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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of theater-basedart therapy and
psychosocial rehabilitation on emotional balance in patients with schizophrenia. This
semi-experimental studywas conductedusing a pretest—posttest designwith a control
group and a three-month follow-up. The statistical population included male patients
aged 25-55 years with mild schizophrenia who attended the Iranmehr Chronic
Psychiatric Care Center in Qaemshahr in 2024. Using purposive sampling and
screening with Korn’s Autonomous Arousal Readiness Questionnaire, 45 patients
were selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups (theater-based art
therapy and psychosocial rehabilitation) and one control group. Researchinstruments
included Korn’s Autonomous Arousal Readiness Questionnaire (1998) and
Bradburn’s Emotional Balance Scale (1969). Data were analyzed using mixed
repeated measures ANOVA, Bonferroni, and Tukey post hoc tests. Results indicated
significant differences among groups in both positive and negative emotional balance
(p < 0.01). Both theater-based art therapy and psychosocial rehabilitation increased
positive emotional balance and reduced negative emotional balance, with effects
maintained at follow-up. Bonferroni tests showed significant differences between
pretest—posttest and pretest—follow-up in both variables, while posttest—follow-up
differences were not significant. Tukey’s test revealed that theater-based art therapy
was more effective than psychosocial rehabilitationin reducing negative emotions.
The findings suggest that creative interventions such as theater-based art therapy,
alongside psychosocial rehabilitation, cansignificantlyimprove emotional balance in
patients with schizophrenia and may serve as valuable complementary approaches
alongside pharmacological treatments.

Keywords: Schizophrenia; Emotional balance; Theater-based art therapy;
Psychosocial rehabilitation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Schizophrenia is a severe mental disorder that impairs cognition, emotion, and social functioning, creating a
long-term burden not only on patients but also on their families and health care systems worldwide (Berry et
al., 2020). While pharmacological treatments are often effective in reducing positive symptoms, they are
insufficient in addressing emotional regulation, negative symptoms, and psychosocial deficits (Johansen et
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al., 2020). As a result, there is growing consensus on the need for comprehensive psychosocial and creative
interventions to complement medical treatment (Korkmaz & Hocaoglu, 2024).

In recent decades, psychosocial rehabilitation has emerged as a cornerstone in schizophrenia management. It
focuses on equipping patients with cognitive, social, and self-care skills necessary to live more independently,
thereby improving self-efficacy and reducing relapse rates (Liang et al., 2023). For instance, structured life
skills training has been found to significantly enhance social functioning and coping mechanisms in patients
with schizophrenia (Sisman et al., 2025). At the same time, there has been an increasing interest in artistic
and expressive therapies, particularly theater-based art therapy, which provides patients with a symbolic and
creative outlet to explore emotions, strengthen identity, and foster interpersonal communication (Crossley et
al., 2019; Lines et al., 2024).

Theater-based interventions, rooted in applied theatre practices, have demonstrated considerable promise in
mental health promotion and resilience building, particularly in collectivist cultural contexts where storytelling
and performance are culturally salient (Crossley et al., 2019). These interventions provide a safe space for
patients to rehearse social roles, express hidden feelings, and engage in collaborative activities, leading to
improved emotional regulation and social connectedness (Lines et al., 2024). The potential for theater therapy
to reduce social stigma is also emphasized, since performances may engage families and communities,
promoting empathy and acceptance (Bamgbade et al., 2016; Sahu, 2015).

Another critical concept relevant to schizophrenia interventions is mental health literacy. Mental health literacy
refers to the ability to recognize disorders, understand effective interventions, and reduce stigma (Abesinghe
et al., 2023; Digwamaje & Tadi, 2024; Morral, 2017). Studies reveal that poor literacy often correlates with
stigmatization and treatment avoidance (Devraj et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2017). On the other hand, increased
literacy improves help-seeking behaviors, acceptance of therapeutic methods, and family support (Sims et al.,
2022). Enhancing literacy not only benefits patients but also strengthens caregiver and professional attitudes
(Alsaif et al., 2019). These findings suggest that educational and expressive interventions can be synergistic:
one directly increases knowledge, while the other provides experiential transformation.

The global literature also stresses the importance of culturally adapted and community-embedded
interventions. In Indonesia, psychoeducational group training for caregivers improved empowerment and
reduced relapse (Rahayuni, 2019). In India, applied theatre and peer-support programs showed acceptability
and effectiveness in reducing isolation and enhancing resilience (Sathiyaseelan et al., 2024; Sims et al.,
2022). Furthermore, innovative interventions such as equine-assisted therapy (Jormfeldt & Carlsson, 2018),
mindfulness-based approaches (Solati, 2017), and structured community programs (Sisman et al., 2025) have
broadened the treatment landscape. Such evidence highlights that non-pharmacological approaches can
significantly contribute to holistic patient recovery.

Despite promising evidence, accessibility of psychosocial services remains uneven across countries. Remote
psychotherapy and digital interventions, while valuable, still face feasibility challenges in schizophrenia (Datta
etal., 2022). Structural barriers, stigma, and lack of professional training exacerbate the treatment gap (Berry
etal., 2020; Svensson et al., 2020). Addressing these challenges requires integrated approaches that combine
structured rehabilitation, creative arts, and community participation (Korkmaz & Hocaoglu, 2024).

