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Abstract
Purpose of Review The benefits of arts in improving well-being in end-of-life patients have been stated by the WHO. To 
inspire clinical practice and future research, we performed a mapping review of the current evidence on the effectiveness of 
art therapy interventions in stage III and IV cancer patients and their relatives.
Recent Findings We identified 14 studies. Benefits reported by the authors were grouped as improved emotional and spiritual 
condition, symptom relief, perception of well-being, satisfaction, and helpfulness. As a body of evidence, notable limitations 
were observed: Only 1 study was a randomized controlled trial (RCT), and there was heterogeneity in the interventions and 
outcome measures. 
Summary This mapping review highlights the evidence available on the effectiveness of art therapy in advanced cancer, 
which remains limited and presents specific challenges. It also provides a visual representation of the reported benefits, 
encouraging further and more rigorous investigation.

Keywords Art therapy · Advanced cancer · Integrative care · Palliative care · Suffering · Evidence

Introduction

Advanced cancer represents a huge threat to the affected 
person as a whole. Often, patients face intense fear, pro-
longed stress, and much suffering as a consequence of the 
progression of the disease, experiencing pain or other symp-
toms in a multiplied and intensified way, accumulating many 

functional losses, and feeling the close possibility of death. 
Their relatives also suffer from these circumstances. As the 
WHO has stated [1], the appropriate response to this situ-
ation is the application of comprehensive palliative care. 
Unfortunately, palliative care is far from being an available 
and equitable resource in all health systems and countries.

Among the various types of complementary interven-
tions that are suggested as part of the palliative approach 
to address patients’ physical, emotional, social, and spir-
itual needs are those based on health-applied arts. The 
visual, musical, physical, literary, and theatrical arts 
applicable to health represent a broad field that encom-
passes very varied disciplines and interventions, usually 
considered complex due to their holistic nature. Another 
recent authoritative WHO report [2••] notes the poten-
tial benefits of some of these approaches in supporting 
end-of-life care and bereavement. Also, a recent inter-
national handbook offers a cross-cultural perspective of 
how art therapy can help individuals, groups, families, 
communities, and nations facing death and dying as well 
as grief and loss [3••].

The most recognized international sources [4, 5] state that 
art therapy requires the use of art media for self-expression, 
reflection, and communication in the presence of a trained 
art therapist. According to these sources, as an integrative 
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mental health and human services profession, art therapy 
enriches the lives of users through active art-making, crea-
tive process, applied psychological theory, and human expe-
rience within a psychotherapeutic relationship. Users do 
not need to have any previous art experience or knowledge. 
Within this context, art is not a diagnostic tool, a lesson, or a 
recreational activity, although the sessions can be enjoyable. 
Art therapy is provided in groups or individually, with per-
sonalized interventions according to the therapeutic needs 
of the users, and includes patient assessment, treatment, 
and evaluation of response [6]. For appropriate professional 
practice as an art therapist, the emphasis has been repeat-
edly placed on the importance of specific training and deep 
personal knowledge based on introspection [4–6]. However, 
the multimodal essence of art therapy, which affects different 
aspects of the individual, represents a considerable challenge 
regarding the appropriateness of research methodologies to 
evaluate the many and diverse possible interventions.

Art-making interventions and creative art therapies 
are largely used in many cancer care settings, particularly 
in the early stages, in which significant improvements in 
anxiety, depression, pain intensity, and quality of life have 
been reported by several systematic reviews [7–14], four 
with meta-analysis [8, 9, 12, 14]. But evidence about the 
use of art therapy for palliative purposes in advanced can-
cer patients is not easily available due to the difficulties 
in conducting research studies in these complex clinical 
situations. We, therefore, sought to contribute to this field 
by conducting a mapping review focused on identifying 
and describing the clinical studies that have assessed the 
effectiveness of art therapy in patients with advanced can-
cer and their families.

