes to claims of stress reduction and promotes it as a 

hobby of frequent practice for those who have discovered it. Research has demonstrated efficacy 

for the use of fiber arts as an effective coping technique for individuals self-identified as textile 

handcrafters, but there is limited information available addressing the efficacy of the use of fiber 

arts in art therapy with clientele with no prior experience with these processes (Collier, 2011). It 

is the opportunity to use fiber arts techniques with novices that is addressed in this research 

project.  

 Collier (2011) surveyed 821 female participants who self-identify as textile handcrafters 

to investigate the role of textile handcrafts in promoting psychological well-being. This study 

provided evidence for the use of textile handcrafting as a technique to promote a sense of well-

being through improved mood states and identified knitting as the most popular fiber arts 

technique used by survey respondents (Collier, 2011). The quantitative data provided supports 

what many writers have expressed in the abundance of anecdotal and devotional writing on the 

healing, spiritual qualities and powerful symbolism of handwork with fibers (Bogart, 2015; 

Corkhill, 2014; Doolaard, 2010; Gant, 2015; Hart, 2014; Hood, 2014, 2016; Murphy, 2002; 
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Nargi, 2008; Parkes, 2013; Roghaar & Wolf, 2002, 2004, 2005; Rosenthal, 2011; Skolnik & 

MacDaniels, 2005).  

Collier (2011) identified knitting as the most popular fiber arts technique used by survey 

respondents, but did not thoroughly investigate why crochet was ranked much lower. Despite 

separating them in some data sets, Collier combined knitting and crochet as one answer option to 

identify various fiber arts processes as coping techniques. This allows room for speculation on 

the frequency of each technique as a coping skill and does not accurately investigate the use of 

crochet as a coping technique in relation to its popularity among experienced handcrafters.   

Additionally, Collier’s (2011) survey targeted those who already identified as textile 

handcrafters and were skilled in many fiber arts techniques. To date, there is little research 

investigating the use of fiber arts in art therapy with participants with no prior experience with 

textile making. For this study targeting the novice craftsperson, the method of crochet was 

selected as an ideal beginner’s technique. It is generally accepted among fiber artists who both 

knit and crochet that crochet is easier to learn and more instantly rewarding due to its use of one 

hook rather than two or more needles, as in knitting (AbbielleRose, 2011; Alice, 2011; 

McSorley, 2017). Crochet hooks, which are available in metal or plastic and have rounded tips, 

also pose fewer safety risks than pointed knitting needles, making them more acceptable for use 

in settings such as schools, hospitals, nursing homes, and prisons (Wood, 2008). 

While stress-reducing activities are good for everyone, caregivers to people with 

developmental or intellectual disabilities were selected as the target population for this study due 

to their need for affordable, time-efficient, and portable therapeutic activities. Additionally, 

providing caregivers with fiber arts skills such as crochet would supply them with knowledge 
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that could potentially be shared with those individuals receiving care, multiplying the benefits of 

teaching therapeutic crochet.   

Research Question 

The following research report was guided by the question: How long does it take a 

beginner (starting with little or no knowledge or acquired skill) to experience the therapeutic 

benefits of crochet as a coping technique to manage psychological stress? 

Rationale 
 
 The research study design was informed by the following basic assumptions: 

1. The popularity of fiber arts activities (such as knitting and crochet) was directly related to 

the inherent therapeutic benefits of these activities in reducing stress.  

2. Fiber arts techniques (including but not limited to knitting and crochet) were valued by 

fiber artists for both the creative process and the tangible object that was produced. 

3. The stress reducing qualities of knitting and crochet was related to the repetitive nature of 

the process. 

4. The symbolic content of knitting and crochet contributed to the level of satisfaction with 

the completed object, and promoted a perception of well-being in the fiber artist.  

5. Crochet was an ideal choice of fiber arts processes for beginners because it utilized one 

tool (hook) as opposed to two or more (as in knitting) thereby reducing the hand dexterity 

needed to execute the skill. 

6. Crochet was considered naturally intuitive work, as there was the opportunity for choice 

at every stitch (Murphy, 2002). Comparatively, shaping techniques in knitting required 

planning several rows of stitches in advance and freeform knitting without a pattern was 

difficult to achieve without advanced skills. 
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7. A teaching technique that utilizes a mindfulness-based approach to art-making would 

more effectively teach crochet skills as a stress-reducing activity. 

8. A teaching technique that implemented side-by-side demonstration with a low student to 

instructor ratio (4:1 or less) would promote more effective learning with less frustration 

in comparison with a method that relied on verbal, written, or illustrated instructions. 

9. Care providers of people with special needs encountered high levels of daily stress and 

would benefit from the use of crochet as a coping strategy and a tool for creative 

expression through a tangible object.  

Objectives 

The objectives of this research study were to provide quantitative support for the use of 

crochet as an intentional relaxation technique, to determine an approximate length of time for a 

novice to learn crochet and access benefits in stress reduction and increased relaxation, to 

develop a mindfulness-based teaching technique for the introduction of crochet as a therapeutic 

intervention, and to expand the body of art therapy research focusing on the use of fiber arts. 

Hypotheses 

It was hypothesized that there would be a period of time in which the challenge and 

associated frustration of learning a new skill would prevent or neutralize a demonstration of 

stress reduction. It was expected that as the participants increased their skill and comfort level 

with crochet, the process would become increasingly enjoyable and more effective as a stress 

reducing activity and that those participants who dedicated more independent time in crochet 

practice would access enjoyment and stress reductive qualities more quickly than those who 

practiced less. 
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Additionally, it was hypothesized that there would be some participants who develop 

crochet skills more easily and/or intuitively and would have a more therapeutically beneficial 

response to the crochet activity when compared with participants who struggled to learn the 

crochet skills. These therapeutic benefits were expected to include increased well-being through 

the use of crochet to cope with feelings of stress and other difficult moods. Lastly, it was 

hypothesized that intuitive crochet processes would be more therapeutically valuable when 

compared with the creation of crocheted objects from a pattern. 

Definition of Terms 

 Textile handcrafts. Were defined as techniques to create, alter, or embellish textiles 

made from natural or synthetic fibers (e.g.: cotton, linen, rayon, hemp, wool, silk, nylon, 

polyester, acrylic; Collier, 2012). 

