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Abstract
Anxiety and depression are prevalent mental health disorders affecting many individuals each year. Treatment plans typically include a combination of medication and talk therapy. Research shows that there are great benefits associated with art therapy as a non-conventional treatment for anxiety and depression. Art therapy allows a person to creatively express themselves through art when words fail them. Art therapy can be used effectively among all populations, such as children, young adults, and seniors. Whether one is suffering from anxiety after a traumatic event or depression after the loss of a loved one, art therapy can prove beneficial helping an individual process their experience.   










Mental illness affects one in every five adults according to NIH (“Mental illness,” 2024). The most common mental health disorders are those of anxiety and depression (Howard, 2023). The rise of these diagnoses in the United States can be attributed to multiple factors such as overuse of social media, academic stress, and economic stress (Osorio & Hyde, 2021). 
Occasionally feeling anxious is normal, but when those feelings begin to affect numerous areas of one’s life, that person may have an anxiety disorder (Howard, 2023). An anxiety disorder is characterized by feelings of worry and fear about upcoming events that impede one’s ability to function normally (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). Depressive disorder on the other hand, is classified as a mood disorder. One suffering from depression will experience low mood swings and feel a lack of joy in their life (“Six common depression types,” 2020). Suffering from a depression disorder will make it hard for the individual to carry out daily tasks, as one with depression is constantly plagued by feelings of deep sadness and loneliness (“Depression,” 2022). 
	Genetics play a significant role in mental health. A person is more at risk of developing either anxiety or depression if they have a close blood-related relative with the disorder. Another risk factor is the occurrence of chemical imbalances in the brain. There are several neurotransmitters in the brain that, when imbalanced, can contribute to anxiety and depression disorders (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). 
In connection with this, stressful or traumatic experiences can upset one’s neurotransmitter balance, triggering anxiety or depression (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). Studies show that children who experience early life stress (ELS) are likely to develop disorders of anxiety or depression. Situations that are categorized as early life stressors include war, natural disaster, poverty, and divorce. These events are traumatic and stressful, leaving a lasting impact on those who experience them in their lives (Nugent et al., 2011). Similarly, war veterans are likely to develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Since they have been in combat and met death in the face, they are likely to suffer from those traumatic memories (Moore et al., 2023). 
	Although there are definite risk factors for developing anxiety and depression, many people have the potential to develop these disorders during their lifetime. It has been concluded that at some point during their life almost a third of adults will experience what could be diagnosed as an anxiety disorder (Howard, 2023). The most common anxiety disorders include generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder, social anxiety disorder, as well as specific phobias (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). Depression is also a common mental health disorder, affecting sixteen million American adults every year (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). Major depressive and persistent depressive disorder are two of the more commonly diagnosed depressive disorders (“Six common depression types,” 2020). 
	Like many other health conditions, anxiety and depression disorders require treatment. One cannot simply cure themselves by switching their attitude or willing the disorder away (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). Treatment options are mostly focused on two approaches, medication and therapy (Barnish & Nelson, 2023). Although medication cannot cure someone of their disorder, it can help manage their symptoms (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). 
	One category of medications extensively used to manage anxiety and depression is antidepressants. These medicines function by controlling how the brain uses certain chemicals, enhancing one’s mood and reducing stress (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). The most common types of antidepressants used to treat anxiety and depression are Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRI’s) and Selective Norepinephrine Reuptake Inhibitors (SNRI’s) (“Antidepressants,” 2023).
SSRI’s function by inhibiting serotonin, a “feel good” neurotransmitter responsible for one’s mood, from being reabsorbed by the brain. This thereby increases the level of serotonin available in one’s brain, improving one’s mood (“SSRIs,” 2023). SNRI’s work similarly but inhibit norepinephrine from being reabsorbed by one’s brain, again increasing the level of norepinephrine available in the brain. Low levels of norepinephrine are linked with anxiety and depression (“Norepinephrine,” 2022). There are potential side effects that come along with taking antidepressants, such as nausea, headaches and sleepiness. However, with time these symptoms tend to get better. 
It is common for one’s treatment plan to consist of a combination of both medication and therapy (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). Medications reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression but do not get to the root of the problem resolving the cause of anxiety and depression. Therefore, medication is seen most effective when combined with psychotherapy (“Antidepressants,” 2023). 
Psychotherapy, also known as talk therapy, is used to help manage the disorders of anxiety and depression (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). The main form of psychotherapy that is used to treat anxiety and depression is known as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT). Barnish and Nelson say that CBT, “is a problem-based talking therapy approach with a distinctive focus on the present exploring the links between thoughts, emotions and behavior” (2023). CBT teaches a person to help recognize thought processes that trigger their symptoms. They then work through these processes with a therapist and try to change their thoughts and reactions to triggering situations (“Anxiety Disorders,” 2024). 
	In addition to the conventional uses of medication and CBT to reduce one’s symptoms of anxiety and depression, recent evidence shows that the use of art therapy is an effective treatment option as well (Barnish & Nelson, 2023). According to Dilawari and Tripathi, “[as] an expressive medium, art can be used to help clients communicate, overcome stress, and explore different aspects of their own personalities” (2014). 
