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ABSTRACT

Art therapy has emerged as a valuable intervention for addressing various aspects of sexual health, including trau-
ma recovery, identity exploration, and emotional well-being. This systematic literature review synthesises current 
research, focusing on its applications among survivors of sexual abuse, sexual and gender-diverse individuals, and 
within integrative therapeutic frameworks. A comprehensive search of peer-reviewed articles from Scopus and Web 
of Science followed PRISMA guidelines. Findings reveal that art therapy effectively alleviates PTSD symptoms, emo-
tional dysregulation, and dissociation in survivors of sexual trauma while fostering empowerment and identity devel-
opment in sexually and gender-diverse populations. Innovative approaches, such as integrating art therapy with so-
matic techniques and trauma-informed models, enhance emotional regulation and personal transformation. Despite 
these promising results, limitations such as small sample sizes and cultural variability persist. Future research should 
aim to standardise protocols and expand evidence for broader clinical applicability in sexual health interventions.
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INTRODUCTION 

Art therapy, an expressive therapeutic approach 
utilising creative processes like drawing, painting, and 
sculpting, has garnered increasing attention in the area 
of sexual health. This field, which addresses the intricate 
relationship between emotional well-being, identity, 
and physicality, often involves profoundly personal and 
sensitive issues that may be difficult to express through 
verbal communication alone (1,2). Art therapy offers 
a non-verbal, alternative form of expression, making 
it a valuable tool for individuals struggling with topics 
such as sexual trauma, dysfunction, and body image. 
By providing a safe space for individuals to externalise 
complex emotions, art therapy helps clients navigate 
challenges related to intimacy, sexual identity, and self-
esteem (3–5). For example, survivors of sexual trauma 
often experience shame, guilt, and fear that are difficult 

to verbalise, but art therapy offers an opportunity for 
symbolic expression, fostering empowerment and 
healing. 

Additionally, individuals dealing with sexual dysfunction 
may benefit from exploring body image and relationship 
dynamics through creative means, which can improve 
self-perception and overall sexual satisfaction. As 
interest in holistic, integrative approaches to health 
care grows, art therapy’s potential in sexual health 
interventions becomes even more relevant, addressing 
both mental and emotional aspects of well-being. 
Despite the emerging interest in this field, research on 
art therapy’s application in sexual health remains in its 
early stages. Several studies have demonstrated positive 
outcomes, particularly for survivors of sexual trauma, 
individuals with sexual dysfunction, and those exploring 
sexual identity. 

Art therapy has been widely recognised for its 
effectiveness in alleviating symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress disorder, anxiety, and depression among trauma 
survivors. Additionally, it plays a crucial role in enhancing 
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body image and boosting self-esteem in individuals 
facing sexual dysfunction (6,7). In couples’ therapy, art 
therapy has been used to improve communication, foster 
emotional intimacy, and enhance sexual satisfaction, 
creating a collaborative space for partners to express 
desires and conflicts through joint creative projects. 
However, significant gaps exist in the literature. Most 
existing studies are qualitative or based on small 
sample sizes, limiting the generalizability of findings. 
Furthermore, much of the research focuses on specific 
populations, such as trauma survivors or individuals with 
sexual dysfunction, leaving broader applications, such 
as those related to sexual identity crises or relational 
conflicts, underexplored (8–10). Another critical issue is 
the lack of large-scale, quantitative studies that assess 
the long-term efficacy of art therapy in addressing sexual 
health outcomes (11).

Furthermore, despite potential benefits, integrating 
art therapy with other therapeutic modalities, such 
as cognitive-behavioural or mindfulness-based 
approaches, remains underexplored. Finally, there 
is ongoing debate around the standardisation of art 
therapy practices, as methods and strategies can vary 
significantly depending on the therapist and the client’s 
needs (12–14). This review aims to address these gaps 
by synthesising the current literature on art therapy’s 
role in sexual health, identifying unresolved issues, 
and offering recommendations for future research. 
This article aims to provide a comprehensive synthesis 
of existing studies to advance the understanding of art 
therapy’s role in enhancing sexual health outcomes, 
promoting emotional well-being, and supporting 
diverse populations. By reviewing the current literature, 
we seek to underscore the potential of art therapy as an 
effective intervention in sexual health while highlighting 
the need for more robust and inclusive research to 
establish standardised practices and evaluate its long-
term efficacy

BACKGROUND REVIEW

Art therapy has become a significant therapeutic 
intervention in the realm of sexual health, offering 
creative outlets for individuals to (i)process trauma, (ii)
enhance body image, and (iii)explore sexual identity. Its 
use has expanded across diverse populations, including 
survivors of sexual violence, individuals with chronic 
illnesses, and marginalised groups. This review explores 
research trends, assesses the strengths and limitations of 
current studies, identifies existing knowledge gaps, and 
proposes directions for future research. 