 Fiber arts. Was a term synonymous with textile handcrafts; it may be used more 

frequently to reference the use of fibers in fine art techniques rather than processes classified as 

“craft.” 

 Crochet. Was the creation of fabric through the manipulation of yarn into a series of 

loops; this can be done by machine or by hand with the use of a hook. 

 Knitting. Was the creation of fabric through the manipulation of yarn into a series of 

loops; this can be done by machine or by hand with the use of two or more pointed needles. 

 Coping. Was the effective use of a cognitive or behavioral technique to limit or reduce 

psychological stress (Abbott, Shanahan, & Neufeld, 2013, p. 72). 

 Well-being. Was one’s sense of health, happiness, and comfort.  

 Meditation. Was the practice of focusing attention on a single point of reference. 
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 Mindfulness. Was the intentional act of being fully present and aware of one’s physical 

and mental status. 
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Literature Review 

Metaphorical Content of Fiber Arts Techniques 

Anecdotal writing about fiber arts techniques, such as sewing, quilting, weaving, and 

particularly knitting and crochet, frequently focused on the “life lessons” that are symbolized 

through the hand work. These lessons addressed communication issues, promoted perseverance 

and patience, spoke wisely on investments of time, encouraged risk-taking, and required faith in 

the process and in oneself (Hood, 2014, 2016; Murphy, 2002). Stitches (knit, crocheted, or sewn) 

can be undone to correct mistakes, providing opportunities for lessons in persistence and 

perfectionism (Collier, 2012; Hood, 2014, 2016; Murphy, 2002). The language of fiber arts was 

rich with terms easily layered with meaning: to bind, to unravel, to cast on, to cast off, to knot, to 

knit together, to rip a seam, to adjust tension, to cut cloth, to weave cloth, to spin a yarn, to dye a 

fabric, etc.. Cloth was a metaphor for skin and dyeing cloth a metaphor for revitalization, or 

giving new life (Collier, 2012). The simple acts of untangling a skein of yarn or creating a plied 

thread from raw fibers provided a sense of order. On knitting, O’Nan (2016) stated, “With its 

calm, methodical progress, it’s a promise, in the midst of war and chaos and loss, that, 

somewhere, an orderly world still exists” (p. 194). Knitters have even reported that lessons 

learned from knitting have improved their emotional coping skills and response to stressful 

situations (Riley, Corkhill, & Morris, 2013). 

 Fiber arts processes were often demonstrations of nurturance. Sweaters, socks, blankets, 

and hats were created for warmth and comfort, both physically and symbolically. Memories were 

embedded within the fibers of objects that were passed down through generations, as were the 

experiences of being taught needle arts by older family members or friends (Collier, 2012; Hood, 

2016). Objects created for a loved one could represent nuances of the relationship, good or bad 
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(Hood, 2016). Even for those who did not participate in the creation of fiber arts, wearing 

garments made by hand could show honor for the creator (Hood, 2016). Handmade garments, 

especially when matching or coordinating, sometimes represented familial inclusion (Hood, 

2016). Additionally, the act of creating (and wearing) one’s own clothing signified self-provision 

that could be an important act of empowerment (Hood, 2016; Murphy, 2002). 

 It was important also to consider the history of fiber arts in the role of women throughout 

history. What could be perceived as a symbol of oppression could also be embraced and used to 

challenge traditional expectations (Murphy, 2002). A recent example of this was the Pussyhat 

Project (n.d.), which encouraged crafters of all skill levels to knit, crochet, or sew bright pink 

hats with cat ears to be worn at the Women’s Day March on March 8, 2017. The project inspired 

people around the globe to participate, with crafters from as far as Australia creating hats and 

sending them to Virginia for distribution so that they could contribute to and feel represented at 

the march in Washington, D.C. (Mehta, 2017). Mehta (2017) described the hats as “. . . a 

physical manifestation of [the makers’] anger toward the president-elect’s statements about 

women, minorities and the disabled” (para. 15) but they also functioned as kind of transitional 

object. Referencing a word that historically been used as a derogatory term, the Pussyhat 

responds to an offensive statement by transforming the word into an object that represents power 

in mutual support and, in its shocking pink color, demanded attention. The success of the project 

was acknowledged by the selection of one of the handmade hats to be featured on the cover of 

TIME magazine to represent the monumental march (Vick, 2017; see Figure 1). Groups efforts 

such as this project were frequently organized to not only make political statements, but to 

simultaneously provide warmth and comfort to others in need, including premature babies, 

injured or orphaned animals, cancer patients, homeless individuals, or deployed military troops 
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(Hood, 2016; Murphy, 2002). Often referred to as “craftivism,” these were all examples of the 

potential for fiber arts techniques to be embraced as tools for social change and symbols of 

peaceful protest. 

Figure 1. TIME features a crocheted hat to symbolize the women’s rights movement (Vick, 

2017). 

 

 

Mindfulness and Stress Reduction 

 Benson (2001) included knitting in a list of meditative techniques known to elicit the 

“relaxation response” or a marked reduction in metabolism, breathing rate, and brain wave 

frequency. In clinical trials at the Mind/Body Institute, Benson used relaxation response 

techniques to improve stress-related medical issues such as hypertension, insomnia, and even 

allergies. Benson identified the common element of relaxation response techniques as the use of 

repetition (usually of a sound, word, or phrase) to deflect intruding thoughts. Murphy (2002) 

quoted Baim (one of Benson’s colleagues at the Mind/Body Institute) on the use of knitting as a 

form of meditation, Baim stated “knitting in and of itself is not necessarily a form of meditation . 

. . ‘it’s all on how you approach it’” (p. 39). To use knitting or other fiber arts techniques as a 
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form of meditation, it was crucial to avoid self-criticism and to keep a sense of openness and 

focused intention on the activity. This approach required that both the fiber arts technique 

instructor and the pupil be cognitively present with the activity (Matthews, 2016). 

