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Aim: Despite the increase in international research in art therapy, few studies have been developed with a bibliometric approach which describe the situation regarding this area of knowledge. Thus, the aim of this study is to describe and contextualize international scientific production in the visual arts modality in the context of artistic therapies, to offer a broader and more in-depth vision of the structure of this area of knowledge through of a bibliometric analysis of the publications indexed in the core collection of the Web of Science.

Methods: This is a retrospective, exploratory and descriptive, cross-sectional study to analyze the bibliographic data retrieved from the databases of the core collection. The analysis parameters included the data corresponding to the production according to type of document, country, journal, and institution. In addition, the main lines of research were located and classified and the subject matter of the most cited articles in each of them was summarized. Four periods were selected, between 1994 and 2020, to facilitate the thematic analysis and offer an evolutionary perspective of art therapy research.

Results: A total of 563 works were published, in 250 journals, in the 63 years between 1958, when the first document was published, and April 2021. The annual growth rate was 7.3% with a mean average of 8.7 publications per year, and 83.13% of the published works were articles. A total of 1,269 authors from 56 countries were counted. The mean number of citations per document was 5.6 and the mean number of citations per document and year was 0.6. The main research domains were psychology and/or rehabilitation and the highest production on this topic was concentrated in only three journals. In general, a high degree of variability was observed in the study topics and numerous theoretical and methodological articles. The most used visual arts modalities were in the main drawing, painting and photography.

Conclusion: This work did not find previous existence of any bibliometric analysis on the international scientific production in art therapy. In general terms, there has been a substantial growth in the number of publications on the subject over the last decade. However, this research area does not appear to have peaked, but, on the contrary, is still growing and progressing despite its long history in clinical practice.
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INTRODUCTION

As a result of international research in art therapies, they are increasingly being accepted as a health promoting practice (Stuckey and Nobel, 2010; Jensen and Bonde, 2018). Scientific evidence in this regard shows that these types of interventions positively influence both physical and psychological health, while improving social relationships (Stuckey and Nobel, 2010; Jensen and Bonde, 2018). In general terms, art therapy is a type of intervention that uses the creative process as a way to meet a therapeutic objective where different artistic disciplines can come together, as an instrument at the service of the healing process (Gacto and Gacto, 2012).

According to the Spanish Professional Association of Art Therapists, “Art therapy is a form of therapy that uses visual and artistic languages to facilitate the containment, exploration and resolution of conflicts. It is a healthcare profession, characterized by the use of artistic means and processes, to help contain and solve people’s emotional or psychological conflicts. In art therapy, the artistic creation process and the resulting objects act as intermediaries in the therapeutic relationship, allowing certain conflicting feelings or emotions to find complementary or alternative ways of expression to the word. The fields of application of art therapy extend to health, education and social assistance.”

On the other hand, the American Art Therapy Association (AATA) (American Art Therapy Association, 2021), defines art therapy as follows: “Art therapy provides the opportunity for non-verbal expression and communication, on the one hand, through involvement to solve emotional conflicts as well as to promote self-awareness and personal development.” It is about using art as a vehicle for psychotherapy, helping the individual to find a more compatible relationship between their inner and outer world.

Therefore, art therapy is understood to be a means by which an individual to know themselves, it requires an accompaniment of the person (in their process of inner growth) and a help for the person with social, educational, personal difficulties, through their artistic production, in such a way that the work carried out generates a process of transformation of the individual him or herself.

Different clinical guidelines of the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) include art therapy as an indication with recommended evidence. Similarly, since the beginning of the 21st century, art therapy has been recognized in the Nursing Interventions Classification (NIC), as a Nursing intervention. Butcher et al. (2018), call it “Art Therapy” (4330), and it is defined as “the facilitation of communication through drawings or other forms of art.”