Art therapy serves as a vital therapeutic approach in 
facilitating trauma recovery for survivors of sexual abuse 
and exploitation. Devlin et al. (2019) documented 
a reduction in post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
symptoms among adolescents who had experienced 
sexual abuse following their participation in expressive 

art therapy (15). Goodarzi et al. (2020) combined 
mindfulness with art-making, resulting in decreased 
depression and anxiety in female sexual assault survivors 
(16). Volgin et al. (2019) found that art therapy promoted 
posttraumatic growth (PTG) among survivors of 
commercial sexual exploitation in Nepal highlighting its 
role in fostering self-reflection and emotional expression 
(17,18). Hudcovská and Schwanhaeuser (2020) 
investigated the impact of art therapy on the emotional 
resilience of adolescents disengaged from armed groups, 
revealing that it facilitated the externalisation of traumatic 
memories (18). Wiswell et al. (2019) documented 
improved emotional adjustment in gynecologic cancer 
patients undergoing chemotherapy, illustrating art 
therapy’s role in coping with trauma-related illness (19). 
Fisher and Freeman (2022) highlighted similar benefits 
in military populations using dance/movement therapy 
(DMT) for trauma recovery (20). These studies underline 
the versatility of art therapy in fostering emotional 
recovery across varied traumatic experiences.

Art therapy has also been applied to address body image 
and sexuality, especially in populations experiencing 
changes in physical appearance due to illness. Grant 
(2019) explored art therapy workshops for stoma care 
patients, emphasising its role in managing grief, body 
image, and intimacy issues (21). Valpey et al. (2019) 
and Hertrampf and Wärja (2017) highlighted the 
potential of art therapy in addressing sexual dysfunction 
in female cancer survivors, noting its ability to support 
self-image and sexual identity (22,23). Together, these 
studies illustrate art therapy’s effectiveness in helping 
individuals rebuild a positive self-image and explore 
intimate aspects of their identities.

Art therapy has shown promise for marginalised 
populations, providing a safe space for those facing 
trauma and discrimination. Rivera and Morris (2020) 
examined trauma-informed art therapy for gender 
diverse youth, emphasising the importance of culturally 
sensitive therapeutics approaches. Mukherjee (2020) 
described the ARPAN program’s use of art therapy in 
India to aid rehabilitation for adolescent survivors of 
commercial sexual exploitation (24,25). The research 
by Jani et al. (2016) showed that art therapy significantly 
benefits vulnerable Ethiopian adolescents by enhancing 
their mental health and knowledge of HIV prevention  
(26). Similarly, Lopez-Martinez (2016) applied art-based 
interventions in Ecuador to combat child exploitation 
and improve sexual health (27). Furthermore, Skop et 
al. (2020) underscored the effectiveness of art therapy 
in boosting sexual self-esteem among survivors of 
intimate partner violence (4). These studies highlight the 
flexibility of art therapy in meeting the distinct needs 
of diverse populations, underscoring its significance in 
promoting resilience and self-expression.

Many studies provide rich qualitative insights into the 
therapeutic processes of art therapy. For example, Devlin 
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addressing trauma recovery, improving body image, 
and exploring sexual identity while supporting 
marginalised populations. However, gaps remain, 
particularly in standardised methodologies, research 
on specific aspects of sexual health, and long-term 
outcomes. Future research should focus on developing 
consistent protocols, exploring digital modalities, and 
conducting longitudinal studies to validate art therapy’s 
role in comprehensive care. Addressing these gaps will 
enhance the understanding and integration of art therapy 
in holistic sexual health care.

METHODS

This manuscript follows the Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines to structure the reporting of a Systematic 
Literature Review (SLR) (29). While PRISMA was originally 
developed for systematic reviews and meta-analyses, 
its emphasise on transparency, methodological rigour, 
and reproducibility makes it an appropriate framework 
for this study. An SLR differs from a systematic review 
by emphasising the synthesis of broader evidence 
patterns, conceptual frameworks, and theoretical 
developments rather than strictly evaluating quantifiable 
outcomes. Despite these differences, the principles of 
comprehensive reporting outlined in PRISMA are highly 
relevant for documenting the search strategy, screening 
processes, and inclusion/exclusion criteria in this SLR. 
The adoption of PRISMA also provides readers with 
a clear visual representation of the study selection 
process through the flow diagram, supporting the 
review’s credibility and methodological rigour. Without 
specific guidelines for SLRs, PRISMA serves as a widely 
recognised and adaptable standard that aligns with the 
review’s objectives. Its application ensures the study 
adheres to high-quality reporting practices, meeting the 
expectations of academic and scientific communities 
while enhancing the transparency and reproducibility of 
the review.