 The meditative qualities of fiber arts techniques are embraced in the Saori weaving 

technique, which was developed in Japan as an avenue for meditation for those who difficulties 

in accessing traditional Buddhist meditation techniques (Falk, 2012). The Saori method utilizes a 

specially-designed loom to simplify the process and users are encouraged to value “beauty with 

lack of intention” (Saori Global Network, n.d.). By embracing imperfections, Saori weavers 

learn to acknowledge and release negative thoughts. Saori weaving is now used therapeutically 

with people with physical and intellectual disabilities in the United States, in addition to many 

other countries (Saori Arts NYC, n.d.; Saori Global Network, n.d.) 

Garlock (2016) described a successful program in which mind/body integration exercises 

were taught in conjunction with a community sewing project to relieve depression, anxiety, and 

other trauma-related stress responses in female survivors of gender-based violence. Additionally, 

the encouragement of creativity and intentional focus on positive feelings were crucial factors in 

effectively using art activities to reduce stress (Abbott et al., 2013). Futterman Collier, Wayment, 

and Birkett (2016) provided support for the use of fiber arts activities to engage focused attention 

on a task and deflect rumination on disturbing thoughts. This focused attention was a crucial 

element in achieving “flow,” an enjoyable state in which a person’s awareness is completely 

merged with their actions (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). In order that to experience flow, it was 

necessary to maintain a balance between challenge and skill, commanding one’s attention while 

avoiding a fear of failure, which would interrupt concentration on the task at hand 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). 
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 Many fiber artists claimed to have unlocked the meditative or stress reducing qualities of 

their preferred technique. Utsch (2007) reported that 70% of respondents self-identified as 

knitters use knitting to reduce stress. Collier (2011) provided quantitative support for the use of 

knitting and crochet to improve mood states in a large sample of experienced textile 

handcrafters. In 2016, Futterman Collier et al. found that engaging in 15 minutes of planning for 

a new textile handcraft provided experienced fiber artists with positive mood repair and 

resilience against inflammatory immune reactions to disturbing thoughts. This suggested that the 

benefits of fiber arts were not limited to the act of creation itself, but also included the 

excitement of the planning stage. As Baim explained to Murphy (2002), creativity and 

meditation both activated the prefrontal cortex of the brain, and effectively quieted the temporal 

and superior parietal lobes, which were responsible for orientation in space and time. In this way, 

creative and meditative processes provided the opportunity to transcend ego boundaries. During 

a flow state, self-awareness diminished, yet the participant emerged with heightened self-regard 

and a sense of greater collective identity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997).  

Frequency of Practice 

 Fiber artists who knitted, crocheted, and hand-sewed often did so compulsively, as if any 

passive activities when the hands were not busy was time wasted (Murphy, 2002). An 

international online survey of over 3,500 respondents demonstrated a relationship between 

knitting frequency and an effect on mood, particularly perceptions of happiness and reduced 

stress (Riley et al., 2013).  Riley et al. (2013) found that those who knit frequently were more 

likely to report feeling calm after knitting, with the most significant increase occurring for those 

who knitted at least three times per week. While there was a clear relationship between 

frequency of practice and therapeutic value, there was no evidence of causality.  
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Fiber Arts as a Kinesthetic Process 

 Kinesthetic activities that required manipulation of material with the hands provided 

stress relief (Abbott et al., 2013). The repetition used in fiber arts activities such as knitting, 

crochet, spinning, stitching, poking with a needle (as in embroidery and needle felting) and 

weaving were associated with relaxation (Collier, 2012). Survey respondents commonly referred 

to the rhythmical nature of knitting when discussing the handcraft as a form of stress-reduction 

and relaxation (Riley et al., 2013). It was also the repetition of stitch creation that reminded the 

mindful knitter to return focus to the current moment and engage in contemplative practice 

(Manning, 2004). 

Many hand crafters explained that keeping their hands busy with textile work calmed and 

cleared their minds (Collier, 2011, 2012; Duffy, 2007; Hood, 2016; Murphy, 2002). Some 

knitters learned the craft as a strategy to help them quit smoking or overcome other addictions, 

replacing a maladaptive compulsion with a productive one (Duffy, 2007; Nargi, 2008; Roghaar 

& Wolf, 2002). Murphy (2002) elaborated on the cultural value of productivity, citing the 

Christian proverb “idle hands are the devil’s workshop.” Indeed, several respondents in Collier’s 

2011 study also claimed to engage in fiber arts to avoid “idle hands.” Murphy (2002) explained 

that because fiber arts activities produced a tangible and often practical object, the producer 

could justify the allocation of time spent when other self-care activities (such as meditation, 

visual arts making, yoga, or traditional psychotherapy) may have been perceived as selfish, 

frivolous, or indulgent.  

 The Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978) is a model that 

aligned artistic processes with corresponding therapeutic effects. According to the ETC, 

kinesthetic activity was the most basic form of expression, and contributed to its function in 
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stress-reduction. Additionally, the sensory experience of working with fibers may have further 

promoted an inner sense of calm by shifting consciousness from disruptive thoughts to the 

nonverbal experience of touch. Some fiber artists claimed that the rich color and texture of yarn 

influenced changes in mood (Riley et al., 2013). 

When compared with fluid art media such as paints and inks, fiber arts materials offered a 

more resistive material that was relatively predictable and more likely to provide an internal 

sense of structure (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978). The use of tools, such as needles and 

hooks, to manipulate the fibers provided reflective distance and allowed the participant to 

gradually realize emotionally symbolic content as it manifests in the work (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & 

Lusebrink, 1978). Fiber arts’ processes were also cognitive activities, and contributed to claims 

of improved concentration, memory, problem solving, and organization of thoughts (Riley et al., 

2013). 

Fiber Arts Techniques in Group Therapy 

Much of the art therapy literature that investigated the use of fiber arts focused on the 

cultural ritual of women’s craft groups. Social textile handcrafts activities have been used by 

generations of women in various cultures as sources of mutual support through all kinds of 

hardship (Collier, 2012; Garlock, 2016; Moxley, Feen-Calligan, Washington, & Garriott, 2011). 