As complementary therapies, the different modalities of art therapy, among which are the visual arts, music therapy, dance therapy and drama therapy, are used to treat different psychological or cognitive behavioral disorders such as depression, stress, anxiety or neurological symptoms such as those caused by strokes (Wallace et al., 2004; Ozdemir and Akdemir, 2009; Hughes and da Silva, 2011; Eum and Yim, 2015; Sarid et al., 2017; Jang et al., 2018) or disorders derived from chronic diseases such as diabetes (Tang et al., 2021). These therapies provide benefits not only in the treatment or rehabilitation of the disease but also in the prevention of both certain disorders and the complications derived from them. Thus, different government agencies worldwide have drawn up evidence-based public policy documents that not only recognize the value of these interventions as alternative therapies, but also include their use in their recommendations (Galletly et al., 2016; Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network, 2016; Sall et al., 2019).

In the specific case of the visual arts modality (drawing, illustration, painting, collage, photography and sculpture), art therapy not only prevails as a clinical intervention tool (Cheng et al., 2021; Hass-Cohen et al., 2021; Tang et al., 2021) but also as a diagnostic tool (Akhavan Tafti et al., 2021; Goldner et al., 2021; Grenimann Bauch and Bat Or, 2021), which gives it a versatile and innovative character, and which distinguishes it from the other art therapy modalities. Bearing in mind the above, and given the variety of studies and publications in this regard, it is of interest to have a more in-depth view of the scope and characteristics of the existing research; bibliometrics is the ideal instrument for this objective since by using bibliometric indicators, it is possible to evaluate scientific activity in any discipline or area of knowledge, and thus determine different basic categories that define who the producing people, institutions or countries are, how much they produce, what the impact of their publications is and how they collaborate with each other (Rodríguez Gutiérrez and Gómez Velasco, 2017).

After a thorough search of the literature, no research was found that involved a bibliometric study on scientific production in the visual arts modality within art therapy, therefore, this study could provide valuable information regarding the state of the question at hand in world research on the subject. Thus, the objective of the authors was to describe and contextualize international scientific production in the visual arts modality in the context of artistic therapies, to offer a broader and in-depth vision of the structure of this area of knowledge through a bibliometric analysis of the publications indexed in the core collection of the Web of Science (WoS), owned by Clarivate Analytics.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Design

This is a retrospective, exploratory and descriptive, cross-sectional study.



Sample

Bibliographic data retrieved through a search strategy from databases including the core collection of the WoS were analyzed for the study. The data set included a total of 563 references.



Data Source

After a selection process and subsequent decision-making, it was agreed that the WoS would be the most appropriate platform for data extraction, since it is a fundamental source of information for the evaluation of the research (Archambault et al., 2009). On the other hand, there is access to it, which from an operational point of view is essential to be able to obtain the necessary data. In addition, from a content point of view, its complete bibliographic data is available to develop a bibliometric analysis, and as such it is a widely used resource for this end (Archambault et al., 2009).



Search Strategy

In order to define the search strategy, different preliminary tests were conducted using the advanced PubMed search, until a balance was achieved between the sensitivity and specificity of the results. The first step was to test the combination (art-therapy OR “Art Therapy”), once the first 100 results had been reviewed, it was concluded that it was necessary to add specific terms on visual arts to the strategy since the aim of the search was to identify publications on interventions with artistic therapies using visual techniques.

Finally, a search strategy was designed to obtain the corpus of information using the following combination of keywords: (art-therapy OR “Art Therapy”) AND (picture OR artwork OR illustrate OR photography OR painting OR paint OR “art galleries” OR “plastic arts” OR sculpture OR drawing OR draw).

Selection criterio:

Inclusion: as the present work is a type of analysis that aims to describe the state of the art in research in this domain, the objective of the search was to retrieve publications on the use of the visual arts as an art therapy technique, whether or not it is combined with another type of treatment, in any age group, within the health, educational or community sphere, without limits of year, country, etc.

Exclusion: any publication that does not refer to fine arts as an art therapy technique.

The search was conducted in the subject and title fields, with no date limit. The final execution date of the search was April 13, 2021.