Identification 
This study employed essential procedures from the 
systematic review approach to gather a substantial 
collection of relevant literature. After selecting keywords, 
related terms were identified through an extensive 
review of dictionaries, thesauri, encyclopaedias, and 
previous research. Once relevant terms were compiled, 
search strings were constructed for the Web of Science 
and Scopus databases to ensure a comprehensive 
literature search (see Table I). Both databases are pivotal 
resources in conducting a systematic literature review 
due to their extensive and robust coverage of scholarly 
content (30–32). With its broad multidisciplinary scope, 
Scopus provides access to many journals, conference 
proceedings, and patents, making it an invaluable tool 
for identifying and analysing research across diverse 
fields. Its advanced citation tracking and analysis 
features allow researchers to effectively gauge scholarly 

et al. (2019) and Goodarzi et al. (2020) offer detailed 
case studies of trauma survivors. However, small sample 
sizes often limit their generalizability (15,16). Maddox et 
al. (2024) emphasised this in their meta-analysis, calling 
for more randomised controlled trials (RCTs) to validate 
findings (2). As Hertrampf and Wärja (2017) noted, the 
methodologies’ variability further complicates efforts to 
draw consistent conclusions, highlighting the need for 
standardised research designs (23). Most research reports 
immediate improvements in emotional well-being, such 
as reduced anxiety and enhanced self-esteem. Wiswell 
et al. (2019) and Volgin et al. (2019) observed short-term 
gains in emotional adjustment among cancer patients 
and survivors of sexual exploitation, respectively 
(17,19). However, the sustainability of these outcomes 
remains unclear. Grant (2019) noted a lack of follow-
up assessments, making it difficult to assess whether the 
benefits of art therapy persist over time (21).

Despite its potential, research on art therapy’s direct 
impact on specific aspects of sexual health, such as 
sexual function and desire, is limited. Valpey et al. 
(2019) emphasised the need for more studies focusing 
on how art therapy can address sexual dysfunction 
and intimacy issues, especially in survivors of trauma 
and chronic illness (22). Expanding this research could 
help harness art therapy’s full potential in promoting 
holistic sexual well-being. The current literature tends 
to focus on women in Western contexts, with few 
studies involving male survivors of sexual trauma. 
While Mukherjee (2020) and Jani et al. (2016) provide 
insights into non-Western populations, a broader range 
of cultural perspectives is needed (25,26). This lack of 
diversity restricts the generalizability of findings and 
overlooks the experiences of other groups. Expanding 
research to include a broader range of demographics 
could enrich the understanding of art therapy’s impact.
Maddox et al. (2024) and Hertrampf and Wärja (2017) 
call for standardised protocols in art therapy research 
to facilitate better comparison across studies (2,23). 
Future research should incorporate validated outcome 
measures, such as the Impact of Event Scale (28), to 
provide consistency and reliability in evaluating art 
therapy’s effects. Virtual art therapy could increase access 
to care, especially for those in remote areas or facing 
barriers to in-person sessions. Investigating the efficacy 
of digital art therapy could enhance its accessibility and 
facilitate the adaptation of interventions to the evolving 
landscape of mental health care. Future studies should 
prioritise longitudinal research to evaluate the long-
term sustainability of art therapy’s benefits. Wiswell 
et al. (2019) and Grant (2019) highlighted short-term 
improvements, but extended follow-up is needed 
to determine whether these gains persist (19,21). 
Longitudinal studies could provide valuable insights 
into the lasting impact of art therapy on sexual health, 
informing best practices for therapeutic care.

Art therapy has shown significant potential in 



Mal J Med Health Sci 22(SUPP4): 100-111, April 2026103

Malaysian Journal of Medicine and Health Sciences (eISSN 2636-9346)

work’s impact and interconnections. Similarly, Web 
of Science is renowned for its rigorous indexing and 
comprehensive citation data, ensuring researchers can 
access high-quality, peer-reviewed literature. Its citation 
tracking capabilities enable in-depth exploration of 
citation networks and the identification of seminal works 
in various disciplines. These databases offer a powerful 
combination of extensive coverage, citation analysis, 
and research impact metrics, making them essential for 
ensuring a thorough and rigorous literature review.

meta-analyses, books, book series, chapters, and 
conference proceedings not covered in recent studies. 
The review is limited to English-language publications 
from 2020 to 2024. The selection of studies published 
within five years was intentional, aiming to capture the 
most recent developments in art therapy and sexual 
health. This period encompasses significant shifts in 
therapeutic practices, including the integration of 
digital modalities, trauma-informed approaches, and 
a renewed focus on sexuality within mental health 
discourse. By concentrating on this timeframe, the 
review ensures relevance to contemporary clinical 
settings and addresses the latest research trends (33,34). 
In the final screening, 29 publications were excluded 
due to duplication.

