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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the effect of an Expressive Arts Therapy-based
intervention program on trauma and aggression symptoms of women
deprived of liberty (WDL). Using a multiple-group pretest-posttest de-
sign, 45 WDL (Mean age = 37.3) were matched based on age, nature of
incarceration, and months of facility detention, then randomly assigned
to a performing arts experimental group (n=15), a visual arts experi-
mental group (n=15), or a waitlist control group (n=15). Data were an-
alyzed using paired samples t-tests, one-way ANOVA, Tukey’s post-hoc
test, and Cohen'’s d for effect sizes. Results showed that the EAT-based
intervention significantly reduced aggression symptoms in both the
visual arts group (t (14) = 2.24, p =.042, d =.579), as well as the per-
forming arts group (t (14)=2.39, p=0.032, d=.616), both with medium
effect sizes. However, one-way ANOVA comparing posttest scores
across groups did not reveal statistically significant differences (p >
.05), suggesting that while EAT-based interventions may be effective at
an individual level, no single modality was significantly more beneficial
than another. Future research should explore long-term effects, mod-
erating variables, and therapy intensity to better understand the im-
pact of expressive arts interventions for incarcerated women.

Keywords: Expressive arts therapy, Aggression, Trauma, Women
deprived of liberty

Introduction

incarcerated women awaited trial (Santos et al.,

Women deprived of liberty had more diffi- 2017), while in the U.S., 73% of female state
culties as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, prisoners and 75% of those in local jails expe-
which made social and economic hardship, rienced mental health conditions, significantly
mental health conditions, prejudice, and vio- heightened by the pandemic (Kajstura & Saw-
lence in prisons worse. In Brazil, 41% of yer, 2023). Women deprived of liberty (WDL)
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share common struggles, including inadequate
gender-sensitive facilities, lack of privacy, hy-
giene issues, and insufficient antenatal and
postnatal care. According to the United Nations
(2023), the Philippines ranks eleventh globally
in terms of prison population. Between 2015
and 2021, the number of individuals incarcer-
ated within the correctional system surged
from 94,691 to 165,528, marking an increase of
nearly 75%. In addition, about 830 women de-
prived of liberty (WDL) were reportedly
housed in the female dormitory of Iloilo City
District Prison in the Philippines and this had
an impact on the physical condition of the pris-
ons, including “inadequate ventilation due to
overcrowding and lack of sleeping needs,” as
well as therapeutic management (Arnibal,
2018). It also shows that prior trauma, includ-
ing childhood violence, correlates with in-
creased aggression in prison settings (Grattan
etal, 2019). Incarcerated women often experi-
ence significant psychological distress due to
pre-existing trauma, which may manifest in
heightened aggression. Studies indicate that
trauma, particularly childhood abuse, domestic
violence, and neglect, has a strong predictive
relationship with aggression among incarcer-
ated populations (Veloso, 2023). Furthermore
women who experience more PTSD symptoms
are more likely to exhibit a number of aggres-
sive behavior indicators. In particular, the
study discovered that rage and verbal aggres-
sion were significantly impacted by cumulative
stress through PTSD symptoms (Wamser-Nan-
ney etal.,, 2019). To support the effectiveness of
both performing arts and visual arts therapy in
addressing issues related to aggression and
trauma, several studies offer valuable insights.
For example, Ye et al. (2021) in her study
showed that music-based interventions signifi-
cantly reduced aggression among children and
adolescents. Similarly, drama therapy was
shown to help adolescent girls manage their ag-
gression and improve their adaptability
(Yazdani et al,, 2022). Movement-based activi-
ties like dance also proved beneficial, as they al-
lowed participants to release built-up emotions
and gain better control over their impulses
(Patwari & Vajpayee, 2023). Visual arts therapy

has shown promising results as well. A study by

Rahimi-Pordanjani et al. (2021) found that

painting therapy led to significant reductions in

aggression among hearing-impaired female

students. In another study, Cherian and N.Y.

(2023) reported that art therapy sessions with

women who had experienced intimate partner

violence helped reduce stress, anxiety, and de-
pression. Participants also expressed themes of
healing, recovery, and mutual support through-
out the process. Finally, Haire (2020) high-
lighted how expressive arts therapy can be a
powerful tool in helping individuals cope with
trauma, especially those who've experienced
adversity early in life, by encouraging connec-
tion, creative expression, and healthier emo-
tional bonds. Given the limited intervention
programs for WDL, this study explored the effi-
cacy of Expressive Arts Therapy (EAT) in miti-
gating aggression, and trauma. Various forms
of EAT, including performing arts (drama, mu-
sic, dance, poetry) and visual arts (painting,
drawing, clay-making), were utilized. While
prior research has largely been qualitative, this
study employed an experimental approach to
provide empirical evidence on Expressive Art
Therapy’s effectiveness in reducing aggression,
and trauma symptoms, of women deprived of
liberty. This study also intended to add to the
evidence-based studies and summate the spo-
radic evidence-based literature on expressive
arts therapy and evaluated its applicability to
Filipino WDL. It also tackled the mental health
issues experienced by the participants, which
aided in the development of intervention pro-
grams that can be applied to any correctional
facility in the Philippines especially that the ef-
ficacy of the intervention has been established.