Data Extraction

As the database only allows the exportation of references in batches of 500, the results were downloaded twice and later, with the help of the Notepad++ for Windows text editing program, both downloads were merged into a single file for subsequent analysis. On the one hand, an Excel database was created in which the different fields of each record were categorized as follows: author names, title, source journal, abstract, organization, keywords, references, and page numbers.



Analysis Methods

The analysis was performed by importing the data in txt format into an Excel spreadsheet using the function of obtaining external data. The analysis parameters included the data corresponding to the production by type of document, country, journal and institution. In addition, the main lines of research were identified and classified and the subject matter of the most cited articles in each of them was summarized.

The research lines were identified by dividing the corpus of analysis into different periods of 5 or 6 years, according to the publication dates of the articles. Keywords were identified and grouped by year, starting with 1994, the year when the first keywords were reported within the data retrieved for the analysis. After the periods had been defined, the main characteristics of the publications were identified through text mining in terms of the subject matter they address, the target population, the intervention environment, the pathologies treated and the type of art technique used.



Validity, Reliability, and Rigor

Two researchers developed the selection process independently, with the aim of ruling out duplicate or incomplete references or those that did not exactly fit the study objective. In the case of differences, the investigators tried to reach an agreement with each other or requested arbitration from a third party.



RESULTS


Descriptive Analysis

A total of 563 works were published, in 250 journals, in the 63 years between 1958, when the first document was published, and April 2021. The annual growth rate was 7.3% with a mean average of 8.7 publications per year and 83.13% of the published works were articles. The first article indexed in the reference database was published in the International Journal of Group Psychotherapy in 1958 (Potts, 1958). English with 507 (90.05%) publications was the main language of the publications, followed in second place by Spanish with 15 (2.66%), German was third with 14 (2.49%), and French was fourth with 11 (1.1%). A total of 1,269 authors from 56 countries were counted. The mean average number of citations per document was 5.6 and the mean average number of citations per document and year was 0.6. The description of the type of publication and search characteristics is shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Description, search characteristics, and results found in art therapy.
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Evolution Over Time

Between 1958, when the first work was published, and 1977, only two articles were published. As of 1978, production fluctuated which lasted until 2005, when a clear upward trend began (Quinn et al., 2013), which accelerated in 2012. The most productive year was 2018 when 61 papers were published. The evolution of the publications can be seen in Figure 1.


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Evolution of the frequency of publications in art therapy over time.




Distribution by Countries

An analysis was conducted by countries regarding the state of publications on art therapy. The results showed that, in the 63-year time window, from 1958 to 2021, authors from 53 countries participated with the United States, with 316 publications, leading the ranking of the most productive countries, followed by Israel (99) and the United Kingdom (69), in second and third place, respectively. Table 2 shows the countries with a minimum of 10 publications on the subject of study. In general terms, the United States was at the forefront in art therapy research, not only in terms of the volume of publications but also in terms of the number of citations received.


TABLE 2. Scientific production in art therapy, by country, with a minimum frequency of 10 publications.
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Distribution by Journals

Regarding the 250 journals that published works on art therapy, only three, belonging to the psychology and/or rehabilitation research domains, concentrated the largest production on this topic. Table 3 shows detailed information on the most productive journals in Art therapy.


TABLE 3. Journals with the highest production in art therapy publications.
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Figure 2 shows a scatter diagram illustrating the quantitative relationship between the 250 journals and the 563 scientific articles analyzed in the study.


[image: image]

FIGURE 2. Scatter diagram of journals and articles on art therapy retrieved through the core WoS collection. Total number of journals: 250, total number of articles: 563.




Distribution by Institutions

In total, 639 institutions were recorded, which were classified into three performance levels. Of these, 466 (72.8%) were small producers, with only one published work, 169 (26.41%) were medium producers, with between two and ten works, and only 0.63%, with more than 10 works, were large producers. Of the four most productive institutions, two were from the United States, one from Israel, and one from Korea. Figure 3 is a graph with information on the four most productive institutions.
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FIGURE 3. Most productive institutions in art therapy, based on the data analyzed.