Methods

Study Eligibility Criteria

Type of Study

We included systematic reviews and quantitative or qualita-
tive primary studies. We excluded narrative reviews, case 
series, case reports, research protocols, editorials, letters, 
conference proceedings, dissertation abstracts, book reviews, 
and book chapters.

Type of Participants

We included advanced cancer patients and their relatives/
caregivers. Advanced cancer was defined as that classified in 
the studies as stages III or IV. Studies that included at least 
50% of patients in these stages were selected.

Type of Interventions

We included interventions with an active visual art-making 
and creative process involving the participants in the pres-
ence of a trained art therapist. All types of control modalities 
were accepted. We excluded other creative therapy interven-
tions such as music therapy, dance/movement therapy, drama 
therapy, psychodrama, and poetry therapy.

Language

We included full texts in English, French, or Spanish.

Search Methods for Identification of Studies

We searched MEDLINE (via PubMed), CINAHL, and Psy-
cINFO (both via EBSCOHost) from January 2000 to Janu-
ary 2022. We defined a list of controlled vocabulary and 
text terms related to the intervention and the population of 
interest. The searches were adapted to the requirements of 
each database. We did not set restrictions for the electronic 
searches. Additionally, we checked the reference lists from 
relevant documents to retrieve additional studies.

Data Collection and Analysis

We performed a title and abstract screening of the results 
obtained from the search conducted by one author (IS). We 
then obtained the full text of the selected studies, and they 
were assessed by two authors (NC and AP), independently 
and in duplicate. The studies that did not meet the inclusion 
criteria were recorded with their reasons for exclusion. Any 
disagreements, either in the title-and-abstract or the full-text 
phase, were solved by consensus or, when necessary, by the 
remaining authors (XB and IS). The selection process was 
detailed as a PRISMA flow chart.

The following data were extracted from each study and 
tabulated: authors, year of publication, country, number and 
age of participants, clinical setting, proportion of stage III 
and IV participants in the sample, description of the inter-
vention, outcome measures, and results.

The authors’ conclusions from the quantitative studies 
were classified for descriptive purposes as “beneficial” or “no 
differential effect” between the intervention and the compara-
tor. We developed a specific evidence map in which the rows 
listed the outcomes measured, and the columns contained 
whether the intervention was reported as “beneficial” or “no 
differential effect.” Geometrical shapes indicated the study 
design, while their sizes and colors indicated the number of 
studies included and the target population of the intervention. 
Data synthesis was presented as the results of the review, fol-
lowed by a discussion around the most relevant headings and 
subheadings that emerged from the results.
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Results

The PRISMA flow chart with the selection process of the 
studies included is detailed in Fig. 1. Table 1 summarizes the 
study characteristics according to the information reported 
by the respective authors.

Target Populations and Study Designs

Fourteen studies [15–28] met the inclusion criteria, among 
which 9 presented results exclusively in patients, 3 in 
patients and relatives, 1 exclusively in relatives, and 1 in rel-
atives and health care professionals. The study designs were 
1 RCT (in patients), 9 quasi-experimental studies (among 

which were 1 non-randomized controlled study, 3 pre-post 
studies, and 5 pre-post studies combined with observational 
studies), and qualitative designs (3 in patients and 1 in rela-
tives/professionals). Depending on the corresponding study 
design, control groups consisted of participants that served 
as their own comparators (9 studies), or taking standard care 
(3 studies) as a comparator.

Samples and Patient Characteristics

The total sample consisted of 540 patients (sample range: 
10–177, sample median of quantitative studies: 35), of 
which 325 were women and 215 were men, with a mean age 
of 57.6 years (range: 19–85 years); there were 131 family 

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow chart
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members. The proportion of stage III and IV patients in 
the total sample was 80.5% (9 of the 14 studies had 100%). 
The sample populations were inpatients in 8 of the 14 stud-
ies, outpatients in 5 studies, and mixed in 1 study. Settings 
were in palliative care/hospice units in 7 of the 14 studies, 
in oncology/hematology services in 6 studies, and mixed 
in 1 study.