In social circles, participants have claimed that work with fibers within a group provided them 

with a greater sense of confidence, and made it easier to talk to others in the group (Riley et al., 

2013). Additionally, fiber arts techniques were easily accessible to various populations due to the 

low cost and high availability of materials, as well as the basic connection that all humans had 

with fabric through the need for clothing (Collier, 2012; Garlock 2016; Moxley et al., 2011).  
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There was qualitative support for the use of fiber arts techniques in group work to 

provide a safe environment for social learning, promotion of empowerment and heightened self-

regard, re-narration and processing of difficult and/or traumatic life experiences, and toward 

enhancement and development of individual and collective identities (Duffy, 2007; Garlock, 

2016; Moxley et al., 2011; Riley, 2008). As Upitis (as cited in Murphy, 2002) explained, “we 

knit . . . to sit together and talk, to get close.” For women in recovery from drug and alcohol 

abuse, a group knitting program provided them with something to talk about that wasn’t related 

to their struggle with addiction or histories of trauma (Duffy, 2007). In this way, creating with 

fibers in a group setting provided therapeutic value even without therapeutic directives (Collier, 

2012). For knitters with depression, many claimed that membership in a knitting group or club 

helped them to increase feelings of happiness and positive self-regard (Riley et al., 2013). Non-

directive groups were most successful when the appropriate level of structure and support was 

provided by the facilitator (Collier, 2012). When applied to a group of beginners learning new 

skills, it was especially important to both challenge participants to keep them engaged and to 

provide them with the support needed to achieve successful results. Equally important was the 

awareness of the group leader to anticipate the deep emotional response that could be inspired by 

work with fibers (Collier, 2012). 

Stress Reduction for Care Providers 

 Walsh, Martin, and Schmidt (2004) used art activities to provide short-term relief from 

anxiety and stress in family caregivers of cancer patients. In this study, it was important to offer 

a creative arts intervention that was easily accessible to the caregiver, as they had very limited 

time and resources for self-care activities, further compounding their experience of stress. In 

order to address this challenge, the researchers offered simple art interventions that could be 
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completed during the course of one chemotherapy treatment. While it was the caregiver who was 

invited to participate, the patients receiving care were also welcome to join in the activity, which 

seemed to heighten the caregiver-participants’ enthusiasm. There was a minimum of five art 

activities to choose from, samples were provided for each, and a member of the research team 

gave demonstrations in how to begin the activity and continued to offer assistance as needed 

every 15-30 minutes. The researchers concluded that the art interventions effectively reduced 

stress and anxiety in the caregiver-participants while promoting positive emotions, which 

resulted in the implementation of “Art at the Bedside” programs across the country. 

 Previously mentioned was the abundance of anecdotal support for the use of knitting and 

crochet as a symbolic stress-reduction activity to assist people through hardship. Nargi (2008) 

published a collection of stories describing this phenomenon in Knitting Through It: Inspiring 

Stories for Times of Trouble, which paired contemporary accounts with narratives archived 

through the Federal Writers’ Project of the Great Depression. Holman (2008) stated that the 

rhythm of knitting helped her to provide order to her thoughts when she was struggling with 

unemployment. Similarly, Lydon (2005) recorded her personal experience of using knitting to 

cope with the loss of her father and her own life-threatening diagnosis of breast cancer. Blank 

(2008) described how she compulsively knitted during her husband’s medical appointments and 

surgeries (due to complications from diabetes). After his legs were amputated, she designed and 

knitted “stump socks” which provided comfort to him as well. In this way, care providers 

utilized knitting and crochet not only as self-soothing techniques, but also to create tangible 

objects that symbolized the comfort they wished to provide to their loved ones. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Research Design 

 It was important in the design of this study to develop a teaching method that would 

sufficiently challenge and engage participants but also avoid prolonged or overwhelming 

frustration. This balance promoted the opportunity for participants to access the flow state 

previously discussed. In an effort to provide adequate support, side-by-side demonstration was 

offered through the assistance of two bilingual volunteers, Tolentino and Alvarez. Alvarez had 

many years of experience with crochet while Tolentino was a novice and learned each crochet 

skill approximately two days prior to providing support to the group. Each step of the group 

instructional process was first explained and demonstrated by the researcher and then repeated 

by the volunteers who translated and offered individual guidance and additional demonstrations 

as needed.  

It was anticipated that there would be a slight increase in perceived stress level for a short 

period of time while the beginner learners experienced the frustration of learning new skills, but 

that their sense of enjoyment and stress reduction would increase in correlation with the 

mastering of skills. In order to allow enough time to see these long-term results, the study was 

initially planned for eight weeks. However, there were some challenges to the group formation 

that delayed the start of the study that resulted in the final duration of five weeks. Throughout the 

five weeks of the study, participants were encouraged to practice at their current skill level in 

order to master the skills needed for the next challenge. They were asked to keep track of how 

much time they practiced in between sessions, but assured that there was no expectation for how 

much they should practice. It was hypothesized that higher rates of independent practice would 

result in quicker access to flow and the therapeutic qualities of crochet.  
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In the first session, the foundation skills of how to hold the yarn and how to create a 

chain were introduced. While the yarn-hold demonstrated was a challenging first step, it was 

explained that learning this skill now would contribute to more satisfactory results in the future, 

as it was the key to controlling yarn tension. After participants created their first chain, they were 

instructed to unravel it (in a matter of seconds). This demonstrated one of the redemptive 

qualities of crochet, which is that whatever is done can also be undone. As they proceeded to 

learn and practice the single crochet stitch, participants were encouraged not to judge 

irregularities as “mistakes” but to notice them, understand what caused them, and decide whether 

to accept or change them. 

During the second session, the double and triple crochet stitches were introduced, though 

it was noted that some participants had discovered these skills intuitively. Techniques for 

implementing a mindfulness-based approach were discussed. Participants were instructed to 

focus on the crochet activity while actively deflecting intrusive and/or negative thoughts. The 

group also discussed how to create the mental and physical space needed for this process while at 

home or on the go. Some variance in skill level emerged during this session, as some participants 

had practiced more than others and there was one participant who missed the first session. 

Support was provided at the level needed.  

