
ehu.ac.uk

Prof Vicky Karkou

Edge Hill University

Research Centre for Arts and Wellbeing

Arts therapies
What is the evidence that arts 
therapies can reduce depression 
and increase wellbeing across the 
life span? Relevant examples and 
important considerations from 
process and outcome studies

#EHUartswellbeing

https://sites.edgehill.ac.uk/rcaw/



ehu.ac.uk

Prof Vicky Karkou
Faculty of Health, Social Care and Medicine



Research team and scope

#EHUartswellbeinghttps://sites.edgehill.ac.uk/rcaw/



#EHUartswellbeinghttps://sites.edgehill.ac.uk/rcaw/

Aim of presentation

• Arts Therapies: What are they?​

• Outcome studies: Do they work? 
With whom?​

• Therapeutic factors: What 
supports therapeutic change?

• Future research: What next?



Arts Therapies
What are they?



Definition

Arts therapies (or arts psychotherapies) are:

“… the creative use of the artistic media as vehicles for 
non-verbal and/or symbolic communication, within a 
holding environment, encouraged by a well-defined 
client-therapist relationship, in order to achieve personal 
and/or social therapeutic goals appropriate for the 
individual” (Karkou and Sanderson 2006, p. 46).

Four sub-disciplines in the UK:

Art, music, drama and dance movement therapy



Training
• 2-year-long Masters (MA or MSc) University-based qualifications

Registration
• Health and Care Professions Council, next to clinical psychologists, 

counselling psychologists, occupational therapists and physiotherapists

• UK Council for Psychotherapy, next to psychoanalysts and humanistic 
psychotherapists

• British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy next to person-
centred counsellors and cognitive behavioural therapists

Professional status in the UK



Main work environments
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Outcome studies
Does it work? With whom?



Working 
with 

children



Children with cancer, asthma, those 
born preterm, ADHD, autism



Although many 

practitioners work with 

children and young 

people, outcome studies 

in this area remain 

limited.

Children and young people

Systematic reviews on 
emotional/behavioural

difficulties



Examples from research in schools

Children with emotional/behavioural

difficulties
Improvements sustained for 12 months after the intervention:

• Quality of Life – self reported (HRQOL)

• Wellbeing and life functioning – self reported (CORS)

• Emotional and behavioural difficulties – assess by teachers 

(SDQ)

• Quality of sleep (fitbits)

• No differences between different types of arts therapies

(Moula, Powell and Karkou 2020)



Moula, Karkou and Powell 2022



Schools
Feasibility RCT in 5 schools in the North 

West of England with a trauma-informed 

creative therapy groups.

More outcome studies

Hospitals

Feasibility RCT in specialist mental health 
services in hospitals as a group treatment for 
children and young people with symptoms of 
depression.



Working 
with adults



Adults with PTSD, anxiety, 
cancer, heart conditions, pain



Systematic reviews in music, dance, art, 
drama therapy for depression

Adults

Systematic reviews of 
studies with adults 

with depression

There is a growing number of 

studies that testify on the 

effectiveness of arts therapies 

on measures of depression. 

However, most studies do not 

have an active control.



Examples from research in the NHS

ERA study – a multi-site trial on group 
arts therapies with people with 
diagnostically heterogeneous psychiatric 
patients; NIHR – HTA



Arts for the Blues

What is it?
What do participants think?
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Adults:

• Primary mental health 
care - GMMH NHS FT

• University of Salford 
Clinic

• Mothers and babies / 
parents and infants / 
mothers and pre-school 
children with lived 
experience of domestic 
abuse – community 
organisations

Children and young 
people:

• Schools in the North West 
of England

• Children’s hospital - Alder 
Hey Children’s NHS FT 
CAMHS

• Training for therapists -
Greater Manchester 
CAMHS

• RCT feasibility study -
RfPB application

Helping professionals:

• Multi-level intervention 
via Staff Psychology 
Support Service at large 
NHS Trust - LUFT

• Doctors in training – HEE 
funding

• Mental health staff -
RfPB application in 
preparation

Who is this group for?



Working with 
older adults



Older adults with Parkinson's, 
dementia, hypertension, stroke, those at 
pre- or post-operative care



Older adults

Systematic reviews of 
studies with older 
adults with mental 

health concerns

There are neither large 

scale multi-national trials 

in arts therapies nor 

studies on combined 

approaches.



Example from research in care homes



The Arts and Health Office at WHO and the 
new WHO Jameel Arts and Health Lab



Commissioned work on the first
WHO-Lancet Global Series



Therapeutic factors
What supports therapeutic change?



Therapeutic 
factors

NYU – World Health Organization Arts and Health Launch Event, September 
2021



Therapeutic factors



Results
19 domains

1. Embodiment 
(n=14)

2. Concretization 
(n=10)

3. Symbolism and 
metaphor (n=8)

4. Interaction 
through the arts 

(n = 19)

5. Creativity 

(n = 13)

6. Artistic pleasure 
(n = 13)

7. Modulating in 
time and space 

(n = 14) 

8. Developing skills 
(n = 16)

9. Active 
engagement 

(n = 15)

10. Non-verbal 
expression 

(n = 11) 

11. Connection 
with self (n = 12)

12. Therapeutic 
alliance and bond 

(n = 10) 

13. Group 
processes 

(n = 25)

14. Structure 

(n = 17)

15. Agency 

(n = 24)

16. Emotional 
elicitation and 

processing (n = 23) 

17. Understanding 
(n = 24)

18. Remembering 
(n = 5)

19. Environment 
(n=10)



Embodiment

• Body Awareness

• Physicality of the 
arts

• Experiencing the 
body

Concretization

• Creating 
something visible

• Re-enactment

• Self display

• Visual narratives

Symbolism and 
metaphor

• Symbolic work

• Metaphor

• Unconscious 
processing 
through the arts

Three domains with therapeutic factors labelled joint &/or specific



Towards 
mechanisms 

of change

Neuroscience Meets Dance in Therapy



Neuroscience Meets Dance in Therapy



Future research
What is next?



Future research

• Large good quality outcome 
studies with manualised
interventions for specific 
populations

• Neuroscientific studies to 
understand the process:

• Participant observation

• Synchrony and mirroring

• Movement meditation

• Implementation studies are also 
urgently needed
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Arts4Us: a collaboration with over 
50 partners
£2.5 million to scale up place-based 
arts initiatives that support the 
mental health of children and young 
people

Implementation studies



Questions