Art Therapy Interventions

Interventions were carried out as an individual in 11 studies 
and as a group in 3 studies, with a mean duration of 53 min 
(20–97 min) and 150 min, respectively. All interventions 
fulfilled the art therapy conditions of fostering the genera-
tion of artwork using visual art materials followed by free 
verbal expression and meaning-making favored by the art 
therapist. Painting (including collage), drawing, and clay-
ing were the most used artistic methods. However, others 
were sometimes introduced, such as photographing, con-
templating reproductions of artworks, listening to music, 
and reading poems. Occasionally, craft making, guided visu-
alizations, walks in a natural environment, meditation, or 
mindful breathing exercises were combined with the artistic 
activities. Consequently, the scheme and sequence of the 
interventions were variable. In 6 of the 14 studies, reference 
was made to the specific training of the art therapist, with 
terms such as qualified, certified, or accredited, in the text 
or in the authors’ credentials.

Outcome Evaluation

In patients, authors used validated instruments to measure 
outcomes that included symptoms (pain, tiredness, ill-being, 
insomnia), emotional aspects (anxiety, depression, distress), 
spiritual well-being, sense of coherence, and quality of life. 
In relatives, they included anxiety, depression, somatization, 
and bereavement.

Other outcomes were evaluated using instruments (scales, 
questionnaires) that had not previously undergone a valida-
tion process. This was the case in patients for the assessment 
of aesthetic aspects (perception and appreciation of beauty, 
degree of pleasure from the artworks, creativity), perceived 
helpfulness from the intervention, meaning of life, sadness, 
social unavailability, and lack of wishes. This was also the 
case in relatives for perceived helpfulness, satisfaction, and 
support service evaluation.

Art Therapy Effects

Figure 2 shows the map of the effect of the interventions for 
the 22 outcomes evaluated.

Table 2 describes which art therapy modalities were 
related to the observed effects. These modalities had in Ta
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common the artistic techniques of painting or collage. How-
ever, no comparison study has been reported to determine 
which method and sequence of techniques is the most help-
ful for which symptom or condition.

In patients, anxiety and depression were the outcomes 
that were evaluated most frequently (8 studies) [18, 20, 
23–28], mainly using the HADS or ESAS scales. Six stud-
ies showed statistically significant reductions, 5 compared 
to their own controls [18, 20, 23, 26, 27] and 1 compared to 
a standard care group [25].

In 3 of the 5 studies that assessed the intensity of symp-
toms using ESAS with patients as their own controls, signifi-
cant reductions were observed in pain [18, 20, 23], anxiety, 
and depression. The same proportion of studies showed a 
significant reduction in ill-being [18, 20, 23]. Two of these 
studies showed a significant improvement in fatigue [21, 28].

Statistically significant improvements in spiritual 
well-being in patients, evaluated using the FACIT-Sp 
scale, were observed in two studies [22, 23], one of them 
with RCT design [28], comparing a 6-session individual 
modality art therapy intervention group with a standard 
care control group in 40 patients. In this latter study, 
when the sample was not 100% composed of patients 
with advanced cancer, they performed statistical analysis 
to examine the effects of the intervention as a function 
of two variables: cancer stage and participants’ age. The 
results suggested that the effect of art therapy treatment 
versus standard treatment was greater in young patients 
than in older patients, but that there were no differences 
according to cancer stage. In a third study [24], a signifi-
cant increase was observed in the score for the search for 
the meaning of life (using a non-validated scale), the par-
ticipating patients being their own controls. In addition, 
one observational study [16] and two qualitative studies 
[15, 21] reported benefits categorized in the existential 
and/or spiritual sphere.

Regarding specific feelings of the aesthetic experience, 
two pre-post studies [18, 20] showed statistically significant 
increases in the degree of creativity and artistic apprecia-
tion (perception of beauty), using specific but non-validated 
self-assessment tools. These results were corroborated by 
the results of two observational studies [16, 23], in which 
participants showed a high sense of satisfaction with the 
creation after the intervention.