Week three focused on how to crochet in a circle, as previous work had been done back 

and forth in rectangular shapes. The “magic loop” technique was selected for its superior 

appearance and versatility. This skill proved to be challenging for all participants, which meant 

that everyone’s attention was focused on the work at hand. After the first round of the circles had 

been created, instruction was provided on how to expand to create a flat circle and how to add 
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new colors of yarn. Examples of crocheted mandalas were shown, which were met with 

enthusiasm. 

At week four, an “open studio” session was planned in order to provide participants with 

support at their own current skill level and to plan future projects in preparation for group 

termination. Support was provided by instructors and by peer group members. Yarn was offered 

for new individual projects and discussions focused on the qualities of various fibers and how to 

handle and prevent common challenges such as tangled yarn. 

At the fifth and final session, participants were given the choice to continue working on 

the project they had brought along or to learn how to crochet a heart. Of the eight participants 

present, four were able to complete a heart within the session. The others focused on practicing 

the skills that were needed for this project, which combined the magic loop technique with 

single, double, half-double, and triple crochet stitches. The last two stitches used had not yet 

been introduced to the group, but were easily learned by those who had mastered the other skills. 

Group Formation 

 To be eligible to participate, participants needed to be a care provider for a person with 

an intellectual or developmental disability. Fliers promoting the study were posted at a non-profit 

agency that provided services to people with special needs in an East Coast city. The flier was 

also e-mailed to service coordinators, who were asked to distribute the information to the direct 

care providers. After receiving little response to these efforts over a period of two weeks, fliers 

were also mailed directly to care providers and posted in the building elevator. These tactics 

resulted in a greater response by interested parties. The group was conducted with ten female 

participants who were either a direct service professional (DSP), a family member of someone 
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with special needs, or both. Two participants were DSPs, seven were mothers caring for their 

minor or adult children, and two were grandparents providing direct care. 

 Of the ten participants, two self-identified as “Black” or “African-American” and eight 

self-identified as “Hispanic”, “Latina”, or “Latino.” When given the opportunity to include other 

cultural identifiers, one respondent indicated that she was Puerto Rican; the others did not 

answer or did not clarify other identifiers. Several participants were bilingual in English and 

Spanish and surveys were offered in both languages. Three participants preferred English, six 

preferred Spanish, and one respondent indicated that she preferred Spanish as a spoken language, 

but English as a written language and completed her surveys in English. The participants ranged 

in age from 27 to 69, with the average age of 49 and the median age of 50. There was a diversity 

in level of education: one participant had completed a master’s degree, one a bachelor’s degree, 

one an associate’s degree, one with some college, two were high school graduates, three did not 

complete high school, and one responded unclearly. Eight participants indicated a religious 

practice or identity and two did not respond to this question.  

Four participants indicated that they had some limited crochet experience, often having 

learned as a child but not practiced in many years. One participant demonstrated a moderate skill 

level and five reported that they had never attempted to crochet. One participant, who was also a 

beginner with no experience, demonstrated left-hand dominance. All other participants were 

right-hand dominant. 

Data Collection 

When participants arrived for the first session, they were asked to review and complete 

the consent form and sign with a unique three-digit code which they would include on all survey 

and consent forms. This code was used in lieu of a signature to limit the amount of personal 
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identification that was recorded. Participants were also asked to approve or decline in writing 

their consent to having their crocheted work photographed and informed that their consent could 

be withdrawn at any time. Demographic information was recorded on the intake questionnaire. 

The ten-question Perceived Stress Survey (PSS-10; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) was 

utilized to establish baseline perceived stress levels. The PSS-10 uses a 5-point scale for survey 

respondents to answer ten questions about their experience of psychological stress during the 

past month. Following the first group session, participants were asked to complete the PSS-10 a 

second time, along with the Task Enjoyment Question (TEQ, Tauer & Harackieweicz, 2004) a 

ten-point scale used to rate enjoyment, with one meaning “not at all” and ten meaning “very 

much.” The PSS-10 and the TEQ were used in combination for the post-session surveys 

following every group session throughout the five-week study. Beginning the second week, pre-

session surveys included the PSS-10 and also asked the participant to indicate how much crochet 

they had done during the past week and to identify the type of crochet that was done. 

All forms were provided in both English and Spanish. Dr. del C. Fernández Rodríguez’s 

translation of the PSS-10 was selected for its use of the Puerto Rican dialect and was not altered 

in any way other than adding a line for the date and identity code. Translation of the consent 

forms and the TEQ was done primarily by the researcher using Google Translate and then edited 

by three volunteers, Rivera, Tolentino, and Barcelona, who reviewed the forms individually to 

ensure accurate comprehension across various cultural backgrounds and regional varieties of the 

Spanish language. These volunteers represented the national heritage of Puerto Rico, the 

Dominican Republic, and Honduras. Translation of Spanish survey responses was also done 

through a combination of Google Translate and volunteer assistance. 
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There was a slight modification made to the pre-activity surveys prior to their use. 

Originally, the first answer option to answer the question “How much did you crochet during the 

past week?” was “0-1 hour”. This was changed to allow for separate responses for an answer of 

zero or up to one hour. 

Analysis of the Data 

 Results of the surveys were scored, coded, and submitted to Stansbury, a statistics 

consultant who provided descriptive analysis through SPSS Statistics 23. While the small sample 

size limited the statistical significance of the data collected, correlations were reviewed and 

discussed at length. 
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Chapter 4: Results, Findings and Interpretation 

Survey Results 

To answer the research question (How long does it take a beginner (starting with little or 

no knowledge or acquired skill) to experience the therapeutic benefits of crochet as a coping 

technique to manage psychological stress?) the average scores of pre-session PSS-10 results 

across all five weeks of the study were compared with average scores of post-session responses. 

The mean scores of the pre-session surveys indicated an increase in perceived stress at the 

beginning of week two with a gradual decline through the fifth week (see Table 1). The post-

session scores illustrated an increase in perceived stress at the end of the third session, with an 

overall decrease across the five-week study. The change in these scores was not statistically 

significant, but did suggest a trend towards reducing perceived stress by the fifth session. 

