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Abstract

This study aimed to estimate the overall effect size of school-based art therapy
and examine its effectiveness in preventing and reducing psychosocial and
social harms among adolescents. A meta-analytic approach was employed to
synthesize experimental, quasi-experimental, and controlled studies
evaluating art therapy interventions delivered to adolescents in educational or
school-related settings. Eligible studies were systematically identified
through major academic databases and screened based on predefined
inclusion criteria. Effect sizes were calculated and pooled using a random-
effects model, and additional analyses assessed heterogeneity and subgroup
differences related to intervention characteristics. The meta-analysis revealed
that school-based art therapy produced statistically significant small-to-
moderate effects on reducing depressive symptoms and anxiety, and on
improving emotion regulation among adolescents. Significant but smaller
effects were also observed for outcomes associated with behavioral risks and
indicators linked to substance use vulnerability. Interventions of medium to
longer duration demonstrated stronger effects than short-term programs, and
interventions integrated with school counseling services showed enhanced
effectiveness. The findings support art therapy as an effective and
developmentally appropriate school-based intervention for promoting
adolescent mental health and preventing psychosocial risks, highlighting its
potential role within comprehensive educational mental health programs.

Keywords: Art therapy; adolescents; school-based intervention; mental
health; social harm prevention
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence is widely recognized as a critical developmental period characterized by rapid biological,
psychological, and social changes that increase vulnerability to a range of mental health problems and social
harms. During this stage, difficulties such as depression, anxiety, emotional dysregulation, behavioral
problems, and maladaptive coping strategies can emerge and, if left unaddressed, may escalate into more severe
outcomes including substance use, school disengagement, and suicidal ideation. Educational systems, and
schools in particular, are uniquely positioned to implement preventive and early intervention programs because
of their continuous access to adolescents and their potential to integrate psychosocial support within everyday
learning environments. However, many school-based mental health interventions rely heavily on verbal and
cognitive approaches, which may not be fully effective for adolescents who struggle to articulate emotional
experiences or who show resistance to traditional talk-based methods. In this context, art therapy has gained
increasing attention as a developmentally sensitive and non-verbal or semi-verbal therapeutic approach that
aligns well with adolescents’ expressive capacities and psychosocial needs.

A growing body of empirical research suggests that art therapy interventions can positively influence
emotional well-being, self-regulation, social functioning, and psychological adjustment among children and
adolescents (Bosgraaf et al., 2020; Kim & Lim, 2023). Studies conducted in school and community settings
have reported reductions in depressive symptoms, anxiety, stress, and behavioral difficulties following
structured art therapy programs (Lee et al., 2021; Nicolas, 2023). Meta-analytic and systematic review
evidence further indicates that, although effect sizes are often small to moderate, art therapy produces
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consistent and meaningful improvements across a range of mental health outcomes in youth populations
(Newland, 2020; Zhang et al., 2024). Importantly, recent research has emphasized the role of art therapy in
enhancing emotion regulation, distress tolerance, and self-esteem—factors that are closely linked to the
prevention of high-risk behaviors such as substance use and self-harm (Rahna & Nithya, 2022; Saidi et al.,
2024).

Despite this growing evidence base, the literature remains fragmented, with substantial variability in
intervention formats, duration, outcome measures, and study quality. Moreover, while several studies have
examined art therapy effects on depression, anxiety, or adjustment problems, fewer have explicitly addressed
its preventive role within educational systems or its potential contribution to reducing broader social harms
among adolescents. Previous reviews have also highlighted methodological limitations, including small
sample sizes and heterogeneity of designs, underscoring the need for quantitative synthesis to clarify the
overall magnitude and robustness of effects (Bosgraaf et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2024). Against this
background, the present study aimed to conduct a comprehensive meta-analysis of art therapy interventions
implemented in educational and school-related settings, with a specific focus on their effectiveness in
preventing and reducing psychosocial problems and social harms among adolescents.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a meta-analytic design based on a structured and systematic review of the empirical
literature. Eligible studies included experimental, quasi-experimental, and controlled pretest—posttest designs
that evaluated art therapy interventions delivered to adolescents in school-based or school-related contexts.
The target population consisted of adolescents within the typical school-age range, and included both general
student populations and at-risk groups. Studies were required to report quantitative outcomes related to mental
health, emotional functioning, or psychosocial behavior that could be converted into standardized effect sizes.
A comprehensive search strategy was applied across multiple academic databases to identify relevant
publications within a defined time frame. Following the removal of duplicates, studies were screened in a two-
stage process involving title and abstract review and subsequent full-text assessment. Data extraction focused
on sample characteristics, intervention features, study design, outcome measures, and statistical information
necessary for effect size calculation. To account for expected methodological and contextual variability across
studies, a random-effects model was used for data synthesis. Additional analyses examined heterogeneity,
subgroup differences, and the stability of findings.