In relatives, in one quasi-experimental study [19], 
significantly fewer symptoms of prolonged grief were 
observed than in the standard care control group, using 
the PG13 scale. With non-validated instruments, a signifi-
cantly greater perceived support service from the hospital 
was observed compared to the control [19]. Benefits of 
perceived helpfulness from art therapy and satisfaction 
with the intervention were also reported in observational 
studies [20, 23].

No harmful effects were reported. However, one study 
[24], in which participating patients were their own controls, 
with no differential effect on the quality of life measured 
by the EORTC QLQ, mentioned a reduction in role func-
tioning due to a decrease in activities of daily living, which 
the authors attributed to disease progression during the two 
months of intervention.

Discussion

This mapping review sought to identify and describe the 
clinical studies that have assessed the effectiveness of art 
therapy (defined as a process of art-making within a bond 
of psychotherapeutic relationship with an art therapist) 
in patients with advanced cancer and/or their families. 
Although some reviews already exist on cancer patients 
[7–14], to our knowledge, this is the first attempt specifically 
focused on advanced cancer stages, in order to clarify the 
soundness of the existing evidence for the use of art therapy 
in this situation, following an exhaustive database search and 
providing a user-friendly visual approach.

In our review, only one study was RCT [28]. Most of the 
other quantitative studies, 9 of 10, were quasi-experimental 
with heterogeneous types of interventions, variables, and 
assessment instruments, and most had 1 arm. As is well 
known, non-pharmacological interventions present specific 
challenges and are less frequently evaluated through the 
more demanding design of RCT, compared to drug treat-
ments [29], especially in end-of-life conditions. The great 
vulnerability of patients who are facing death adds to the 
difficulty in evaluating a complex holistic intervention that 
has a personalized approach [30]. Although basic visual arts 
materials were systematically used in the included studies, 
specifically those of painting or collage, there was variabil-
ity in the art activities described in the interventions. This 
implies a limitation to the need for standardized methods in 
evidence-based practice research. At the same time, using 
a flexible, wide range of art experiences is also a defining 
characteristic and strength of the creative arts therapies to 
address specific therapeutic issues for individual patients, 
provided the tailoring is based on the extensive experience 
of a qualified professional [6].

Taking these limitations into account, the reported ben-
efits of art therapy in the included studies can be grouped 
into three categories as presented below.

Improved Emotional and Spiritual Condition

The proximity of death usually causes fear and even ter-
ror [31] and can lead to traumatic experiences [32]. The 
improvement in anxiety and depression [18, 20, 25–27] and 
reduction in the proportion of elevated distress in one RCT 
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[28] were the most mentioned benefits in patients. These 
results could relate to the calming, relaxing, mindful, and 
expressive effects of the art therapy sessions described in the 
observational part of some of these studies and in qualitative 
designs [16, 17].

Some results suggest the effects of art therapy at a spirit-
ual level. Participants felt more acceptance of their situation, 
a greater sense of peace and harmony, and strength in spir-
itual beliefs after the intervention, compared with standard 
care participants [28]. Own control participants felt improve-
ments in peace, meaning, and faith [27]. Balfour Mount [33] 
observed that establishing human connections at an intra-, 
inter-, and transpersonal level can transform experiences 
of suffering and anguish in the dying into experiences of 
wholeness and integrity and facilitate a peaceful death. The 
reported results, together with data from observational [16, 
18, 20, 23] and qualitative [15, 21] studies, which mentioned 
feeling hopeful, happy, and full of gratitude, even in such 
adverse conditions, suggest that art therapy interventions 
could address spiritual needs and facilitate the healing con-
nections identified by Mount.