Table I The search string.

Sco-
pus

TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( “art therapy” OR “expressive art ther-
apy” OR “creative art therapy” OR “creative expressive 
art therapy” ) AND sexual* ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( DOC-
TYPE , “ar” ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE , “English” 
) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 2020 ) OR LIMIT-TO 
( PUBYEAR , 2021 ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 2022 ) 
OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 2023 ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PU-
BYEAR , 2024 ) )

Date of Access: September 2024

Wos

(“art therapy” or “expressive art therapy” or “creative art 
therapy” or “creative expressive art therapy”) AND sex-
ual* (Topic) and Article (Document Types) and English 
(Languages) and 2024 or 2023 or 2022 or 2021 or 2020 
(Publication Years)

Date of Access: September 2024

 
Although the Cochrane Library is widely regarded 
as a gold-standard repository for systematic reviews, 
its methodological framework is primarily geared 
towards clinical trials and evidence-based healthcare 
interventions. In contrast, this study employed a 
Systematic Literature Review (SLR) approach with Scopus 
and Web of Science, both of which are comprehensive 
and multidisciplinary databases known for their robust 
coverage of peer-reviewed publications across diverse 
research paradigms, including qualitative and mixed-
methods studies. The decision to exclude Cochrane 
was also influenced by practical constraints; conducting 
a Cochrane review requires protocol registration, 
committee approval, and a longer preparatory phase, 
which was not feasible within the timeframe of this 
project. As such, the selected databases were appropriate 
for the conceptual and thematic scope of this review.
In the initial phase of the systematic review, a total of 
327 papers relevant to the research topic were identified 
from the two databases.

Screening
Potential research items were evaluated during the 
screening phase to ensure alignment with the predefined 
research question (s). This process involved selecting 
studies related to art therapy in sexual health while 
eliminating duplicates. Initially, 231 publications were 
excluded, resulting in a final selection of 96 papers 
for further assessment based on specific inclusion and 
exclusion criteria (see Table II). The primary selection 
criterion emphasises literature that offers practical 
recommendations and includes reviews, meta-synthesis, 

Table II The selection criterion for searching

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Language English Non-English

Time line 2020 – 2024 < 2019

Literature type Journal (Article) Conference, Book, 
Review

Eligibility
In the third step, the eligibility phase, 67 papers were 
selected for detailed evaluation (Fig. 1). During this 
stage, the titles and key content of all papers were 
thoroughly reviewed to ensure they met the inclusion 
criteria and aligned with the objectives of the present 
study. Consequently, 45 papers were excluded for being 
outside the research scope, lacking a relevant title, 
having abstracts unrelated to the study’s purpose, or not 
providing full-text access based on empirical evidence. 
This review applied the Critical Appraisal Skills 
Programme (CASP) tool, comprising eight criteria, 
as outlined in Table III. The quality assessment was 
conducted by experienced professionals in the fields 
of art therapy, psychology, and psychiatry. The CASP 
framework served as a reference point for systematically 
evaluating the credibility and rigour of diverse study 
designs. Each study was rated as excellent, good, or 
moderate, based on several core elements: clarity of 
research objectives, appropriateness of methodology and 
design, suitability of participant recruitment, procedures 
for data collection and analysis, transparency of results, 
and the overall contribution of the study to the field 
(35). As a result, 22 articles were retained for further 
assessment.  

Data Abstraction and Analysis
An integrative analysis was employed as a key assessment 
strategy in this study, to examine and synthesise various 
research designs, primarily quantitative method, with 
the aim of identifying relevant topics and subtopics. 
The data collection phase served as the initial step in 
developing thematic categories. As illustrated in Figure 
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Table III : The quality appraisal

Yes No Total Agree-
ment

Comments

Expert Expert

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Section A: Are the results valid?

Was there a clear statement of the aims of the 
research?

/ / / / / 100 Excellent

Is a research method approach appropriate? / / / / / 100 Excellent

Was the research design appropriate to address 
the aims of the research?

/ / / / / 100 Excellent

Was the recruitment strategy appropriate to the 
aims of the research?

/ / / / / 100 Excellent

Was the data collection in a way that addressed 
the research issues?

/ / / / / 100 Excellent

Section B: What are the results?

Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous? / / / / / 100 Excellent

Is there a clear statement of findings? / / / / / 100 Excellent

Section C: How valuable is the research?

