
Painting art therapy practice from a cross-cultural perspective 

Yile Liu 

Guangxi Normal University, Guilin, China 

liuyile444@163.com 

Keywords: cross-cultural art therapy, painting art therapy, psychological healing, cultural exchange, 

case study 

Abstract: This research paper focuses on the practice of painting art therapy from a cross-cultural 

perspective. Through in-depth analysis of the theoretical basis and cross-cultural application of art 

therapy, combined with specific case studies, the application and effects of art therapy in different 

cultural backgrounds are discussed. Research has found that art therapy can effectively promote the 

emotional expression and psychological healing of individuals with different cultural backgrounds, 

while promoting understanding and communication between cultures. This study also explores the 

practical application of art therapy in multicultural settings and proposes key points that art therapists 

should pay attention to in practice, such as sensitivity and understanding of different cultures, and the 

use of diverse art forms and materials. , as well as ongoing professional development and cross-

cultural training. A limitation of the study lies in the scope and depth of case selection, and future 

research could be conducted in a wider cultural context to enhance the generalizability and 

applicability of the study. 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

Art therapy, as a method that combines creative arts and psychotherapy, is gradually gaining 

attention around the world. Especially in cross-cultural settings, art therapy shows unique advantages. 

With the deepening of globalization and the increasingly obvious cultural integration, art therapy has 

played an important role in promoting the emotional expression and psychological healing of 

individuals with different cultural backgrounds. In a multicultural context, art therapy not only 

focuses on individual mental health, but also involves cultural understanding and adaptation [1]. It 

helps individuals express their cultural background and personal experiences through artistic creation, 

while promoting understanding and respect for different cultures. Furthermore, the application of art 

therapy in multicultural societies also reflects a critique and reflection on traditional 

psychotherapeutic approaches, particularly in considering cultural sensitivity and inclusivity. 

Therefore, exploring the application and effects of art therapy from a cross-cultural perspective is of 

great significance for promoting the development of this field and improving the quality of mental 

health services in multicultural environments. 

1.2 Research Purpose and Questions 

This study aims to explore the application and effectiveness of painting art therapy from a cross-

cultural perspective. The main research purposes include: 1) Analyze the theoretical basis and 

practical methods of art therapy in a multicultural environment; 2) Explore how art therapy can help 

individuals with different cultural backgrounds express emotions and psychological healing; 3) Study 

the role of art therapy in promoting intercultural communication, and the role in understanding and 

communication [2]. The research question focused on: How does art therapy work in a cross-cultural 

setting? How do individuals from different cultural backgrounds experience different experiences 

during art therapy? And how does art therapy promote intercultural understanding and respect? These 

questions are designed to provide insight into the use of art therapy in multicultural societies and its 

potential to promote cultural diversity and inclusion [3]. 

2024 International Conference on Social Science, Education and Management (ICSSEM 2024) 

Copyright © (2024) Francis Academic Press, UK DOI: 10.25236/icssem.2024.022129

mailto:liuyile444@163.com


1.3 Scope and Limitations of the Study 

This study focuses on the practice of painting art therapy from a cross-cultural perspective, 

especially the application of art therapy to individuals with different cultural backgrounds. The scope 

of research includes analysis of the theoretical basis of art therapy, practice methods of art therapy in 

a multicultural context, and discussion of specific case studies. However, this study also has certain 

limitations. First, the research mainly focused on the field of painting art therapy and may not have 

fully covered other forms of art therapy. Second, case studies may be biased toward specific cultural 

or socioeconomic contexts, limiting the generalizability of the research. Additionally, because art 

therapy is a comprehensive field involving multiple psychological and artistic theories, this study 

may not fully cover all relevant theoretical and practical approaches. Future research could be 

conducted within a wider range of cultural contexts and art therapy modalities to increase the 

representativeness and depth of the study. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Foundations of Art Therapy 

As a form of psychotherapy, art therapy's theoretical basis includes a variety of psychological 

theories from psychoanalysis to phenomenology. In his study, McNiff [4] highlighted art as a unique 

research method that combines the science of imagination with experiential and introspective inquiry. 

