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ABSTRACT : 

Art therapy has gained recognition as a powerful therapeutic tool in palliative care, offering patients facing terminal illness a unique medium for emotional 

expression and healing. This conceptual paper explores the therapeutic benefits of art as a medium for emotional expression in palliative care settings, focusing on 

four primary functions: personhood, distraction, expression, and reminiscence. Art therapy helps affirm the personhood of patients, allowing them to reclaim their 

identity and assert their individuality in the face of illness. It also serves as a powerful distraction, alleviating pain and anxiety by providing patients with a temporary 

mental break from their physical and emotional distress. Through creative expression, art therapy enables patients to process complex emotions, including grief, 

fear, and acceptance, which might otherwise be difficult to articulate verbally. Additionally, art therapy facilitates reminiscence, allowing patients to reflect on 

meaningful life experiences and find closure. The integration of art therapy in palliative care thus fosters emotional and psychological well-being, promoting a 

sense of peace, dignity, and self-worth in patients during their end-of-life journey. This paper highlights the profound role art therapy plays in enhancing quality of 

life and addressing the emotional, social, and existential needs of terminally ill individuals. 
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INTRODUCTION : 

“Art can permeate the very deepest part of us, where no words exist.” — Eileen Miller 

 

“Art therapy is a form of expressive therapy that uses the creative process of making art to improve a person’s physical, mental, and emotional well-

being.” - Cathy Malchiodi 

 

“Art therapy is an integrative mental health and human services profession that enriches the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active 

art-making, creative process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic relationship.” - American Art Therapy 

Association (AATA) 

 

Art is the voice of your soul. It is something that makes the unknown known. Many do not know the way of letting the feelings out of their soul in order 

to forgive, forget or be simply free, art is the only medium that doesn’t cause any discomfort to any other people in the process of letting go. Art can bring 

you back to yourself, when you feel lost. Art in many forms can help people know about themselves who they were at times. Art in palliative care is 

something very unique and intricate. Through their creations, patients can share their most profound thoughts and emotions, often finding release and 

solace in the process. The colors and materials they choose tell stories and reveal layers of their lives that words might not capture. Art in itself is colouful 

to make the person who takes to feel to have more colours in their life.  Art brings vibrancy, reminding those who create it that, even in difficult times, 

life can still be colorful. 

METHODOLOGY : 

This study will utilize a qualitative narrative review methodology, focusing on synthesizing existing literature that explores the role of art therapy as a 

medium for emotional expression in palliative care settings. The goal is to compile and analyze qualitative studies, articles, and theoretical papers to 

understand how art therapy supports emotional expression and healing for terminally ill patients. The literature review will be thematic, identifying 

recurring themes and patterns related to the benefits, challenges, and impact of art therapy in palliative care. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW : 

Bosman et al. (2020) – This study systematically reviewed the effects of art therapy on anxiety, depression, and quality of life in cancer patients, 

specifically in palliative care. The authors found that art therapy led to significant improvements in psychological well-being, including reduced levels 

of anxiety and depression, as well as enhanced quality of life. The therapy helped patients express difficult emotions, offering a non-verbal outlet to 

process feelings of fear and grief, which are prevalent in terminal stages of illness. 

 

McBain & Cassell (2017) – This scoping review explored narrative interventions in palliative care, emphasizing how storytelling and expressive arts, 

including visual art, serve as a channel for emotional expression. The authors highlighted that art therapy allowed patients to process their emotions about 

life, death, and legacy. They found that these therapeutic activities provided emotional release, aided in self-reflection, and helped individuals address 

unresolved feelings, contributing to peace at the end of life. 

 

Czamanski-Cohen & Weihs (2020) – This article examined the role of emotion processing in art therapy. The authors reviewed studies showing that art 

therapy is a powerful tool for emotional expression and transformation, particularly in helping individuals with terminal illness. Patients were able to 

externalize their internal emotions through artistic expression, reducing emotional distress and improving coping mechanisms. This practice provided an 

alternative to traditional verbal therapies, particularly for those who had difficulty articulating their emotions. 

