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Abstract

This article examines the practices, status, evolution and current challenges of painting therapy, in child psycholog-
ical interventions in China. Empirical evidence shows that painting therapy significantly reduces symptoms of anx-
iety, anger, and schizophrenia, lowers depression scores, and enhances life satisfaction. Randomized controlled
trials indicate improvements in emotional disorders, ADHD, and social adaptability. Qualitative research highlights
enhanced emotional recognition and self-expression abilities in children with social disorders and ASD. Although
painting therapy has made some progress in China, it faces challenges such as shortage of professional talents and
lack of standardization. It is recommended to strengthen professional training, improve certification systems, in-
terdisciplinary cooperation and the application of emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence and virtual
reality. This study underscores the potential for art therapy to become a more accessible and impactful tool in child
psychology, benefiting not only China but also contributing to global mental health practices.
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Introduction

Individuals often exhibit lower psychological de-
fenses towards painting, inadvertently projecting
their deep-seated motives, emotions, anxieties,
conflicts, values, and desires into their artworks
(1). Art therapy, especially painting, as a non-ver-
bal form of psychological intervention, is increas-
ingly recognized globally due to its intuitive, visual,
and creative characteristics. Painting therapy, well-
adapted across cultures and particularly accessible
to children, has played a significant role in the in-
tervention of child psychological issues (2-5).

Painting and other artistic activities in China since
the beginning of its birth is not a pure pastime and
entertainment, it is always associated with solving
life problems. This connection is exemplified by
ancient practices like cave paintings and ritual ac-
tivities, the use of meditation for self-transcend-
ence in the philosophical text "Zhuangzi", and
Emperor Yang of Sui's therapeutic engagement
with painting. These instances provide early evi-
dence of art therapy's role in Chinese history (0).
In times where medical knowledge was scarce, an-
cient Chinese individuals often turned to music,
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dance, and painting as forms of psychological
therapy, instrumental in both maintaining wellness
and treating ailments. In recent years, painting
therapy has been extensively applied in the inter-
vention of child psychological disorders in China,
such as anxiety, depression, and Autism Spectrum
Disorders (ASD). This approach has been instru-
mental in uncovering the inner world of children
and their underlying psychological issues (7, 8).
Despite these advancements, the current status, is-
sues, and challenges of painting therapy in the
realm of child psychological intervention in China
warrant further exploration. This article review re-
lated research, focusing on empirical studies of
painting therapy in the intervention of child psy-
chological issues in China. It delves into the oper-
ational models, existing problems, challenges
faced, and future prospects.

Practices, status and role in Addressing Child
Psychological Issues in China

Examples of the application of painting

Painting therapy, as a non-verbal tool for expres-
sion and communication, has played a significant
role in addressing a variety of psychological issues
in Chinese children, including anxiety, depression,
autism, and post-traumatic psychological recov-
ery. In interventions for childhood anxiety and de-
pression, painting therapy has been proven to fa-
cilitate the expression of difficult-to-verbalize
emotions and promote the development of emo-
tional regulation capabilities. It enhances self-ex-
pression and a sense of inner strength, thereby im-
proving conditions of anxiety or depression (9-
11). In interventions for ASD, painting therapy is
utilized as a communication tool to enhance the
social interaction skills, emotional cognition, ex-
pressive abilities, and social engagement of af-
fected children (12). In addressing the psycholog-
ical recovery of children experienced trauma, the
non-verbal nature of painting therapy serves as an
effective means, helping children process trau-
matic memories, alleviate symptoms of Post-Trau-
matic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and foster the de-
velopment of psychological resilience (13, 14).
Painting therapy also shows practical value in re-
solving learning difficulties and behavioral issues

Available at:  http://ijph.tums.ac.ir

in children, enhancing self-efficacy, and aiding in
the improvement of learning strategies and diffi-
culties (15).