Distribution by Authors

A total of 1,269 authors were counted, of which 181 corresponded to authors of single-author documents and 1,088 were authors of multiple-author documents. Regarding all the analyzed documents, 1,495 signatures were classified with a range of signatures per document from 1 to 12 signatures. The most productive author with nine papers was Seong-in Kim, from Korea University in Seoul, South Korea. Table 4 shows the authors with the highest scientific production in art therapy.


TABLE 4. Authors and frequency of publications on art therapy.
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As can be seen in Figure 4, almost 90% of the authors are transient authors, with only one publication.


[image: image]

FIGURE 4. Transience of authors in art therapy publications.


Of the nine papers with a minimum of 50 citations, four were published in psychology journals, three in biomedical journals, and two in interdisciplinary journals. The journals The Arts in Psychotherapy and Psycho-oncology, monopolized 44.44% of the most cited works, with two articles each. Regarding the topic discussed, it was found that four of the most cited works were related to oncological issues, three to mental health, one related to nursing and another to gender violence. Table 5 shows the information related to the authors, topics covered, and citations.


TABLE 5. Reference of authors, topics covered, and citation of articles related to art therapy.
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Distribution by Research Areas

Of the 81 research areas in which works have been published on the art therapy modality that is being analyzed here, clinical psychology and rehabilitation are noteworthy as they account for 70.2% of all publications on the subject. Table 6 shows the results of the areas with a minimum of ten publications.


TABLE 6. Publications in art therapy, by research area.
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Analysis of Keywords

In order to facilitate analysis and provide an evolutionary perspective of art therapy research, four periods were used: 1994–1999; 2000–2005; 2006–2010; 2011–2020. The year 2021 was not included because it is ongoing, and it was decided to report only the full years.


Period 1: 1994–1999

There was talk of creative arts therapies in this period and a high degree of variability is observed in the study topics, ranging from psychiatric disorders, dementia, feminism, speech disorders, palliative care, sexual abuse, disability, grief or infant migraine. Although a defined line of research was not observed, it could be said that the interventions in art therapy which took place in these early years were mainly performed in a hospital or institutional environment, with children and adolescents being the population mostly selected for this type of therapy. The techniques used also vary from drawing, collage, crafts to photography.



Period 2: 2000–2005

There is still a high degree of thematic variability. The first works on interventions in cancer patients appear in this period, as well as several publications on art therapy experiences aimed at healthy people, concerning family relationships, adopted adolescents, pregnant women and battered women. Similarly, intervention experiences in behavioral disorders, learning difficulties, victims of terrorist attacks, epilepsy, grief and psychiatric disorders such as schizophrenia and nervous anorexia and bulimia are addressed. The first publications appear here addressing the use of art therapy as a diagnostic tool, as well as extra-hospital interventions, developed on an outpatient basis in health, community or educational institutions or centers. Although a wide variety of experiences with children and adolescents is published, the adult population takes center stage. As for the techniques, the visual arts are mainly those belonging to modalities such as painting, drawing, photography, etc., but there are also descriptions of experiences of combined therapies integrating two or more types of artistic and psychological therapies such as art therapy, dance therapy, music therapy, and psychotherapy.