 

Karkou & Sanderson (2013) – This review analyzed the impact of various art therapies, including visual art, dance, and music, across different healthcare 

settings. The study emphasized that art therapy is effective in promoting emotional healing in palliative care, helping patients process complex emotions 

like grief, fear, and sadness. It was particularly noted for fostering emotional expression without the need for verbal communication, which is often 

difficult for terminally ill patients. Art therapy facilitated a sense of agency and autonomy, enhancing patients' emotional and psychological well-being. 

 

Dawson & Lee (2022) – In this review, the authors focused on the role of art therapy in enhancing emotional well-being in palliative care. They found 

that art therapy supported emotional regulation, improved patients' ability to express their feelings, and promoted a sense of accomplishment. Art sessions 

also provided patients a safe space for reflective thought, allowing them to confront their mortality in a therapeutic environment. Art therapy helped in 

reducing anxiety and provided a valuable tool for patients and families to process grief. 

 

Hinz & Morrow (2018) – This mixed-method pilot study reviewed the social and emotional benefits of art therapy for palliative care patients. The findings 

showed that art therapy significantly reduced symptoms of distress and social isolation. By creating artwork, patients were able to communicate complex 

emotions non-verbally, which was particularly helpful for those who struggled with verbal expression. The study also found that families of patients 

appreciated the emotional support art therapy offered, as it helped them process grief and cope with the illness more effectively. 

 

Miller & Bright (2021) – This study investigated cancer patients' experiences with art therapy in hospice and palliative care settings. It found that art 

therapy allowed patients to express emotions they could not verbally articulate, which helped them manage pain, depression, and fear. Participants 

reported feeling more empowered and less isolated after engaging in creative processes. Art served as a form of emotional release, offering catharsis and 

enabling patients to make sense of their experiences as they approached the end of life. 

 

O’Connor & Smith (2017) – This literature review examined the therapeutic use of art in hospice and palliative care, focusing on how art facilitated 

emotional healing. The authors found that visual arts allowed patients to express deep emotions related to their illness, death, and existential concerns. 

Art therapy also supported the creation of meaningful legacies for patients, helping them achieve a sense of closure and self-expression before passing. 

The study highlighted the integration of art therapy into palliative care teams as beneficial for both patients and families. 

 

Perry & Pennington (2020) – The authors of this review discussed how art therapy contributes to palliative medicine by providing a creative outlet for 

patients facing terminal illness. Art facilitated emotional expression and helped patients explore personal and spiritual issues, fostering a sense of peace 

and acceptance. Art therapy also played a key role in enhancing the patient's narrative of their life and their illness, contributing to their emotional well-

being by reinforcing a sense of identity. 

 

Newland & Bettencourt (2020) – This review explored the effectiveness of mindfulness-based art therapy for managing symptoms of anxiety and 

depression in palliative care patients. The authors concluded that combining mindfulness techniques with art therapy helped reduce stress and promoted 

emotional balance. Patients reported improved emotional clarity, a reduction in depressive symptoms, and a better ability to cope with pain and anxiety 

through this integrative therapeutic approach. 

Key Themes :  

Emotional Expression: Art therapy allowed palliative care patients to express emotions that were difficult to articulate verbally, providing a therapeutic 

outlet for fear, grief, and existential distress. 

Improved Quality of Life: Many studies indicated that art therapy contributed to a greater sense of control and improved emotional well-being, enhancing 

overall life satisfaction in terminally ill patients. 
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Social Connection and Support: Art therapy not only benefited patients but also positively impacted family members by providing them with a tool to 

understand the emotional experiences of their loved ones, thereby fostering social connection. 

 

Legacy Creation: Art was used as a means for patients to create a lasting legacy, contributing to emotional healing by helping them make sense of their 

lives and experiences. 

 

Spiritual and Existential Exploration: Through art, patients explored existential and spiritual concerns, which helped them come to terms with their 

mortality. 

 

Art therapy in palliative care can be understood through 4 sections: personhood, distraction, expression, and reminiscence. These functions serve to 

support emotional, psychological, and social well-being for terminally ill patients. Below is a detailed explanation of how each function can be used 

effectively in a palliative care setting. 

 
1. Personhood 

Personhood in art therapy refers to the affirmation of the individual’s identity and sense of self. In a palliative care setting, patients often experience loss 

of independence and identity due to illness, which can lead to feelings of disempowerment and diminished self-worth. Art therapy offers a way to 

reconnect with their identity through creative expression. 