This approach advocates that art therapists use art itself as a research tool to explore and solve 

psychological problems through creative activities. Carpendale [5] proposed an interpretive 

phenomenological approach that provides a theoretical basis for the training and supervision of art 

therapists. He believes that art activities in art therapy are not only a means of treatment, but also a 

way to understand and interpret the client's inner world. In addition, Colette [6] emphasized the 

importance of holistic care when discussing the application of art therapy at the end of life, 

highlighting the role of art therapists in interdisciplinary teams. He proposed that art therapy can help 

terminal patients express their emotions and thoughts through artistic creation, thereby achieving 

psychological comfort and support. 

2.2 Application of Cross-Cultural Perspectives in Art Therapy 

With the development of globalization and changes in demographic structure, the application of 

cross-cultural perspective in art therapy has received increasing attention. McNiff and Barlow [7] 

explored the integration of cross-cultural psychotherapy and the arts, emphasizing the importance of 

understanding and application of cultural differences in therapeutic approaches. They note that art 

therapists need to understand the expressions and symbolic meanings of art in different cultural 

contexts and how these cultural differences impact therapeutic processes and outcomes. Kapitan's [1] 

study considered the nature of art therapy as a cultural practice, starting from the practice of cross-

cultural art therapy in the international service sector. She discusses how art therapists can break down 

reflexive responses through cultural frame shifting and other conceptual tools to develop ethical 

practices, multicultural competence, and intercultural sensitivity. 

2.3 Practice and Research in Painting Art Therapy 

As an important branch of art therapy, painting art therapy’s practice and research focus on 

exploring the role of art in expressing emotions and promoting the therapeutic process. In his study, 

Moon [8] explored the role of responsive art creation in adolescents with mood disorders, 

emphasizing the importance of art therapists establishing an empathic relationship with adolescents. 

He pointed out that art activities not only help teenagers express emotions they have difficulty 

expressing in words, but also provide art therapists with a window to understand and interpret their 

clients' emotions. Furthermore, research by Waller and Spiegler [9] challenges the view of differences 

as inherently problematic in partnerships, proposing a cross-cultural perspective that highlights the 

importance of managing maladaptive responses to differences. They argue that differences are not 

necessarily the source of problems in a relationship, but rather how partners react to and deal with 
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those differences. 

 

Figure 1 Painting art therapy example 

Figure 1 depicts two chiseled silhouettes of human heads facing each other against a colorful 

background. The silhouette on the left is rendered in dark blue, and its interior seems to reflect a deep 

universe, dotted with stars, suggesting deep thinking or a vast inner world. The silhouette on the right 

is painted more colorfully, with bright red and yellow gradients representing warmth and vitality, with 

plants growing inside, possibly symbolizing vitality and natural growth. Between the two, flecks and 

splatters of colorful ink appear as sparks in communication, signifying the exchange of thoughts and 

feelings. This image illustrates self-expression and emotional resonance in art therapy. 

3. Research methods 

3.1 Research Design 

Art therapy research typically employs a variety of research designs, including quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed methods studies. According to Carolan (2001), art therapy research requires 

the collaboration of artists and scientists on the researcher, emphasizing the importance of 

inclusiveness and multi-methodology to fully understand and convey the effectiveness of art therapy 

[10]. Metzl's (2008) study systematically analyzed art therapy research methods published in "Art 

Therapy: Journal of AATA" and found that common methods of art therapy research include clinical 

case studies, self-study, survey research, interviews, art therapy tests, Historical anthropological 

research, behavioral observation and exploration of clients’ artwork [11]. 

3.2 Data Collection Methods 

There are a variety of data collection methods for art therapy research, including artwork analysis, 

interviews, questionnaires, behavioral observations, and case studies. Netzer (2009) described how 

data collection in art therapy research can be conducted through intuitive inquiry and artistic creation, 

emphasizing the importance of intuition and imagination in the art therapy research process [12]. 

Furthermore, Regev and Cohen-Yatziv (2018) highlighted the combination of quantitative and 

qualitative data collection methods in art therapy research in their study exploring the effectiveness 

of art therapy with adult clients [13]. 