The status and role of painting therapy in China
The role and status of painting therapy in the child
psychological counseling and treatment system in
China have been increasingly recognized. Numer-
ous universities and professional institutions have
started offering systematic training courses. Initia-
tives like the series of seminars and training classes
organized by the China Art Therapy Association
have further propelled the professional develop-
ment and application level of painting therapy (16-
18). Painting therapy also plays a pivotal role in
group therapy and family system interventions. It
transcends age and language barriers, allowing
children to express their feelings more naturally,
thereby deepening therapists' understanding and
grasp of the children's inner worlds (19-21).
Furthermore, painting therapy is being effectively
utilized in various domains and settings in China,
such as schools, special education and rehabilita-
tion institutions, medical facilities, and community
mental health centers (12, 18). Painting therapy
has become an integral part of school-based psy-
chological counseling in China. An increasing
number of mental health education professionals
are integrating it into their routine counseling ac-
tivities to meet the diverse psychological needs of
children (15).

Empirical Research and Key Factor

Empirical Research on the Effects of Painting

In quantitative research, clinical studies have
found that after undergoing painting therapy, chil-
dren exhibited a significant reduction in symptoms
of anxiety, anger, and schizophrenia, with these
improvements being statistically significant (20,
22). Quantitative studies also confirm that the ap-
plication of painting therapy in depressed children
effectively lowers depression scores and enhances
life satisfaction (23). Randomized controlled trials
and pre-post experimental results show that paint-
ing therapy significantly reduces the severity of
symptoms in children with emotional disorders,
depression, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
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Disorder (ADHD), while improving their social
adaptability and learning efficiency (7, 23-27).

In qualitative research, content analysis methods
have explored how painting therapy assists chil-
dren with social disorders in expressing their inter-
nal emotional world, effectively promoting the de-
velopment of emotional recognition and self-ex-
pression abilities (28). Methods of in-depth inter-
views and case analyses have documented the pro-
cess of applying painting therapy to children with
ASD, noting improvements not only in communi-
cation skills but also in emotional connections and
social interaction desires (29, 30). Observation and
diary methods recorded the therapeutic process of
art therapy, revealing the unique value of painting
as a non-verbal tool in addressing social disorders,
autism, trauma memories, and emotional regula-
tion (13, 31, 32).

A series of quantitative and qualitative empirical
studies have verified the significant effect of paint-
ing therapy in the intervention of Chinese children
with psychological problems.

Key Factors Influencing the Efficacy of Painting
Therapy

The factors influencing the efficacy of painting
therapy in intervening in child psychological issues
in China are multifaceted and complex (18,20,31-
33).

Firstly, the professional capability of the therapist
is crucial. The qualifications, training level, profes-
sional background, and extensive clinical experi-
ence of the therapist directly impact the interven-
tion's effectiveness. Therapists with higher profes-
sional expertise are more adept at sensitively cap-
turing the psychological messages conveyed in
children's artwork and, based on this, developing
suitable intervention strategies, thereby enhancing
the therapy's effectiveness (33).

Secondly, individual differences play a significant
role in the therapy's success. Factors such as the
child's age, gender, cognitive developmental stage,
artistic talent, cultural background, and family en-
vironment affect their receptiveness to and re-
sponse toward painting therapy. Younger children
tend to adapt to and respond quicker in painting
therapy compared to older children (31).
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Additionally, the role of the family support system
cannot be overlooked. Children who receive posi-
tive support and are involved in the therapy pro-
cess within their family environment show faster
progress and more sustained effects in painting
therapy compared to those lacking family support
(20).

Furthermore, the creation of a therapeutic envi-
ronment and the personalization of therapy meth-
ods are also considered key determinants of the
efficacy of painting therapy. Creating a safe and
comfortable painting environment for children,
along with designing personalized plans that cater
to their interests and needs, can enhance their en-
gagement and overall therapy outcomes (32).
Painting therapy has significant application value
and efficacy in addressing child psychological is-
sues in China. However, to further enhance its
practical effectiveness, future research should fo-
cus more on strengthening therapist training, un-
derstanding the mechanisms behind individual dif-
ferences, constructing comprehensive family col-
laboration models, and innovating personalized
therapy approaches.