Given these insights, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of theater-based art therapy and
psychosocial rehabilitation on emotional balance among patients with schizophrenia. Emotional balance,
defined as the relative presence of positive versus negative affect, has been identified as a crucial dimension
of well-being and recovery (Edmonds et al., 2016). By focusing on both positive and negative emotions, this
study contributes to understanding how structured psychosocial and creative interventions can impact
emotional functioning in this clinical population.
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Methods and Materials

The study employed a semi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up. The statistical population consisted of male patients aged 25-55 years with mild schizophrenia who
were under psychiatric supervision at a chronic mental health care center. Forty-five participants were
purposively selected after screening with Korn’s Autonomous Arousal Readiness Questionnaire, then
randomly assigned to three groups: theater-based art therapy (15), psychosocial rehabilitation (15), and control
(15).

Theater-based art therapy was conducted over ten 60-minute group sessions, adapted from Jones (1997).
Sessions included familiarization, body expression, role development, script analysis, rehearsal, and final
performance, followed by reflection. Psychosocial rehabilitation followed a 12-session program adapted from
Berk and Ensell (1999) and Baker and Thompson (1999), including physical activities, music-assisted
exercises, cognitive games, self-care skills, symptom management, communication training, social skills,
leisure planning, learning strategies, and pre-vocational tasks.

Outcome measurement employed Bradburn’s Emotional Balance Scale (1969), assessing positive and negative
affect dimensions. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, repeated measures ANOVA, Bonferroni
tests for within-group comparisons, and Tukey tests for between-group differences. SPSS-18 software was
used, with significance set at p < 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive analysis showed increases in mean scores of positive emotional balance and decreases in negative
emotional balance across both experimental groups compared to the control.

Repeated measures ANOVA confirmed significant main effects for group, time, and group x time interaction
on both positive and negative emotional balance (p < 0.01). Bonferroni post hoc tests indicated significant
improvements between pretest—posttest and pretest—follow-up, while posttest—follow-up differences were
nonsignificant, suggesting stability of effects. Tukey comparisons revealed that theater-based art therapy was
significantly more effective than psychosocial rehabilitation in reducing negative affect, though differences in
positive affect improvements between the two interventions were nonsignificant.

These results indicate that both interventions effectively enhanced emotional balance, with theater-based art
therapy showing stronger effects in reducing negative emotions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results highlight the potential of combining psychosocial and creative interventions to address emotional
dysregulation in schizophrenia. The improvements observed align with previous research demonstrating the
efficacy of life skills and psychosocial training in enhancing self-efficacy, social functioning, and resilience
among patients (Korkmaz & Hocaoglu, 2024; Liang et al.,, 2023; Sisman et al., 2025). Structured
rehabilitation frameworks provide patients with concrete tools to manage symptoms and daily challenges,
which directly contributes to emotional stability.

The superiority of theater-based art therapy in reducing negative emotions underscores the unique contribution
of expressive and creative methods. Prior studies of applied theatre in mental health contexts confirm that role-
play, storytelling, and collaborative performance foster safe exploration of identity and emotions (Crossley et
al., 2019; Lines et al., 2024). These activities allow patients to express suppressed feelings symbolically,
increasing awareness and releasing tension. Moreover, by engaging participants in collective creativity, theatre
therapy strengthens interpersonal bonds and a sense of belonging, which are protective against emotional
dysregulation (Sims et al., 2022).

The findings also resonate with literature emphasizing mental health literacy. Interventions that enhance
knowledge and empower patients are essential in reducing stigma and fostering recovery (Abesinghe et al.,
2023; Digwamaje & Tadi, 2024; Morral, 2017). Theater-based art therapy, by making experiences visible to
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audiences, indirectly serves as a literacy-enhancing tool for communities, breaking stereotypes and promoting
empathy (Bamgbade et al., 2016; Sahu, 2015). Similarly, psychosocial rehabilitation contributes to literacy
by teaching practical skills and symptom management, thereby reinforcing patients’ confidence and capacity
to participate in society (Svensson et al., 2020).

The long-term stability of effects observed at follow-up is encouraging, reflecting the sustainability of both
approaches. This outcome aligns with findings that well-structured psychosocial interventions and creative
therapies not only reduce acute symptoms but also maintain improvements over time (Johansen et al., 2020;
Jormfeldt & Carlsson, 2018; Solati, 2017).

Nevertheless, challenges remain. Access to interventions is not uniform across contexts, as emphasized in
studies highlighting infrastructural and resource limitations in low- and middle-income countries (Datta et al.,
2022; Sims et al., 2022). This suggests that scalability and integration into public health systems are crucial.
In addition, caregiver experiences must be considered, since family involvement plays a key role in the
recovery trajectory (Sathiyaseelan et al., 2024; Svensson et al., 2020).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that both psychosocial rehabilitation and theater-based art therapy are
effective in improving emotional balance among patients with schizophrenia, with theater-based art therapy
showing a stronger impact in reducing negative affect. These findings support the integration of creative and
psychosocial modalities as complementary approaches alongside pharmacological treatment. They also
underline the importance of culturally relevant, community-based programs that address stigma and empower
both patients and families.
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