3.3 Data Analysis Methods 

In art therapy research, data analysis methods usually include qualitative analysis (such as thematic 

analysis) and quantitative analysis (such as statistical analysis). Chilton and Scotti (2014) used 

thematic analysis to analyze visual and textual data in their study, exploring the properties of collage 

as an art therapy research practice [14]. Deaver's (2012) study demonstrated the use and evaluation 

of art-based learning strategies in art therapy research, highlighting privacy issues and duality in the 

evaluation of student work [15]. 
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4. Case Study 

4.1 Case Selection and Background 

This chapter will explore the application of cross-cultural perspective in art therapy through 

selected art therapy cases. The selected cases reflect art therapy practice in a multicultural context, 

including individuals of varying ages, genders, cultures, and socioeconomic backgrounds. For 

example, the study by Dalley and Hons (1979) demonstrated the healing process of a psychotherapy 

patient through drawing therapy, which included a self-assessment questionnaire and a series of body 

drawings that demonstrated changes in the treatment process [16]. These cases provide insight into 

the use of art therapy in different cultural settings and provide insights into the potential and 

challenges of art therapy in cross-cultural settings. 

4.2 Case Analysis 

In the case analysis, we will delve into the art therapy process of each case, including the specific 

methods of treatment, the client's response, and the important changes during the treatment process. 

For example, Edwards (1999) highlighted the role of case study methods in art therapy research, 

showing that even subjective inquiry methods enable art therapists to rigorously examine and explore 

key aspects of their clinical practice [17]. Furthermore, Linesch et al (2014) explored the value of the 

art therapy process in articulating and understanding immigration and acculturation difficulties 

through an extended case study of two art therapy groups [18]. These case studies will provide 

important perspectives on how art therapy works in cross-cultural settings. 

4.3 Interpretation from a Cross-Cultural Perspective 

In the interpretation from a cross-cultural perspective, the focus will be on how art therapy helps 

individuals from different cultural backgrounds express and process their emotions and experiences. 

Through in-depth analysis of the cases, we can see how art therapy can promote changes in cultural 

understanding and perception, and how it can help individuals transcend cultural barriers and better 

understand themselves and others. The interpretation of this section will provide an in-depth 

understanding of intercultural art therapy practice, highlighting its potential in promoting intercultural 

communication and understanding. 

5. Conclusion and recommendations 

5.1 Research Summary 

This study provides an in-depth exploration of the application of art therapy in cross-cultural 

settings and its theoretical foundations. Through the analysis of literature review and case studies, we 

found that art therapy, as a diversified treatment method, not only covers theoretical foundations such 

as psychoanalysis and phenomenology, but also includes the importance of cross-cultural 

perspectives. Art therapy plays a key role in promoting emotional expression and psychological 

healing in individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds. Through artistic creation, individuals can 

explore and express their inner world, and at the same time, they can overcome cultural barriers and 

enhance their understanding and respect for different cultures. Additionally, we note the practical 

application of art therapy in multicultural settings and its performance in specific cases, how personal 

experiences and cultural differences are addressed through art therapy, and the role of art in 

facilitating the therapeutic process. 

5.2 Research limitations and future research directions  

Although this study provides important insights into the use of art therapy in cross-cultural settings, 

there are several limitations. First, the selection of case studies may be limited by specific cultural 

and social contexts and fail to adequately cover the broader cultural context. Therefore, future 

research can be conducted in more diverse cultural settings to increase the representativeness and 

generalizability of the study. In addition, future research should also explore the impact of art therapy 

on different groups (e.g., different age groups, different socioeconomic backgrounds) and the use of 
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art therapy in treating various psychological and emotional problems (e.g., anxiety, depression, post-

traumatic stress disorder) effectiveness. More in-depth quantitative and qualitative research can 

provide richer data support for the cross-cultural practice of art therapy. 

5.3 Practical Application Suggestions 

Suggestions for practical applications for art therapists include: First, enhance sensitivity and 

understanding of different cultural backgrounds to better adapt to and serve clients from multicultural 

backgrounds. Therapists should consider incorporating cultural elements into the therapy process, 

such as using a variety of art forms and materials, to accommodate clients from different cultural 

backgrounds. Second, art therapists should participate in ongoing professional development and 

cross-cultural training to enhance their ability to work in multicultural settings. Additionally, it is 

recommended that art therapists collaborate with other mental health professionals to provide 

comprehensive therapeutic services to clients. Finally, art therapists should actively participate in 

research and academic exchanges to continuously update and enrich their professional knowledge 

and skills and better serve clients. 
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