Table 1 

Average PSS-10 Survey Scores 

 

Survey Week Pre-Session Surveys Post-Session Surveys 

Variable n M SD n M SD 

Week 1 9 1.5278 .54722 9 1.6222 .45765 

Week 2 8 1.7375 .62092 8 1.5417 .48628 

Week 3 8 1.6375 .46885 8 1.7250 .49785 

Week 4 6 1.6333 .41312 6 1.5167 .37103 

Week 5 6 1.5000 .31623 8 1.4625 .40686 

Five-Week Average 10 1.6400 .44158 10 1.5950 .39681 

M = mean, SD = standard deviation 
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It was hypothesized that that an increase in stress would accompany the challenge of 

learning new skills and precede a decrease in perceived stress. This could explain the slight 

elevations in score in the pre-session week two survey (after participants had practiced new skills 

independently for the first time) and in the post-session week three survey, following the 

introduction of the most challenging skill presented during the five-week study.  

In order to evaluate a reduction in perceived stress level before and after the crochet 

sessions, the difference in pre- and post-session scores was calculated across the five weeks of 

the study. Higher scores on the PSS-10 indicated higher perceived stress; therefore, a negative 

change score indicated a reduction in stress level (see Table 2). An increase in perceived stress 

was indicated during the first and third sessions, when more challenging and novel skills were 

introduced. During the second, fourth, and fifth sessions, the pre-to-post change scores indicated 

decreased stress levels. The topics of these sessions focused on skills that were relatively easy to 

develop from the foundations previously mastered. For example, the double and triple crochet 

stitches demonstrated in week two were simple variations on the single crochet stitch taught in 

week one. Likewise, week three focused on a new technique (magic loop) while week four 

allowed time for practice and troubleshooting and week five combined previously learned skills 

to result in a finished object. 

Overall, the average PSS-10 scores indicated an increase in perceived stress during the 

first three weeks of the study as participants accepted the challenge to learn new skills (see 

Figure 2). The scores for weeks four and five represented a decline in perceived stress as 

participants became more skillful. While the overall change across five weeks was not 

statistically significant, it did represent potential for continued stress reduction as beginners 
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would expand their fiber arts skillset and proceed to make functional and/or symbolic objects 

beyond the basic skills practiced. 

Table 2 

Change in PSS-10 Scores from Pre-Session to Post-Session  

Survey Week Change Score  

Variable n M SD 

Week 1 9 -.0480 .22545 

Week 2 8 -.1958 .54264 

Week 3 8 .0875 .18851 

Week 4 6 -.1167 .30605 

Week 5 6 -.0500 .20736 

Five-Week Average 10 -.0579 .20225 

M = mean, SD = standard deviation 

Figure 2. Overall Perceived Stress Scores  
 

 
Figure 2. Pre-session and post-session responses were combined and averaged to illustrate the 
overall perception of stress throughout the five-week study. The pre-session scores were 
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included when considering overall effect, as the intention of the crochet intervention was to teach 
a coping skill that could be utilized independently as well as within the group. 

	
 It was hypothesized that some participants would learn the crochet skills more easily and 

intuitively and therefore find the crochet activity more enjoyable. The overall average levels of 

enjoyment indicated on the weekly post-session TEQ ranged from 7.5 to 9.125 (see Table 3). 

The individual raw scores for eight out of ten participants (henceforth described as Group 1) 

consistently ranged from 6 to 10 with an average overall score of 9.29. The other two 

participants (Group 2) represented an overall average TEQ score of 5.57. One of these 

individuals explained that she gave a low score because she was experiencing frustration with the 

crochet skills. Collectively, these two participants account for three absences, which is not 

significantly more than the average of the group (1.1 absences per person), but may have 

contributed to a sense of feeling behind the group in skill level if they were already struggling 

with the techniques and needed more individual attention than could be provided. It was noted 

that the task enjoyment scores for Group 1 increased over weeks two through five while the task 

enjoyment scores simultaneously decreased for Group 2 (see Table 3). This suggests that as 

disparity in skill level increases, task enjoyment is harder to achieve for participants who do not 

progress as quickly as the group majority. 

Table 3 

Average Weekly Scores for Task Enjoyment Question Survey Responses 

Group Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Weeks 1-5  

All (10) 8.667 8.75 8.625 7.5 9.125 8.533 

Group 1 (8) 8.875 8.833 9.143 9.75 9.857 9.292 

Group 2 (2) 7 8.5 5 3 4 5.571 
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Note. Group 1 represents eight individuals with an overall average TEQ score of 7.8 or higher. 
Group 2 represents two individuals with an overall average TEQ score of 5.6 or lower. Scores for 
Group 2 represent seven total responses over five weeks. (Only one person from Group 2 was 
present in weeks one, three, and five.) 
 

It was hypothesized that task enjoyment would serve as an indicator of success in 

accessing the meditative experience of flow, therefore contributing to a greater therapeutic effect. 

To examine this relationship, Pearson’s product-moment correlation was calculated to assess the 

relationship between the TEQ and PSS-10 change scores for each week and overall (see Table 

4). The findings of this analysis were not statistically significant, but did represent a pattern 

contrary to the hypothesis. A comparison of average scores over the five-week study indicated a 

relationship between lower enjoyment scores within the session and higher rates of pre-session to 

Table 4  
Pearson Correlation of Task Enjoyment with Reduction in Perceived Stress 

 TEQ Scores Week 1  Week 2  Week 3  Week 4  Week 5  Overall  

PSS-10 
Change Scores 

 

      

Week 1 
 

-.382 
p=.311 

n=9 

       

Week 2 
 

 -.272 
p=.515 

n=8 

      

Week 3  
 

  .231 
p=.582 

n=8 

     

Week 4  
 

    -.640 
p=.171 

n=6 

    

Week 5  
 

    .118 
p=.824 

n=6 

 

Overall       .530 
p=.115 
n=10 

Note. P values are two-tailed. In week five, only six out of eight change scores could be 
calculated due to the misplacement of two pre-session surveys.  
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post-session stress reduction (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3. Average PSS-10 Change Scores and TEQ Scores Overall 

 

 
Figure 3. The two individuals presenting the highest reduction in perceived stress from pre-
session to post-session (left-most dots) also provided the lowest overall ratings for task 
enjoyment (Group 2). The other eight dots represent Group 1. 
 