Findings

The meta-analysis incorporated a total of 27 independent studies comprising 2,184 adolescent participants.
Overall, the findings indicated that school-based art therapy interventions produced statistically significant
improvements across multiple outcome domains. The aggregated effect size for depressive symptoms was in
the small-to-moderate range, demonstrating a meaningful reduction in depression among adolescents who
participated in art therapy programs compared to control conditions or baseline assessments. Similarly, a
moderate effect was observed for improvements in emotion regulation, suggesting that art therapy effectively
enhances adolescents’ capacity to identify, tolerate, and manage emotional experiences.

Results also showed significant, though comparatively smaller, effects on anxiety and stress-related outcomes.
These findings indicate that art therapy contributes to reductions in general psychological distress, including
performance-related anxiety and school stress. Importantly, outcomes related to broader psychosocial risk—
such as behavioral problems, impulsivity, and indicators associated with substance use vulnerability—also
demonstrated statistically significant improvements. While the magnitude of these effects was modest, their
consistency across studies highlights the preventive potential of art therapy when implemented within
educational settings.
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Subgroup analyses revealed that interventions of medium to longer duration yielded stronger effects than short-
term programs. Additionally, interventions integrated with broader school counseling or support services
tended to show greater effectiveness than stand-alone art activities. Measures of heterogeneity indicated
moderate variability across studies, which was expected given differences in intervention formats, populations,
and outcome measures. Sensitivity analyses supported the robustness of the overall findings, and assessments
of publication bias did not indicate substantial distortion of results.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this meta-analysis provide quantitative support for the effectiveness of art therapy as a school-
based intervention aimed at promoting adolescent mental health and preventing psychosocial and social harms.
The observed pattern of results suggests that art therapy is particularly effective in addressing internalizing
problems such as depression and emotional dysregulation, which are known risk factors for more severe
outcomes including substance use and self-harm. By offering a creative and symbolic mode of expression, art
therapy appears to facilitate emotional processing and self-awareness in ways that are developmentally
appropriate for adolescents and complementary to traditional school-based mental health services.

The stronger effects associated with longer and more structured interventions underscore the importance of
continuity and therapeutic depth in art therapy practice. Rather than serving merely as a brief expressive outlet,
art therapy functions as a process-oriented intervention through which adolescents gradually build emotional
insight, coping skills, and a sense of agency. The added benefit observed in programs integrated with school
counseling frameworks further highlights the value of embedding art therapy within a comprehensive, multi-
level approach to student well-being.

From a preventive perspective, even modest reductions in risk-related outcomes are meaningful when applied
at the population level within educational systems. Schools that adopt art therapy programs may contribute not
only to symptom reduction but also to the strengthening of protective factors such as emotional competence,
self-esteem, and adaptive coping. These gains can play a critical role in mitigating trajectories that lead to
substance use, chronic mental health problems, or academic failure.

In conclusion, this meta-analysis demonstrates that art therapy is a viable, evidence-based intervention for use
in educational settings to support adolescent mental health and reduce psychosocial risks. The results support
the integration of structured art therapy programs into school-based mental health services as part of a broader
strategy for prevention and early intervention. Continued implementation, combined with rigorous evaluation,
can further refine best practices and maximize the contribution of art therapy to adolescent well-being and
social harm prevention.
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