How valuable is the research? / / / / / 100 Excellent

1, the authors meticulously analyse a compilation of 
22 publications, extracting assertions and materials 
pertinent to the study’s focus. Subsequently, significant 
studies related to art therapy in sexual health were 
critically evaluated with particular attention to research 
methodologies and findings. The authors collaborated 
closely with the co-authors to develop themes based 
on the evidence within the study’s context. A detailed 
log was maintain throughout the data analysis process 

to document observations, interpretations and analytic 
insights relevant to data interpretation. Finally, the results 
were compared to identify potential inconsistencies 
in the theme development process. Any conceptual 
disagreements were resolved through discussion among 
the authors to ensure consensus and coherence in 
thematic interpretations.

The authors also compared the findings to identify and 
resolve any discrepancies in the theme development 
process. Any inconsistencies that emerged were 
discussed among the authors to reach a consensus. 
Finally, the themes were refined to ensure coherence 
and consistency. To validate the thematic framework, 
three experts conducted an independent evaluation – 
two specialising in art therapy and one in sexual health. 
This expert review phase was instrumental in ensuring 
the clarity, relevance and adequacy of each subtheme 
by establishing domain validity. Adjustment were made 
based on the author’s discretion, incorporating expert 
feedbacks and comments. The key questions guiding 
this process are as follows: 

1.	 How does art therapy differ from conventional 
trauma-focused therapies in alleviating PTSD symptoms 
and enhancing emotional well-being in individuals who 
have experience sexual abuse and trauma?
2.	 What is the effect of art therapy compared to 
talk-based therapies on self-acceptance and resilience 
among sexual and gender minority clients facing cis-
heterosexism and gender-related trauma?
3.	 How do integrative approaches in art therapy 
(e.g., cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT), eye movement 
desensitisation and reprocessing (EMDR) therapy) impact 

Fig. 1 A proposed search study flow diagram was adapted from the 
PRISMA flowchart (29)
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trauma integration and emotional regulation compared 
to conventional art therapy in individuals with complex 
trauma or dissociation?

RESULT AND FINDING

Art therapy has become a crucial therapeutic approach 
for managing complex psychological challenges 
associated with trauma, sexual health and identity. 
This review categorises recent studies into three key 
themes: (1) Art Therapy for Survivors of Sexual Abuse 
and Trauma, examines the application of art therapy 
in supporting individuals who have experienced 
childhood sexual abuse, military sexual trauma, and 
sexual violence in conflict setting; (2) Art Therapy with 
Sexual and Gender Diverse Clients, which highlights 
therapeutic interventions that address the unique needs 
of LGBTQIA+ individuals, focusing on trauma, cis-
heterosexism, and gender identity; and (3) Integrative and 
Innovative Approaches in Art Therapy, which examines 
cutting-edge practices that integrate art therapy with 
other modalities such as cognitive-behavioural therapy 
(CBT), EMDR, and sex therapy to address multifaceted 
trauma and dissociation. Through thematic analyses, this 
review seeks to offer a comprehensive understanding of 
the varied applications of art therapy in sexual health and 
trauma treatment, highlighting innovative approaches 
and identifying gaps for future research.

THEME 1: Art Therapy for Survivors of Sexual Abuse 
and Trauma
Art therapy has shown promise in supporting trauma 
recovery among individuals with experiences of sexual 
abuse and its associated psychological effects. Malhi 
and Bharti (2023) emphasised its role in managing 
PTSD symptoms among child sexual assault survivors, 
particularly those experiencing family dysfunction, 
emotional neglect, and socioeconomic disadvantage 
(36). Laird and Mulvihill (2022) similarly highlighted 
its impact on alleviating anxiety, dissociation, and 
emotional dysregulation, offering non-verbal pathways 
for expression when verbal communication is hindered 
(37). Raslan et al. (2024) explored trauma narratives, 
revealing how art therapy, combined with dance and 
psychotherapy, helps survivors reconnect with repressed 
memories and regain a sense of identity, fostering 
recovery (38).

For adult survivors, various modalities of art therapy 
have been particularly valuable in addressing complex 
trauma. Chesnot and Kachaamy (2023) demonstrated the 
success of clay art therapy among Yazidi women who 
experienced terrorism-related sexual violence, leading 
to improved PTSD symptoms, emotional regulation, and 
self-esteem (39). Carter et al. (2024) integrated Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy (CBT) with art psychotherapy in 
group settings for survivors of childhood sexual abuse, 
leading to notable reductions in depression and distress, 
along with enhanced self-esteem (40). Integrating 

structured cognitive interventions with creative 
expression provided a practical dual approach to 
emotional healing. Goldner and Herzig Reingold (2024) 
applied the Bird’s Nest Drawing assessment to survivors 
of maternal-perpetrated sexual abuse, uncovering 
themes of abandonment and ambivalent attachment, 
showcasing art therapy’s utility as both a diagnostic and 
therapeutic tool (41).

