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What is Art Therapy? 
 
General Definition: Art therapy is a form of expressive therapy that uses art materials, such as paints, 
chalk and markers. Art therapy combines traditional psychotherapeutic theories and techniques with an 
understanding of the psychological aspects of the creative process, especially the affective properties 
of the different art materials. As a mental health profession, art therapy is employed in many clinical 
settings with diverse populations. Art therapy can be found in non-clinical settings as well, such as in art 
studios and in workshops that focus on creativity development. Art therapists work with children, 
adolescents, and adults and provide services to individuals, couples, families, groups, and 
communities. 
 
From the International Art Therapy Organization [IATO]: Art has the potential to change lives and in 
profound ways. When words are not enough, we turn to images and symbols to tell our stories. And in 
telling our stories through art, we can find a path to health and wellness, emotional reparation, 
recovery, and ultimately, transformation. 
 

From the Art Therapy Alliance: Art therapy is the 
deliberate use of art-making to address 
psychological and emotional needs. Art therapy 
uses art media and the creative process to help in 
areas such as, but not limited to: fostering self-
expression, enhancing coping skills, managing 
stress, and strengthening a sense of self. Art 
therapy has provided mental health treatment for 
clients who have experienced trauma, grief and 
loss, depression, chronic illness, substance 
abuse, and more. 
 
From the book Expressive Therapies: The 

purpose of art therapy is much the same as in any other psychotherapeutic modality: to improve or 
maintain mental health and emotional well-being. But whereas some of the other expressive therapies 
utilize the performing arts for expressive purposes, art therapy generally utilizes drawing, painting, 
sculpture, photography, and other forms of visual art expression. For that reason art therapists are 
trained to recognize the nonverbal symbols and metaphors that are communicated within the creative 
process, symbols and metaphors which might be difficult to express in words or in other modalities. Art 
making is seen as an opportunity to express oneself imaginatively, authentically, and spontaneously, an 
experience that, over time, can lead to personal fulfillment, emotional reparation, and transformation. 
This view also holds that the creative process, in and of itself, can be a health-enhancing and growth-
producing experience. 
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From Art Therapy Sourcebook: Although art therapists have generated many specific definitions of art 
therapy, most of them fall into one of two general categories. The first involves a belief in the inherent 
healing power of the creative process of art making. This view embraces the idea that the process of 
making art is therapeutic; this process is sometimes referred to as art as therapy. Art making is seen as 
an opportunity to express oneself imaginatively, authentically, and spontaneously, an experience that, 
over time, can lead to personal fulfillment, emotional reparation, and transformation. 
 
The second definition of art therapy is based on the idea that art is a means of symbolic 
communication. This approach, often referred to as art psychotherapy, emphasizes the products--
drawings, paintings, and other art expressions--as helpful in communicating issues, emotions, and 
conflicts. The art image becomes significant in enhancing verbal exchange between the person and the 
therapist and in achieving insight; resolving conflicts; solving problems; and formulating new 
perceptions that in turn lead to positive changes, growth, and healing. In reality, art as therapy and art 
psychotherapy are used together in varying degrees. In other words, both the idea that art making can 
be a healing process and that art products communicate information relevant to therapy are important. 
 
For More Information on Art Therapy and Art Therapists See: 
 
From the National Institutes of Health: Art therapy is a mental health profession that uses the creative 
process of art making to improve and enhance the physical, mental and emotional well-being of 
individuals of all ages. Art therapists work in a wide variety of settings, including hospital, local 
community settings and private practice. 

 
From the American Medical Association and Health 
Professions Network: Art therapists use drawing, painting, 
and other art processes to assess and treat clients with 
emotional, cognitive, physical, and/or developmental needs and 
disorders. Using their skills in evaluation and psychotherapy, 
they choose materials and interventions appropriate to their 
clients’ needs and design sessions to achieve therapeutic goals 
and objectives. 
 
From Explore Health Careers: Art therapy is an established 
mental health profession that uses the creative process of art 
making to improve and enhance the physical, mental and 
emotional well-being of people at all ages. It is based on the 
belief that the creative process involved in artistic self-
expression helps people to resolve conflicts and problems, 
develop interpersonal skills, manage behavior, reduce stress, 
increase self-esteem and self-awareness, and achieve insight. 

Art therapy integrates the fields of human development, visual arts, and the creative process with 
models of counseling and psychotherapy. 
 
Websites: 
Art Therapy Alliance: http://www.arttherapyalliance.org/AboutArtTherapy.html  
Explore Health Careers: http://explorehealthcareers.org/en/Career.122.aspx  
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