Art has always been seen as a way for people to express themselves, heal and communicate (Apporva et al., 2022). However, it was not until 1940, that doctors formally recognized that people with a mental illness often express themselves through artwork (Apoorva et al., 2022). With this new discovery, many doctors began to consider the use of art as a technique to help their patients heal (Apoorva et al., 2022). Today, art therapy is successfully used to supplement the treatment of mental disorders such as anxiety and depression. “Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” explains that “[art] therapy is a niche within the mental health care industry focused on encouraging individuals to rely on art to improve their outlook and reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression” (“Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” 2024). Using art in a therapeutic way is a valid and proven tool to help treat mental health disorders of anxiety and depression.
	Art therapists are trained mental health professionals who work with their clients to create artwork. They are trained in counseling and art theory. Art therapists can work in a variety of settings, such as hospitals, clinics, schools, or their own private practice (American Art Therapy Association). One does not need to be an artist to create art. A person just needs to tap into their innate creativity and allow it to be expressed. (American Art Therapy Association). Depending on the client’s needs, art therapy is either performed individually or in a group (Dilawari & Tripathi, 2014). Common art therapy techniques include coloring, drawing, painting, and sculpting (“Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” 2024). 
	Art therapists can learn a lot about their clients from their drawings and paintings. It is especially possible to learn things from a child’s doodles. Children tend to draw free drawings in which they draw what they like, such as family drawings and self-portraits. It has been seen that when a child repeats drawings of their parents and then their home, it is likely that they are concerned about family life issues. Additionally, if a child creates a self-portrait without arms or legs it could mean that they feel no control over their environment. If a child draws their self-portrait without a mouth, it could indicate that the child feels that his views do not matter to others (Dilawari & Tripathi, 2014). 
In addition, it has been found that the use of color can help art therapists gain insight into their client’s experiences. Research has shown that people in varying emotional states interact with color in separate ways. For example, patients with depression use less color in their paintings than others. Another study showed that children who had been through a traumatic life-threatening situation primarily used the colors red and black in their paintings. Most researchers explain this phenomenon by claiming that “different colors hold different associations for people, triggering memories and emotions, which in turn affect performance” (Withrow, 2004). 
	Sculpting is another medium that art therapists use with their clients. Creating a sculpture out of clay is something tangible that proves to be helpful in a client’s recovery process. Sholt and Gavron state that “[the] opportunity to make a concrete thing out of the piece of clay, which is a symbol and a metaphor of one’s inner world, is immanent to the therapeutic process” (2006). Clients who are dealing with loss in their life often find that they are helped by taking their emotions out using a lump of clay. For example, a young boy who had been abandoned by his father and put into foster care, sculpted two male heads out of clay. One stood for his biological father and the other his foster father. He set them up and had them have a conversation with each other. This act of sculpting helped him process his situation, creating a bond with his foster father and accepting his biological father’s rejection (Sholt & Gavron, 2006). 
Art therapy is a creative process where the client expresses himself (“Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” 2024). Through art therapy people can learn things about themselves based on what they draw (Dilawari & Tripathi, 2014). Dilawari and Tripathi point out that, “the art therapist uses art as a window into the subconscious of the patient, and from there can attempt to figure out the underlying problems that the patient may be suffering from” (Dilawari & Tripathi, 2014). Art therapists achieve this by encouraging their clients to reflect on their artwork, which they then discuss, gaining an understanding of their feelings (“Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” 2024). This process is both informative and beneficial for the therapist as well as for the client. 
	There is a theory about the right and left hemisphere of one’s brain that helps explain why art therapy is so effective. The left side of the brain is the side that is verbal and analytical. The right side, however, is said to communicate through images and is emotional. When one talks through their emotions they are engaging the left, verbal side of their brain, which does not allow one to process their emotions. Unlike talk therapy, art therapy engages the right side of one’s brain and instead of merely talking through one’s emotions, one can experience them (Withrow, 2004). 
	Art therapists work with clients of all ages, whether children, young adults, or seniors, enhancing their lives. Art therapy is a great outlet for children to express their emotions. Specifically, for those who do not have the words or language to express themselves, the use of art therapy helps the therapist understand their client better (“Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” 2024). Many studies point to the significant reduction of anxiety symptoms in children after being treated through art therapy, proving positive effects among children (Zhang et al., 2024). 
	Young adults, namely teenagers, are often wary of speaking to a therapist about their mental health issues. Therefore, art therapy offers them a safe and nonjudgemental environment for them to express themselves. Riley notes that “Adolescents with depression that are motivated by situations in the family environment, or in the external world of peers and society, appear to get better when they express their anxieties through art therapy” (Riley, 2021). 