General procedures and innovative therapies with
Chinese cultural characteristics

Current Mainstream painting Intervention Tech-
niques and Procedures

Painting therapy in China widely employs various
internationally recognized intervention techniques
in child psychological interventions, adapting and
innovating them to align with local cultural char-
acteristics. Firstly, the most common technique is
free drawing, which allows children to create un-
restrictedly, reflecting their inner world (3). Sec-
ondly, projective drawing tests such as the House-
Tree-Person test are utilized to assess children's
cognitive development and emotional states (10,
34).

In terms of operational procedures, the general ap-
proach follows stages of assessment, guidance,
creation, interpretation, and feedback. For exam-
ple, the process often begins with a basic psycho-
logical assessment of the child, followed by setting
an appropriate drawing theme or task. Children
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are encouraged to express freely. During this pro-
cess, their behavioral responses and artwork de-
tails are observed and recorded. Finally, the con-
tent of the drawing is analyzed to provide inter-
vention guidance (5, 35).

Innovative painting therapy with Chinese cul-
tural characteristics

Cultural factors in China play a significant role in
painting therapy, with Chinese experts developing
several painting therapy models tailored to the
characteristics and needs of Chinese adolescents.
Throughout history, from the transcendence of
self through meditation in "Zhuangzi" to Emperor
Yang of Sui's use of painting for healing, tradi-
tional Chinese painting, calligraphy, and the cul-
tural environment have provided a rich founda-
tion for the localization of art therapy (36-38) .
The integration of traditional Chinese aesthetic
and philosophical concepts with painting therapy,
such as the principles of "the intent precedes the
brush" and "the unity of form and spirit," can
guide the therapeutic process to focus on the
wholeness and dynamic changes of adolescents
(16, 38, 39). Chinese culture emphasizes the inter-
action between family, society, and the individual,
impacting the practical application of painting
therapy. Therapists need to understand the char-
acteristics of Chinese culture to better compre-
hend the family and social backgrounds of adoles-
cents, thereby offering more effective therapy (38,
40).

Moreover, China's education system and societal
expectations also affect the psychological issues of
adolescents. Adolescents may face pressures from
both school and family, which can lead to anxiety,
depression, and other psychological issues. Paint-
ing therapy can help adolescents cope with these
pressures, find outlets for emotional expression,
and enhance psychological resilience. By integrat-
ing painting therapy with traditional Chinese art
forms such as ink painting and papercutting, and
using these mediums to bear and transform nega-
tive emotions, a youth psychological intervention
model with Chinese characteristics is formed. Ad-
ditionally, the interaction between art therapy and
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Chinese family education concepts emphasizes re-
specting and utilizing the strength of the family in
implementing art therapy, aiming for the compre-
hensive growth of adolescent mental health (19,
37, 40).

Discussion

Challenges and Issues

Despite the widespread application and positive
reception of painting therapy in child psychologi-
cal interventions, the practice currently faces sig-
nificant challenges in China (9, 13, 16, 18, 33).
Firstly, a shortage of professional talent is a major
factor hindering the field's development. Art ther-
apy education in China started relatively late, and
a comprehensive training system for professional
art therapists is yet to be established, leading to a
pronounced supply-demand discrepancy. Sec-
ondly, the lack of adequate policy support and in-
dustry standards results in a low degree of stand-
ardization and regulation, leading to uneven train-
ing, certification, and practice levels among thera-
pists. Additionally, public awareness and ac-
ceptance of art therapy are limited, often misun-
derstood as only being applicable to children or
special groups. The recognition and acceptance of
art therapy by parents and society need to be en-
hanced, especially under the traditional exam-ori-
ented education system and conventional beliefs,
which tend to affect the acceptance of non-tradi-
tional therapeutic methods. Moreover, research
and empirical support for art therapy in China are
limited, with a lack of in-depth localized case stud-
ies and theoretical development. Finally, the com-
petitive education and examination system in
China may expose children to more academic
pressure from schools and families than in other
countries, becoming a significant cause of psycho-
logical issues such as anxiety and depression
among children. This is a challenge that requires
attention and resolution from the entire society.