The adaptability of art therapy across cultural contexts 
has further emphasised its value. Luzzatto et al. (2022) 
implemented a short-term trauma treatment protocol in 
Tanzania, addressing emotion regulation, self-identity, 
and trauma integration through structured workshops 
(42). Improvements in trauma symptoms underscored its 
effectiveness, particularly in low-resource settings. Art 
therapy has shown promise in military sexual trauma 
(MST) recovery, as discussed by Matt et al. (2020), 
who highlighted its integration with evidence-based 
approaches such as dialectical behaviour therapy and 
mindfulness .  Art therapy enhances emotional regulation 
and interpersonal relationships by offering non-verbal 
avenues for survivors to express difficult emotions. 
This holistic approach complemented pharmacological 
treatments and other therapies, underscoring its value in 
multifaceted MST recovery processes (43).

Art therapy’s ability to facilitate non-verbal expression 
and address deep emotional issues has proven 
instrumental across diverse survivor groups. Research 
by Malhi and Bharti (2023), Laird and Mulvihill (2022), 
Chesnot and Kachaamy (2023), Carter et al. (2024), 
Raslan et al. (2024), Luzzatto et al. (2022), Matt et 
al. (2020), and Goldner and Herzig Reingold (2024) 
highlight its role in reducing PTSD symptoms, enhancing 
self-esteem, and promoting trauma recovery. Additional 
research is required to confirm these findings through 
larger, standardise studies, ensuring greater clinical 
applicability and generalisability.  

THEME 2: Art Therapy with Sexual and Gender Diverse 
Clients
Art therapy for sexual and gender diverse (SGD) 
individuals has been explored as a potentially supportive 
approach for processing trauma, navigating identity-
related experiences, and addressing the psychological 
impact of systemic discrimination, with emerging 
evidence suggesting benefits in promoting empowerment 
and resilience. Various innovative, inclusive, and 
culturally responsive approaches have been developed 
to cater to the specific need of this population. 

Van Den Berg and Anderson (2023) introduced the 
concepts of Queer Worldmaking (QWM), a sex-
positive art therapy framework prioritising inclusive, 
safe spaces. By affirming sexual and gender diversity as 
valuable ways of knowing, QWM facilitates individual 
healing while supporting broader social transformation 
(44). Van Den Berg (2024) further expand through 
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the Ar(t)chive method, which engages SGD clients 
in revisiting queer historical forms to connect with 
shared experiences, fostering community bonds and 
resilience. By challenging societal misinformation, this 
retro-activist process strengthens the understanding of 
identities across differences (45). Similarly, Van Den Berg 
(2024) emphasised the role of art therapy in addressing 
cis-heterosexist violence, advocating for culturally 
responsive strategies such as externalising experiences, 
fostering positive identity development, and facilitating 
community connections. This work highlights the need 
for subjective approaches, such as self-reflection and 
creative expression, and objective strategies, including 
affirming studio practices and advocacy (46). 

Somatic approaches in art therapy have also been 
instrumental for SGD clients. Hetherington (2024) 
introduced the Somatic Small Body Map Protocol, 
combining psychodynamic art therapy with somatic 
experiencing to address trauma caused by societal 
microaggressions (47). This method lets clients visually 
map bodily sensations, fostering emotional regulation 
and reducing anxiety. Hetherington, Della Cagnoletta, 
and Minghini (2021) explored body tracing as an 
empowering tool during gender transitioning, providing 
a space to reclaim bodily autonomy and strengthen 
agency (48). This process integrates self-awareness, 
allowing clients to modify their body representations, 
which enhances their sense of control over their 
transitioning experience.

Culturally sensitive interventions remain critical for 
addressing sexual identity challenges in restrictive 
settings. Mazdeyasna (2023) highlighted a case study 
of an Iranian woman who explored her sexuality 
through art therapy (5). This approach provided a safe, 
empowering environment to reconcile personal identity 
with societal expectations, offering relief from sexual 
repression. Kirby (2023) also supported incorporating 
sex-positive approaches into art therapy, highlighting the 
need to challenge sex-negative cultural norms (49). By 
encouraging healthy, affirming discussions of sexuality, 
art therapy supports sexual well-being and validates 
diverse sexual identities.