	Another group that can be helped with art therapy is the elderly. Many times, seniors experience anxiety that comes about because of worry about a decline in their own physical condition. Additionally, they may suffer from anxiety due to the death of a close family member. When a person experiences a lot of stress it puts a strain on their body, potentially reducing their quality of life. Putri et al. says that art therapy “helps older adults reduce stress levels and express their feelings, so they don't feel tense about the problems they are facing” (Putri et al., 2025)
	There are numerous physical, mental, and emotional benefits involved for a person using art therapy to treat mental illness. According to “Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health” there is a natural connection between art and the brain. There is an increase in blood flow to the brain when one sees a piece of artwork, improving one’s brain function. Additionally, studies show that when one sees artwork it can boost serotonin levels in the brain, leading to improved mood (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). 
Moreover, research points to the fact that art therapy can aid in supporting neuroplasticity in the brain. Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to adapt and change in response to different situations. It is thought that when one is suffering from a mental health disorder, such as anxiety or depression, neuroplasticity is impaired. According to the neuroplasticity theory, creativity has been linked with repairing connections in the brain. Thus, when one engages in creating artwork, they are physically benefiting, by increasing neuroplasticity in their brain (Strang, 2024). 
Furthermore, the creation of art can help one manage their pain, as many people suffering from either anxiety or depression have gone through a traumatic experience. When a client focuses on their art, they may be totally distracted from the pain they are feeling (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). “Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health” describes that “When an individual is engaged in the process of creating art, they are more likely to enter a deep flow state in which they are entirely present and focused on their work” (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). This allows one’s brain to further heal and restore itself. (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023).
	When one is suffering from a mental disorder, they often experience the feeling of despair, as it is a usual occurrence to experience uncontrollable reactions. When one overcomes a challenge in art and successfully creates a final piece, they develop an inner sense of pride. This feeling allows them to believe in themselves and work to achieve further. When one creates their own unique artwork, they have the advantage of feeling a sense of control in their lives. (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). 
	One woman was full of guilty feelings after injuring a motorcyclist in a car accident. Over the next three weeks, she developed severe anxiety and was constantly plagued with flashbacks from the incident. After learning certain drawing tools and examining her artwork with the help of an art therapist, she reported that she finally had begun to feel a sense of control over her traumatic experience (Bitonte & De Santo, 2014). 
	Creating a piece of artwork is also an effective way for an individual to reduce their stress levels. This is particularly because creating a piece of artwork requires the individual to be solely focused on the task at hand (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). Dilawari and Tripathi maintain that “[taking] the time to focus on a piece of art alone can make a tremendous difference in how we live and think and can reduce stress amazingly” (2014). When one creates art, they are, in a sense, removed from reality and can shift their focus to something stress-free. 
	Aside from a person being able to manage aspects in their life such as pain, stress, and feelings of lack of control, art therapy allows one to develop positive beliefs about themselves. According to Apoorva et al., “Art therapy has been shown to boost self-esteem by reinforcing emotions of self-worth or competence” (Apoorva et al., 2022). There is a great feeling of empowerment and satisfaction that comes along with finishing one’s own masterpiece (Dilawari & Tripathi, 2014). 
	In addition, through the process of art therapy, people learn how to release their emotions and find a way of expressing themselves (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). Individuals experiencing anxiety or depression have trouble managing their emotions and therefore have difficulty talking about their experiences and putting their feelings into words (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). The art therapy process allows an individual the opportunity to express themselves in ways that they may have been unable to in other aspects of their lives (“Mental Health Conditions: Depression and Anxiety,” 2023). 
	Techniques learnt in art therapy sessions can be positively incorporated into one’s everyday life. Many people have found that they continue drawing painting and sculpting long after taking part in art therapy. “Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health” says that “When art therapy techniques become part of the daily routine, they can help ward off ongoing feelings of anxiety, depression and stress” (“Benefits of Art Therapy for Mental and Physical Health,” 2024). 
	When suffering from a mental health disorder, a person is impacted in numerous ways. Based on evidence, art therapy is an effective way to treat mental health disorders. Art therapy provides a non-verbal way for one to express their emotions. Through art, an individual can learn things about themselves that they may have been unable to articulate. With the use of creative mediums such as drawing, painting, and sculpting an individual can convey their feelings in a safe and beneficial manner. To maximize one’s healing process, art therapy should be used to supplement traditional treatment plans, leading to a healthier life. 
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Ralla Scholar Experience
	I really enjoyed being a Ralla Klepak Scholar this year. I appreciated the ability to teach art to others and watch as they succeeded. Each week it was apparent how the girls were benefitting from this outlet without the demands that they may have in their home or school settings. 
	I came to each session prepared with what I wanted to teach the girls each week. However, things did not always work out as planned. At times there were girls who lacked the motivation needed to create a certain piece and I had to modify things for them. Other times a girl would simply not have enough patience and finish too quickly, eagerly waiting for something else to do. I was forced to adapt to these different situations and I started to be less rigid about sticking to what I had planned. 
The program, culminating in the beautiful showcase, really taught me that we can accomplish remarkable things in a fun and pressure free way. Watching the girls shining on stage and their artwork on display was an extremely rewarding feeling. Thank you to the Ralla Klepak Performing Arts Initiative for this opportunity! 