Family caregivers in the context of incurable cancer 
seem to experience more pronounced anxiety, while patients 
report greater depressive symptoms [34]. The included stud-
ies reported that expressing and communicating feelings 
after the intervention strengthened relationships with fam-
ily members during illness, anchored the patient in life [20], 
and facilitated memory making [17, 21–23]. In bereavement, 
reported benefits included an improvement in psychological 
symptoms of prolonged grief, perceived good support after 
art therapy [19], and that the remaining artworks allowed 
relatives to remember and feel themself linked with their 
deceased loved ones [19, 20, 22]. These data are in agree-
ment with theoretical postulates about transitional objects 
[35], the importance of the continuation of the bond in 
mourning [36], and the reconstruction of meaning [37].

Symptom Relief

The presence of a high level of emotional distress in patients 
is among the prognostic factors for poor pain control 
[38]. Among the included studies, three interventions that 
improved anxiety and depression also reported a significant 
reduction in pain [18, 20, 23]. Specific factors were related 
with these effects [18, 20], such as enjoyment while perform-
ing the activity, technical satisfaction when creating some-
thing, and aesthetic satisfaction once a piece of art is made. 
Patient’s verbalizations [23] highlighted the physical creative 
action that allowed a change in their focus of attention from 
the overwhelming routine of hospitalization and constant 
concerns about their health and symptoms to a feeling of 
creativity and freedom with the art. This distraction toward 
the pleasant art experience has previously been hypothesized 

as a possible factor for relieving pain [39]. Additionally, a 
significant reduction in fatigue was reported [18, 20]. This 
reduction may be related to the relaxing and exciting effects 
of the sessions described in qualitative studies [15, 17]. Simi-
lar effects have previously been reported [40].

Perception of Well‑being, Satisfaction, 
and Helpfulness

In the context of the advanced cancer stage with limited 
prognosis, reported benefits on patient’s well-being [18, 20, 
23] and quality of life [25] are encouraging. Some of the 
results presented in the previous sections could contribute 
to these effects. Interventions were perceived as helpful or 
supportive by patients and relatives [19, 22, 23]. The theory 
has long described a shift from a passive to an active role 
through art-making for people who are increasingly losing 
their autonomy due to illness, and the artworks may be per-
ceived as tangible evidence of their vitality and capacity to 
control their bodies [41].

A core idea of comprehensive palliative care is that what 
is transformative for finding peace and authentic well-
being in this clinical setting is the conscious connection 
with death deep in the psyche [42–45•]. Art therapy, as a 
mind–body therapeutic approach, has been suggested to 
contribute to this awareness [43, 46]. Metaphors emerging 
from the unconscious can be seen as a simplifying process 
that facilitates the approach of such complex, threatening, 
and difficult-to-express concepts [47]. Based on our ample 
experience of art therapy in a palliative care unit, we hypoth-
esize that the intervention, targeting the healthy parts of the 
person, promotes the emergence of visual metaphors that can 
function as a filter applied to fears [48, 49].

For integrative oncology and palliative care profes-
sionals considering implementing art therapy in their 
services, we highlight some reflections to optimize this 
process [50••]. While artistic knowledge and specializa-
tion in visual art-making are essential, it is paramount to 
build a secure bond and therapeutic relationship with the 
accompanied person or group, facilitate self-reflection 
on their artworks, and promote meaning-making from 
the creative process. These competencies are acquired or 
improved during the training as an art therapist [4, 5]. 
It encompasses managing specific counseling strategies 
as well as resorting to personal qualities and presence 
acquired through introspection. This includes, in the end-
of-life setting, the fearless exploration of one’s own mor-
tality and not being afraid of death in the clinical context 
for an in-depth immersion [43]. It has been asserted that 
if these competencies are not met, art-making interven-
tions at the end of life “may be little more than a sham; 
ego-reinforcement techniques masquerading as comple-
mentary or integrative therapies” [43].
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Fig. 2  Evidence map of the 
effects of art therapy interven-
tions. Randomized controlled 
trial, Quasi-experimental 
pre-post study, Observational 
study, Patients, Relatives
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We identify three limitations. First, an assessment of the meth-
odological quality of the included studies was not performed, 
mainly due to the nature and heterogeneity of their designs. Our 
review organizes the evidence reported by the authors, describing 
results as beneficial even if they could be based on low-quality 
evidence and subject to bias. Second, in some studies (5 of 14), 
not all patients had advanced cancer (minimum 50% of the sam-
ple), although we consider that they could still provide relevant 
information. In one of them, the authors performed a statistical 
analysis that showed that their results were not dependent on 
the variable cancer stage. It could be hypothesized that in some 
advanced cancer situations, art therapy interventions may have 
similar beneficial effects as in earlier stages. Third, despite their 
prevalence in the addressed topic and their high human value, 
publications of clinical cases were excluded, due to the difficulty 
of systematically recording their results and because they consti-
tuted only anecdotal evidence.