These studies collectively demonstrate the transformative 
role of art therapy for sexually and gender-diverse clients. 
Methods such as Ar(t)chive, Queer Worldmaking, 
somatic mapping, and body tracing foster identity 
exploration, trauma recovery, and emotional resilience. 
Research by Hetherington et al. (2021), Kirby (2023), 
Van Den Berg and Anderson (2023), Mazdeyasna 
(2023), Hetherington (2024), and Van Den Berg (2024) 
underscores the value of sex-positive, trauma-sensitive, 
and culturally responsive practices. These approaches 
facilitate individual healing and challenge systemic 
marginalisation, contributing to broader social justice 
efforts that affirm and empower diverse identities.

THEME 3: Integrative and Innovative Approaches in Art 
Therapy
Integrative and innovative approaches in art therapy 
have been increasingly applied to support individuals 
dealing with trauma, intimacy-related difficulties, self-
image concerns, and sexual identity exploration, using 
creative processes informed by therapeutic frameworks. 
Combining traditional therapeutic methods with artistic 
expression fosters emotional healing, self-reconciliation, 
relational improvement, and personal empowerment.
The integration of art therapy with trauma-focused 
techniques has been particularly effective in supporting 
survivors of complex PTSD and other trauma-related 
challenges. Sigal (2021) illustrated how integrating Eye 
Movement Desensitisation and Reprocessing (EMDR) 
with art therapy facilitated the processing of embodied 
trauma in survivors of childhood sexual abuse (50). 
Interoceptive techniques and trauma-informed practices 
were pivotal in managing emotional distress and 
enhancing self-regulation. Likewise, Kehr and Haeyen 
(2024) utilised imagery rehearsal-based art therapy (IR-
AT) to address post-traumatic nightmares in individuals 
with borderline personality disorder (BPD) (51). The 
creative, non-verbal approach reduced nightmares, 
increased self-efficacy, and helped clients confront 
traumatic memories without emotional overwhelm. 
These studies highlight the value of integrating art 
therapy into trauma recovery frameworks to foster 
stabilisation and healing.

Art therapy has also proven instrumental in addressing 
complex self-perceptions and fostering reconciliation. 
Malhotra and Gussak (2023) explored metaphorical 
artmaking to externalise internalised “demonic” self-
images among individuals labelled as sex offenders, 
facilitating emotional release, self-awareness, and 
societal reintegration (52). Galinsky (2023) introduced 
diorama-making as a therapeutic tool to address sexual 
identity, body acceptance, and empowerment, offering 
clients a safe, contained space for self-reflection and 
affirmation (53). Together, these studies emphasise 
the therapeutic power of symbolic and metaphorical 
expression for confronting emotional and identity-
related challenges.

Strength-based and culturally sensitive interventions 
underscore the adaptability of art therapy across diverse 
contexts. Malhotra and Gussak (2021) presented The 
Journey, a strength-based art therapy model that offers 
non-confrontational strategies to reflect on past actions, 
express remorse, and foster belonging (54). Varshney 
et al. (2024) integrated mindfulness, Pranayama, and 
art therapy to address self-silencing and dissociation 
in adolescent trauma survivors (55). The culturally 
tailored approach strengthened coping mechanisms and 
promoted emotional resilience, illustrating art therapy’s 
potential to support healing in diverse populations.
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Art therapy’s integration with relationship-focused 
frameworks has shown great promise in addressing 
intimacy and relational challenges. Metzl (2020) 
highlighted the effectiveness of integrating Emotionally 
Focused Therapy (EFT) and art therapy in couple’s 
treatment. This approach addresses sexual histories, 
attachment injuries, and reconciliation to strengthen 
relational bonds. Creative tools are used to assess 
needs, manage sensitivities, and foster deeper emotional 
understanding. Metzl also emphasised the importance 
of specialised training for art therapists to effectively 
address complex relational issues, further enhancing the 
scope of art therapy in relational contexts (56).

Innovative techniques continue to expand art therapy’s 
therapeutic landscape. Sigal and Rob (2021) emphasised 
the importance of trauma-informed, embodied practices, 
while Kehr and Haeyen (2024) highlighted the benefits 
of creative, indirect approaches for trauma symptom 
management. Galinsky (2023) and Malhotra and Gussak 
(2023) further demonstrated the value of symbolic 
tools such as dioramas and metaphorical imagery in 
promoting self-awareness and transformation. These 
findings collectively emphasise the versatility of art 
therapy in addressing trauma, relational issues, and self-
identity challenges through creative expression.

In conclusion, art therapy’s integration with trauma-
focused, relationship-centred, and culturally 
sensitive frameworks underscores its adaptability and 
transformative potential. Studies by Metzl (2020), Sigal 
and Rob (2021), Kehr and Haeyen (2024), Malhotra 
and Gussak (2021, 2023), Varshney et al. (2024), and 
Galinsky (2023) highlight the effectiveness of these 
approaches in fostering healing, empowerment, and 
resilience. Future research should aim to standardise 
these practices and expand their clinical applications to 
maximise their impact on diverse populations.