 

As previously discussed, the two lowest task enjoyment scores were provided by Group 

2, who appeared to experience more frustration with the process in comparison to Group 1. It is 

possible that for these individuals struggling to master new skills, the support and instruction 

provided contributed to a reduction in perceived stress within the session. This reinforces the 

assumption that in-person instruction with side-by-side demonstration would be more 

therapeutically impactful than independent learning that can be done at home through books and 

videos (which at least one participant in Group 2 utilized.) 

In Group 1, there was little change in their pre-session to post-session perceived stress 

scores. Three participants indicated a slight increase in stress post-group and five indicated a 
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slight decrease. However, when reviewing their combined average PSS-10 scores over the five-

week study, this group designated an insignificant but sustained decrease in perceived stress (see 

Figure 4). 

Figure 4. Comparison of Average PSS-10 and TEQ Scores Between Groups 

 

 

Figure 4. Group 1 (participants with average TEQ scores of 7.8 or higher) demonstrated a 
pattern of increase in task enjoyment coincidentally with a decrease in perceived stress. 
Conversely, Group 2 (participants with average TEQ scores of 5.6 or lower) demonstrated a 
decrease in task enjoyment and an increase in overall perceived stress over the five-week study. 
 

The comparison of Group 1 and Group 2 illustrates the variance in response to the 

instructional crochet activity. The majority (Group 1) exhibited results consistent with the 
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hypothesis that greater task enjoyment would accompany a reduction in perceived stress. Group 

2 represented 20% of the group who responded incongruently. 

Lastly, it was anticipated that participants engaging in higher rates of independent 

practice would exhibit greater acquired skill in crochet, rate higher task enjoyment, and 

experience a more significant reduction of stress. Embedded in this hypothesis was the 

assumption that a greater understanding of crochet technique would allow for a more intuitive 

and meditative practice. Pre-session surveys asked participants to identify approximately how 

much time (if any) and what type of crochet they did between sessions. Responses to crochet 

type were coded and categorized as basic skills (practicing chain stitch, single crochet, double 

crochet stitches as seen Figure 5), basic shapes (circles and ovals; see Figure 6 and 7), intuitive 

objects (see Figure 8), or objects from patterns (see Figure 9). It was sometimes necessary to 

clarify survey answers, as the descriptions provided did not always indicate the accurate 

category. Because it was not possible to review all answers for accuracy, an overall comparative 

analysis of the coded answers would not be reliable and was not included.  

Figures 5-9. Types of Crochet Pieces Made During the Study 

  

Figure 5. This rectangular piece was photographed during the Week 2 session and is an example 
of the Double Crochet stitch. 
Figure 6. This orange circular piece was brought to the Week 5 session and manifests several 
hours of practice on the “magic loop” technique and increasing stitches to make a flat circle. 
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Figure 7. One participant intuitively created an oval piece between the first two sessions by 
working in a spiral formation and adding stitches to expand the fabric around the turns. 

 

   

Figure 8. The ruffled effect of this brightly colored scarf photographed at Week 4 was achieved 
by intuitively increasing stitches and the length of stitches exponentially. 
Figure 9. The doll’s hats photographed at Week 5 were made between group sessions. This 
participant often utilized YouTube videos for additional instruction. Features such as the 
pompom were not included in the group instruction. 
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 Upon review of the reported levels of practice time in comparison with TEQ and PSS-10 

scores, there was not enough data to designate comparative groups (see Figure 10). The most 

popular answer was that the user had crocheted one to two hours during the previous week. The 

next largest survey group represented seven occasions of the user having crocheted between two 

and three hours. This answer was associated with a slightly lower average score of perceived 

stress and a slight decrease in stress from pre-session to post-session, but a slightly less enjoyable 

experience of the group session.  

Figure 10. Task Enjoyment and Perceived Stress Related to Independent Practice Time  

 

Figure 10. Most participants practiced up to three hours per week with little difference in TEQ 
and PSS-10 scores within this range. 
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Qualitative Responses 

 Feedback generated during the group discussions suggested that the crochet activity was 

enjoyable and motivational for the participants. The introduction of new skills and techniques 

was welcomed enthusiastically. Perhaps the most expressive positive responses occurred in the 

final session, when several members of the group learned to crochet small heart-shaped pieces. 

Of the eight participants present in the fifth week, six attempted to make the heart and four 

completed it (see Figure 11). All six who attempted to create the heart rated their enjoyment 

“10.” The execution of the heart shape required a combination of several crochet skills: magic 

loop, increases, and single, double, triple, and slip stitches. It was speculated that the collective 

enjoyment was informed by a sense of accomplishment in mastery of these technical skills 

combined with symbolic resonance of qualities (compassion and perseverance) shared by the 

group. During this session, members of the group were also eager to learn how to wind balls of 

yarn with a tool that was provided and how to recycle yarn from used sweaters. 

Figure 11. Crocheted Warrior Hearts 
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Figure 11. These hearts, inspired by the “Heart of the Warrior” (Manning, 2004), were made 
during the final session to symbolize the compassionate diligence that the group participants 
demonstrated throughout the study and routinely practice in their personal and professional lives.  
 

It was anticipated that the creation of wearable objects would promote a sense of pride 

and accomplishment. This seemed to be true, based on the admiration that was provided by the 

group at the beginning of each session when participants would share what they had been 

working on. Popular items included headbands and scarves, such as those pictured in Figures 12-

15. 

Figures 12-15. Crocheted Wearable Items 

 

Figure 12. One of the mothers in the group crocheted this cotton scarf for her daughter by 
joining two colors of yarn together. Creating protective garments for loved ones is a favorite 
activity of handcrafters and considered a “labor of love.”  
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Figure 13. This soft wool accessory is called an “infinity scarf” because it is a continuous loop 
that can be wound around the neck for multiple layers of warmth. It was unfinished at the time of 
this photograph. The maker was searching for another color to add. 
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Figures 14-15. Headbands such as these are ideal beginner crochet items, as they utilize basic 
skills to increase and decrease stitches and can be completed quickly with a small amount of 
yarn. 
 