Period 3: 2006–2010

Numerous theoretical and methodological articles. Informatics and virtual work environments are introduced, along with digital video as a means of art therapy. Interest in the perspective of the therapist is appreciated, given the impact that their personal experiences in the therapeutic process can have on the results of the therapy. Similarly, vocational training is addressed. The publication of works on patients with serious psychiatric disorders such as schizophrenia and on cancer patients continues. Furthermore, psychopathologies such as trauma and post-traumatic stress in war veterans and in children and child sexual abuse are also addressed. Experiences on art therapy interventions in patients with chronic diseases such as HIV/AIDS, asthma and diabetes are published. Cognitive and behavioral strategies such as coping are worked on, emotional needs are addressed in frail elderly people as well as creativity in patients with dementia. Interest is maintained on the diagnostic use of art therapy through the creation and validation of evaluation tools. Outpatient, community and institutional interventions continue, including intervention experiences with prisoners. The different modalities of artistic therapies are combined with each other through the use of visual arts in all its modalities in combination with dance, music or narration, and alliances are generated with other types of therapies such as occupational therapy, cognitive therapies -behavioral, exercise, other types of complementary or alternative therapies together with healthy life strategies. There is a special interest in this period in research on the use of color, as an important factor in art therapy evaluations.



Period 4: 2011–2020

The use of computers, art materials in digital format, virtual environments and art applications for iPads and mobiles becomes consolidated in this period. Most of the interventions are aimed at adults. Thematic variety is observed in the retrieved results. The topics that generated the most attention were behavioral, psychological and communicative symptoms in patients with dementia, as well as the management of psychosocial difficulties such as fatigue, depression, anxiety and existential and relational concerns in cancer patients. Research continues into serious mental illnesses such as schizophrenia. To a lesser extent, work was published on intellectual disability, special educational needs, improvement of memory and thinking skills to achieve school competencies, socio-emotional problems in adolescents or motivation in children at risk of poverty. There was research on domestic violence and feminism, on epilepsy, childhood trauma, the constructive coping of children who go through experiences of forced relocation due to border changes, wars or natural disasters. Other topics discussed are related to depression, psychosis, as well as the identification of types of attachment in healthy people, as well as intervention in prisoners. In addition, studies aimed at children and adolescents focused on determining the efficacy of art therapy in relation to victims of sexual abuse, orphans, symptoms of separation, anxiety disorder or social adaptation and integration. Cognitive impairment in alcoholics and the development of the identity of the LGTBI community are hardly addressed. The efficacy of the different modalities of combined artistic therapies is addressed and special interest is given to the use of computers in the field of evaluation through art therapy. In general, the modalities of visual arts are drawing, painting, photography, modeling, construction with non-conventional materials, various multimedia techniques, and animation.



DISCUSSION

The analysis of scientific production, based on bibliometric parameters, is an essential tool for evaluating knowledge and determining the progress of disciplines and their fields. In the present case, given the specificity of the subject, this type of work provides useful information to understand the general properties of the state of knowledge about art therapy (Capilla-Díaz et al., 2020), since it offers a retrospective vision of the scientific production in the world based on the main bibliometric indicators.

Taking into account the annual progression of publications, a particular dynamic is observed with some periods of growth, alternating with others of regression. However, the increase in production from 2012 onward has shown a clear growth trend. This indicates that the topic has been gradually attracting the attention of professionals and researchers.

Regarding the geographical distribution of the publications, the results of the study are equivalent to those of a bibliometric study that analyzed the last 20 years of publications on music therapy (Li et al., 2021) since the 10 countries or regions that these authors identified as the main ones are among the twenty top producing countries in art therapy, with the United States heading the list in both cases.

A high degree of dispersion is observed at the journal level, fulfilling Bradford’s Law, since the scientific production in art therapy presents a highly unequal distribution given that a large number of articles are concentrated in a small population of journals, while the rest of the articles are scattered over a large number of journals. On the other hand, it seems logical that the main sources in this area, Arts in Psychotherapy, Frontiers in Psychology and Art Therapy, would be the journals chosen by the authors to publish their research, considering that they are specialized journals in art therapy. In the case of Frontiers in Psychology, although it is not specific to this area of research, it does belong to the field of psychology, one of the two domains identified in the present study as being main domains. This result is also similar to that of Li et al. (2021), mentioned above, where the authors found that the leading journals in the field were specialized in music therapy and where one of the main domains was also psychology.