DISCUSSION

Art therapy has been identified as a flexible modality 
with growing application in three key areas: supporting 
trauma recovery among survivors of sexual abuse, 
responding to the distinct needs of sexually and gender-
diverse individuals, and fostering healing through 
integrative and creative therapeutic approaches. Each 
thematic area highlights art therapy’s unique ability to 
promote emotional resilience, self-reconciliation, and 
identity exploration through creative and evidence-
based methodologies.

For individuals with histories of sexual abuse and 
trauma, art therapy has been reported to support 
the management of PTSD symptoms, dissociative 
experiences, and emotional regulation difficulties. 
Studies have emphasised its ability to offer non-verbal 
pathways for emotional expression, particularly in 
cases where the impact of trauma hinders verbal 

communication (57). This has proven valuable for 
both children and adults experiencing psychological 
consequences such as anxiety, self-blame, and low self-
esteem (58,59,60). Culturally sensitive interventions 
have further highlighted art therapy’s adaptability across 
diverse settings, showing its ability to address trauma 
in resource-limited environments. Integration with 
established therapies such as Cognitive Behavioural 
Therapy (CBT) has produced promising results, 
particularly when addressing complex and long-term 
trauma symptoms (61).

Within the domain of work with sexually and gender-
diverse clients, art therapy has been explored as a 
supportive approach for facilitating identity development, 
addressing experiences of systemic discrimination, and 
encouraging a sense of empowerment (62). Innovative art 
therapy approaches have created safe, inclusive spaces 
for clients to explore their identities while challenging 
societal norms (63,64). Somatic-based techniques, 
including body mapping and body tracing, have 
facilitated emotional regulation and autonomy during 
processes like gender transitioning (65). Additionally, 
culturally sensitive interventions have enabled clients 
to reconcile personal identities with restrictive social 
and cultural expectations (66). Art therapy’s focus 
on fostering self-awareness and externalising lived 
experiences has strengthened its role as a supportive 
intervention for SGD populations (67).

Integrative and innovative art therapy approaches 
have expanded their therapeutic utility by combining 
creative practices with trauma-focused frameworks 
and culturally responsive models. These methods 
have addressed challenges such as post-traumatic 
nightmares, internalised negative self-perceptions, and 
dissociative symptoms. Integrating art therapy with Eye 
Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), 
mindfulness, and imagery rehearsal therapy (68, 69, 70) 
has proven effective in managing emotional overwhelm 
and enhancing trauma processing. Techniques such 
as diorama-making and metaphorical art have been 
particularly beneficial in addressing self-identity, sexual 
empowerment, and reconciliation of destructive self-
images (71). Strength-based frameworks have also shown 
value in non-confrontational interventions, helping 
clients reflect on past actions, express remorse, and 
foster belonging within a secure therapeutic alliance.
In summary, art therapy has been increasingly recognised 
as a supportive approach to trauma recovery, identity 
exploration, and emotional expression. Its integration of 
creative modalities with therapeutic frameworks suggests 
potential adaptability across different populations 
and mental health contexts. The reviewed studies 
underscore art therapy’s transformative role in managing 
trauma symptoms, fostering identity development, and 
promoting resilience through culturally responsive 
and innovative techniques. Further research remains 
essential to standardise best practices and expand its 
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clinical applications, ensuring broader accessibility and 
long-term impact.

CONCLUSION

Art therapy has been increasingly explored as a 
supportive intervention in trauma recovery, identity 
development, and the psychological care of sexually 
and gender-diverse individuals. Through the integration 
of creative expression and psychotherapeutic 
frameworks, it may offer a meaningful avenue for 
addressing complex emotional issues such as post-
traumatic stress, dissociation, and emotion regulation 
difficulties. Its flexibility across different cultural 
and clinical contexts highlights its potential utility, 
particularly among marginalised populations and in 
settings with limited resources. Emerging techniques 
such as Queer Worldmaking, Ar(t)chive, diorama-
based storytelling, and somatic-informed practices — 
alongside adaptations of established modalities like 
CBT, EMDR, and mindfulness — reflect the growing 
diversity in art therapy practice. These approaches have 
shown promise in enhancing empowerment, fostering 
self-reflection, and supporting resilience, particularly 
in navigating identity-related and systemic challenges. 
Nonetheless, the current body of evidence is largely 
composed of small-scale, qualitative, or exploratory 
studies. Further empirical research — including larger, 
methodologically rigorous investigations — is essential 
to strengthen the evidence base, standardise practices, 
and evaluate outcomes across broader populations. 
Advancing access and refining therapeutic models 
will be key to maximising art therapy’s relevance and 
contribution to mental health care.
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