The introduction of the crocheted mandala in the third week of the study was also met 

with excitement and admiration. This intervention was favored by the researcher for the wide 

array of stitches and fiber types that can be incorporated, the avoidance of an idealized product 

as the goal, the intuitive nature of its creation, its symmetrical shape, and its meditative repetition 

(see Figure 16). The crocheted mandala is started with the “magic loop” technique, which is 

challenging for beginners, but yields a satisfying appearance when achieved. This allowed the 

group participants to attempt a difficult but achievable task in working towards a rewarding goal. 

Figure 16. Crocheted Mandala 

 

Figure 16. This mandala was crocheted with inexpensive cotton yarn and photographed during 
the final session. 
 

An added benefit of the crochet group was the development of communal support 

between care providers. Discussion sometimes shifted away from crochet techniques and 
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towards common experiences in the role of caring for a loved one with special needs. One 

participant reached out via email following the termination of the group and stated, “I loved how 

it brought a small community of ladies together and how it has brought a ‘peace’ and ‘quiet time’ 

at home for myself!” (personal communication, October 25, 2017). Overall, the tone of the group 

was lighthearted and laughter occurred often. Many inquired about continuing the group in the 

future and there were requests for a knitting group as well. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 The main goal of this study was to explore the potential of crochet to be used in art 

therapy practice with participants having no expertise in crochet skills. The findings of this study 

with crochet novices were consistent with those found in larger scale studies that interviewed 

experienced fiber artists in that a reduction in perceived stress through the use of fiber arts 

practice was reported by the participants (Collier, 2011; Futterman Collier et al., 2016). The 

teaching approach developed for this study was informed by writings on mindfulness and 

meditation as well as the researcher’s own experience of learning the Saori weaving technique 

(Benson, 2001; Murphy, 2002; Saori Global Network). At this time, there is not data available to 

compare the success of this mindfulness-based teaching approach with other styles of group 

instruction in crochet. 

Limitations and Recommendations 

 Due to time constraints and limited resources, this study investigated the short-term 

effects of therapeutic crochet methods in a small sample. There were delays to the 

commencement of the study due to unexpected challenges in participant recruitment. Fliers were 

originally posted within the non-profit agency where the group was held and also sent via email 

to program coordinators to distribute to eligible employees and other care providers. After 

several weeks of little reply, additional fliers were mailed to care providers and posted in the 

elevator of the building. This strategy quickly resulted in greater response and the start date was 

then confirmed for two weeks later than originally planned. This delay, along with challenges 

related to the space provided, resulted in the proposed eight-week study being shortened to five 

weeks. 
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The design of the study limited the size of the group due to its reliance on volunteer 

instructors to provide side-by-side demonstration to no more than four people at a time. 

Additionally, the location of the group provided size limitations as well. Because the group was 

held at the site of a non-profit agency which was also the workplace of the researcher and 

volunteers, there were unexpected interruptions to group planning and facilitation. For example, 

limited office space resulted in last-minute changes to the group location within the site. 

Mechanical issues with the building elevator delayed the start time of the group at least twice. In 

the final week, both volunteers were occupied with unexpected work obligations and unable to 

attend the group or give notice to the researcher that they would not be coming. Conducting the 

final group session with eight participants and one instructor meant that those individuals who 

were unable to keep up with the step-by-step instructions to make the crocheted heart were given 

limited guidance. Additionally, two of the pre-session surveys were misplaced when survey 

collection became disorganized. 

 The Stress Adjective Checklist (SAC, Cruickshank, 1984) was originally preferred for 

the study because it relied less on the literacy skills of the user. However, it was not used because 

the original instrument could not be found, even after contacting another researcher who had 

utilized it in a recent study. The PSS-10 was then selected due to its documented reliability and 

its availability in both English and Spanish. However, the PSS-10 was designed for English-

speaking users with at least a junior high school education. In using the PSS-10 with a diverse 

population who may have attended school outside of the United States and potentially 

experienced interruptions to their education, the survey may be less reliable. Of the ten 

participants, three indicated that they did not attend any secondary schooling beyond the primary 

grades and one did not reply to the question. Additionally, it appeared that the format of the 
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Spanish version of the PSS-10 allowed more room for error than the English version. On two 

occasions, both a word descriptor and a non-corresponding number were circled, which meant 

that no answer could be tallied. Likewise, on four occasions, two numerical answers were circled 

for one question. In combination with incomplete or inadequate fill-in-the-blank responses, these 

inaccuracies limited the number of valid responses that could be analyzed from a small sample 

selection and contested the reliability of the Spanish survey results. For future studies, it may be 

helpful to use more than one measure to rate stress and to alter the format of translated versions 

to match improvements made to original-language versions. Additionally, providing a more 

thorough survey review and opportunity for answer clarification at the time of collection may be 

helpful in increasing the number of valid responses. 

 While this study focused on strategies for the collection of quantifiable data to 

demonstrate the uses of crochet in art therapy, there is wealth of qualitative information that 

could be gathered by collecting more descriptive answers. As previously discussed, work with 

fibers may stimulate a nostalgic, affective response in some individuals and is likely to access 

feelings and memories associated with family, childhood, other significant relationships, and an 

experience of being nurtured. It is possible that group participants consciously experienced these 

associations or that these meanings were embedded in the work without acknowledgement. 

Allowing time for discussion of the work within the session could help to illuminate the 

symbolic content of the work that was done.  

It is recommended that the data collected through this study be used to further develop a 

curriculum that could be used to teach therapeutic crochet methods to other art therapists and 

helping professionals. Increasing the amount of clinicians who can effectively teach therapeutic 

crochet would provide the opportunity for larger studies and applications to other populations not 
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included in this study. Additionally, a longitudinal survey would provide information about skill 

retention and development. This would be useful in determining the long-term therapeutic 

usefulness of the crochet skills to the participants and investigating the potential for the 

participants to share their skills with others. It is a hope that the study will be repeated with 

people with developmental disabilities, utilizing their care providers as additional supports in 

learning the process. 

 Finally, an ongoing therapeutic crochet group would provide the opportunity to develop 

and investigate the results of additional structured interventions. With a foundation of basic 

crochet skills established within the group, the art therapist could provide direction in what kinds 

of results may be achieved through various processes. Considering the wealth of metaphorical 

content that is accessible through the fiber arts, this is an area worthy of further investigation.  
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