Although two of the four most productive institutions were from the United States, it should be noted that the leading institution in this field is an Israeli university. Most of the institutions had a low performance in the scientific production on art therapy.

The most cited articles have a main interest in addressing symptoms with a psychological component such as anxiety, fatigue, emotional anguish or fear, during the course of serious diseases such as cancer, as well as psychiatric diseases such as schizophrenia or depression. In general, there is a clear line of research that refers to mental health. In addition, the different scientific domains present different citation practices, which for reasons of normalization of the bibliometric indicators are not comparable (González and González, 2016). Therefore, based on the results of this analysis it seems that, in general terms, the research in art therapy may not have an impact maturation speed of more than 5 years. This is probably due to the fact that as an area of research, it is still being development.

Regarding authorship, the most notable result is the high transience of the authors, which also points to the low level of development in research in the area of art therapy.

Art therapy is applied to a wide spectrum of health problems, through a wide variety of artistic modalities. In the last decade of the twentieth century, interventions took place in hospital and institutional settings, in hospitalized or inpatients, and according to the studies analyzed, they were mainly aimed at children. The first outpatient experiences in art therapy appeared in 2000, when it started diversifying out of the health field into educational settings and began to be used as a preventive therapy, applied to healthy people (Robertson, 2001; Swan-Foster et al., 2003), and for diagnostic purposes, with drawing or photography being incorporated into the assessment instruments (Hays and Lyons, 1981; Kim et al., 2011; Darewych, 2013). Experiences of combined therapies integrating two or more types of artistic therapies into psychological and/or pharmacological therapy have been described. As of 2006, with the development of information technology and the internet, the virtual environment and tools in digital format started to gain momentum as a means of artistic therapy. This development in art therapy has been growing stronger since 2010, with the improvement of mobile terminals, applications for digital tablets and mobile phones.

There are no established research lines concerning the thematic variability identified in the analyzed publications. However, the scientific community seems to have been directing its research efforts toward issues related to the improvement of physical symptoms and the psychological well-being in patients with oncological pathologies. Furthermore, there are numerous studies focused on the cognitive behavioral intervention of patients with psychiatric diseases such as schizophrenia or degenerative diseases such as dementias, especially Alzheimer’s. Finally, drawing, painting and photography are the most recurrent visual arts modalities.



STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

The only information used in the study was retrieved from the core WoS collection. As a quantitative approach was the fundamental approach used in the development of the study, this could lead to a certain bias in the analysis of the results since the qualitative component of the publications in this research area was not taken into account.

The bibliometric approach is a good methodology to map the scientific development of the domain in terms of findings and gaps in research. A systematic review would be necessary to detail the available scientific evidence on the efficacy-effectiveness and efficiency of this type of intervention.

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to describe the evolution of the domain through the development of its lines of research.



CONCLUSION

This work did not find the previous existence of any bibliometric analysis on the international scientific production in art therapy. The present study shows that the number of publications on the subject has multiplied substantially over the last decade. The results here are similar to those obtained in a similar study (Li et al., 2021) which evaluated the growth of music therapy research over the last 20 years.

The bibliographic data retrieved from the databases of the core WoS collection are analyzed by applying this retrospective, exploratory, descriptive and cross-sectional study, with a bibliometric approach.

In the 63 years between 1958 and April 2021, a total of 563 works on art therapy in the visual arts were found, indexed in the databases selected for the sample of this study, with psychology and rehabilitation being the main domains research.

In addition, the ability of art to broaden personal horizons means that these disciplines are able to transcend the individual aspects present in the disease (Marxen, 2011), bestowing on artistic therapies a polyvalent, multifaceted, multidisciplinary and conceivable character regardless of the application environment, the means and objectives of intervention, as described in this work.

In sum, through the proposed analysis, the authors conclude that, despite verifying a substantial growth in the number of publications on the subject during the last decade, the interest of researchers in visual arts as therapy continues to grow and progress.

The findings may provide useful information for art therapy (visual arts) researchers to identify new research directions and topics.
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