 

Use in Palliative Care: Art therapy helps patients reclaim their sense of self and personhood by allowing them to express their inner experiences, values, 

and desires visually. By choosing materials, colors, and forms that resonate with their personal history, patients can affirm their individuality. This is 

especially important as patients navigate existential concerns about their life and death. Art can also serve as a way to leave behind a legacy, helping 

individuals define themselves on their own terms (O'Connor & Smith, 2017; Perry & Pennington, 2020). 

 

2. Distraction 

Distraction refers to using art as a means to shift focus from pain, discomfort, or distress, providing a temporary relief from the overwhelming emotions 

and physical symptoms associated with terminal illness. 

 

Use in Palliative Care: For patients experiencing chronic pain, anxiety, or depression, engaging in art-making provides a mental and emotional break 

from their illness. Focusing on the process of creating art can shift attention away from the body’s limitations and the fear of death, fostering a sense of 

normalcy and control. Studies show that art therapy can reduce feelings of distress, making it easier for patients to relax and cope with their situation 

(McBain & Cassell, 2017; Karkou & Sanderson, 2013). This distraction mechanism is not only a coping tool but also helps alleviate the mental strain 

caused by constant contemplation of illness. 

 

3. Expression 

Expression in art therapy allows patients to communicate emotions, thoughts, and experiences that might be difficult to articulate verbally. This is 

particularly crucial in palliative care, where patients often struggle with articulating complex feelings about death, pain, and loss. 

 

Use in Palliative Care: Art offers a unique opportunity for non-verbal expression. It allows terminally ill patients to express grief, fear, regret, joy, or 

acceptance through symbolic representation, bypassing the limitations of speech. This process helps patients gain emotional clarity, process trauma, and 

even confront unresolved emotions. The cathartic release of emotions through art fosters emotional healing and helps patients reconcile their feelings 

about death, life, and relationships (Bosman et al., 2020; Hinz & Morrow, 2018). This function is especially useful in cases where patients may feel 

isolated or unable to share their feelings with family or medical staff. 

 

4. Reminiscence 

Reminiscence refers to the use of art to reflect on past experiences, helping patients reconnect with meaningful moments in their lives. This process 

encourages reflection and can foster a sense of peace, acceptance, and closure in the face of mortality. 

 

Use in Palliative Care: Art therapy can facilitate reminiscence by encouraging patients to create visual representations of significant memories or periods 

in their lives, such as family gatherings, achievements, or personal milestones. This reflective practice not only validates the patient’s life but also 

strengthens their sense of meaning and legacy. The process of remembering and reflecting on positive life experiences helps patients feel more at peace 

with the end of their life and enhances their spiritual and emotional well-being (Newland & Bettencourt, 2020; McBain & Cassell, 2017). Furthermore, 

reminiscence through art can assist family members in understanding the patient’s life journey and finding shared meaning in their experiences. 

 

Art therapy, as a therapeutic practice in palliative care, plays a significant role in providing emotional relief, promoting self-expression and fostering 

psychological well-being for individuals facing terminal illness. The use of various artistic forms—such as visual arts, music, and movement—offers 

patients a non-verbal outlet to process complex emotions related to their diagnosis and prognosis. This conceptual paper explores the healing power of 

art as a medium for emotional expression in the palliative care setting, emphasizing four key sections of art therapy: personhood, distraction, expression, 

and reminiscence. 
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CONCLUSION : 

Art therapy in palliative care settings offers a unique and powerful approach to emotional healing. Through the functions of personhood, distraction, 

expression, and reminiscence, art provides terminally ill patients with a means of emotional expression that supports psychological and spiritual well-

being. As a non-verbal medium, art allows patients to communicate complex emotions, reflect on their life, and find meaning in their final days. The use 

of art in palliative care not only benefits the patient but also offers comfort and understanding to families, highlighting its profound role in end-of-life 

care. By integrating art therapy into palliative care, healthcare providers can offer a holistic approach to addressing the emotional and existential needs 

of patients, promoting peace, dignity, and healing during the end-of-life journey. 
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