The research gaps we identified are mainly methodologi-
cal, due to the lack of RCT designs, the limitations in control 
conditions, and the heterogeneity in interventions and out-
come measures. There is also a population-based gap, due 
to the absence of studies on child patients and the scarcity 
of studies on relatives. Art therapy shares some similar chal-
lenges with other non-pharmacological interventions [51]. In 
order to gain credibility and become more widely accepted 
among practitioners and academics, art therapy effects 
should be assessed in well-designed and powered RCTs. 
Solutions to the absence of standardized protocols of inter-
ventions and validated placebo/sham can be found with the 
use of the Template for Intervention Description and Repli-
cation (TIDieR) guide (and extensions) [52, 53]. This recog-
nizes the relevance of tailoring and proposes strategies for 
the improvement of control conditions and description of the 
most systematic and reproducible components of the inter-
vention, which in art therapy would include the sequence, 

the techniques, and the materials mostly used. In all study 
designs, outcome measures should be evaluated using vali-
dated assessment scales. In addition, careful mixed-method 
studies that offer more comprehensive evidence are recom-
mended [54], to expand our understanding of the multiple 
and complex mechanisms involved in the effectiveness of 
art therapy interventions. Likewise, the specific professional 
qualification of the art therapist should be communicated, 
including the conceptual models on which the intervention 
is based. Therefore, well-reported, informative studies are 
needed, with study designs that contribute to a higher level 
in the current paradigmatic hierarchy of evidence.

Conclusions

The 14 studies included in this mapping review reflect the 
evidence on the effectiveness of art therapy in advanced 
cancer, which currently remains low, mostly due to notable 
methodological limitations and a highly challenging research 
field. In patients, the main reported benefits were in anxi-
ety, depression, spiritual well-being, symptom relief, and 
perceived enjoyment and helpfulness. In relatives, benefits 
in bereavement symptoms and in terms of perceived good 
support were described. Heterogeneity in outcome measures 
and a scarcity of RCT designs are methodological gaps to be 
addressed in further investigation.

Declarations 

Conflict of Interest NC was hired by the Hospital Sant Pau Research 
Institute through a grant from Fundación Mémora, which was not in-
volved in the conduct of this review or the preparation of this article. 
The other co-authors declare no competing interests.

Table 2  Art therapy modalities related to effects on symptoms/conditions

* Only the included studies that reported quantitative measures by validated instruments
All modalities include image-making through painting or collage

Symptom/condition Art therapy modality reported by authors* References

Depression Various visual media; intermodal expressive arts; watercolor painting; mindfulness-based 
art therapy; appreciation of famous paintings-based art therapy

[18, 20, 23, 25–27]

Anxiety Various visual media; intermodal expressive arts; appreciation of famous paintings-based art 
therapy

[18, 20, 23, 26]

Ill-being Various visual media; intermodal expressive arts [18, 20, 23]
Pain Various visual media; intermodal expressive arts [18, 20, 23]
Tiredness Various visual media [18, 20]
Spiritual well-being Mindfulness-based art therapy; self-reflective visual book [27, 28]
Quality of life Watercolor painting [25]
Sense of coherence Mindfulness-based art therapy [27]
Symptoms of prolonged grief Legacy artwork [19]
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