New technologies and new trends

With the rapid advancements in technology, new
technologies are gradually being integrated into
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the field of art therapy, leading to new develop-
mental trends (41-45).

Digital tools

Digital tools such as drawing software, interactive
websites and social networks, and interactive tab-
lets provide children with more convenient and di-
verse creative platforms. They also facilitate the
collection and analysis of data, aiding in the design
of personalized therapy plans (12, 42, 46-50).

Virtual Reality (VR)

VR technology demonstrates significant potential
in child psychological therapy. By creating simu-
lated environments, VR offers a safe and immet-
sive experience for children, effectively addressing
psychological issues like anxiety and fear. Addi-
tionally, VR can assist children with autism in im-
proving their social skills and emotional manage-
ment. However, the implementation of VR ther-
apy still requires professional guidance, and atten-
tion must be paid to its long-term effects and po-
tential impacts (41, 46, 51, 52).

Artifictal Intelligence (Al) Technology in Art
Therapy

Al painting technology enables children to gener-
ate artworks through text descriptions, simple
brush strokes, and voice recognition, fostering
emotional expression and transforming inexpress-
ible emotions into visual images. This enhances
self-esteem and achievement, promoting self-un-
derstanding and emotional release. Al painting
also offers visual feedback and goal setting in ther-
apy, aiding therapists and patients in tracking pro-
gress and unlocking potential (46, 53, 54).

Al virtual psychological counseling and therapy al-
low emotional expression through painting and
music, with Al analyzing creations to provide in-
sights for counseling, diagnosis, and treatment (55,
56). Al-assisted diagnostic systems employ deep
learning to interpret symbols and colors in chil-
dren's drawings, improving recognition accuracy
and efficiency (48, 57).

Al chatbots are already being used in art therapy
processes, assisting children in engaging in paint-
ing activities through human-machine interaction,
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thereby promoting their mental health (46, 47, 58).
Emerging technologies like ChatGPT and Gem-
ini, alongside generative Als like Pika and Runway,
revolutionize painting and visual art therapy, facil-
itate a deeper understanding of patients' emotional
and psychological states. This integration allows
for a more nuanced and individualized approach
to therapy, catering to the specific needs and con-
ditions of each patient.

Prospects for Future Research and Practice Devel-
opment

Art therapy in the United States and Europe, as a
mature psychological treatment method, already
possesses a well-established education system,
professional certification, and ethical standards.
Compared to the United States and Europe, art
therapy in China exhibits gaps in several areas. In
the face of these challenges and opportunities, fu-
ture research and practice development should fo-
cus on the following aspects: intensifying the train-
ing of professional talent, accelerating the con-
struction of certification systems and standard set-
ting, encouraging the application of multidiscipli-
nary approaches especially new technologies like
Al, enhancing government and policy support,
and increasing recognition and support from soci-
ety and the public. A key emphasis should be on
aligning certification and standards with interna-
tional norms.

Conclusion

This review thoroughly examines the practices, sit-
uation and current challenges faced by painting
therapy, in addressing child psychological issues in
china. Art therapy, especially painting therapy,
emerges as a promising child psychology interven-
tion tool in China, despite facing professional
shortages, training standardization, and ethical
practice issues. Public and policy engagement is es-
sential for raising awareness and implementing art
therapy in educational and family contexts. By ad-
dressing these challenges and leveraging modern
technologies such as Al and VR, art therapy will
revolutionize child psychological intervention,
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making it more accessible and impactful. The pa-
per offers valuable insights that extend beyond the
borders of China, making it highly relevant and
beneficial for an international reader. And its find-
ings and recommendations hold significant impli-
cations for global mental health practices.
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