Hypothesis:

1. There are no significant differences be-
tween the pretest and posttest scores of the
performing arts group, visual arts group,
and wait-list control group in terms of ag-
gression, and trauma symptoms

2. There are no significant differences on the
posttest scores among the wait-list control
group, performing arts group, and visual
arts group in terms of aggression and
trauma symptoms
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Methods
Research Design

In this study, a matched multiple group pre-
test-posttest design was utilized. Multi-stage
sampling was used and the participants were
matched based on their age, duration of incar-
ceration, nature of offense/crime. After match-
ing the control variables, their scores were
tested for normality and afterwards, the partic-
ipants were randomly assigned to one of the
three groups: the control condition and the two
experimental groups: visual arts treatment
condition and performing arts treatment con-
dition.

Participants

The experiment's sample size consisted of
at least forty-five (45) participants. During the
random assignment, fifteen (15) participants
were assigned in the wait-list control group,
another fifteen (15) were assigned in the per-
forming arts experimental group and another
fifteen (15) members for the visual arts experi-
mental group. To qualify as a participant in this
experimental study, they should meet the fol-
lowing inclusion criteria; a) Age of participants
must be between 18-55 years old, b) detained
in the facility for at least 6 months, c) nature

and offense of crime such as theft, fraud,
carnapping, illegal recruitment, human/child
trafficking, and illegal drugs, and others d) par-
ticipants must be equipped with basic reading
skills since they were tasked to answer four re-
search instruments. and e) must reside in the
chosen correctional facility. On the contrary,
the exclusion criteria included; a) Heinous
cases as nature of offense such as murder, hom-
icide, arson and etc., b) participants who reside
in the facility below 6 months, ¢) senior citizens
or underage, d) pre-existing medical conditions
and e) those who were not willing to partici-
pate.

Instrumentation

Two measures were used in this study. The
first instrument is the Buss & Perry Aggression
Questionnaire (BPAQ) which was administered
pre-test and post-test. “The BPAQ is a self-
report scale that sought to measure 4 factor
subscales: Physical Aggression (PA), Verbal Ag-
gression (VA), Anger (A), and Hostility (H). A

five-point Likert scale with the values 1 (ex-
tremely uncharacteristic of me) to 5 (extremely
characteristic of me) was used to score the 29
items that made up the BPAQ”. “The scale is cal-
culated as the sum of the respective items while
specifically for items that have an asterisk such
as for Items 7 and 18, the scores were reversed
and higher scores indicate higher aggressive
behavior” (Buss and Perry, 1992). With test-re-
test correlations over 0.70 and internal con-
sistency (Cronbach's alpha) ranging from 0.72
to 0.89, studies validate the BPAQ as a valid in-
strument that exhibits stability over time (Buss
& Perry, 1992). According to a study by Asma
and Wagqar (2020), the reliability of the BPAQ is
still supported by recent research since the
subscale reliabilities for physical aggression,
verbal aggression, anger, and hostility were
0.83, 0.81, and 0.86, respectively, with an over-
all Cronbach's alpha of 0.87. These results con-
firm the BPAQ's validity in measuring different
aspects of aggression by showing that it retains
high internal consistency across its subscales.
Furthermore, consent to use the instrument is
not required if the questionnaire was used for
research purposes (Buss and Perry, 1992).
The second instrument is “The Impact of
Event Scale-Revised (IES-R), a short and sim-
ple self-report questionnaire that was created
to quantify the symptoms of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) and the IES-R three-fac-
tor validates “intrusion, avoidance, and hyper-
arousal subscales”, with consistent internal
consistency and no social desirability effects”
(Beck et al., 2008). The IES-R is widely used in
the Philippine context, including a study by Tee
et al,, (2020) assessing COVID-19’s impact on
Asian countries including 849 Filipino partici-
pants from 71 cities, demonstrating high relia-
bility, validity, and cultural acceptability.
“Twenty-two (22) questions make up the [ES-R
which consist of a 4-point scale from 0 (not at
all) to 4 (extremely) describing adverse experi-
ences during the last seven days.” The results
consisting of a total raw score of each subscale
have an indication of the level of impairment
from post-traumatic stress. For reliability and
validity of “the three subscales, which reflect
intrusion (8 items), avoidance (8 items), and
hyperarousal (6 items).” According to Creamer,
Bell, and Failla (2003) demonstrated that the
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IES-R’s three-factor model, comprising intru-
sion, avoidance, and hyperarousal, exhibits
high internal consistency across its subscales,
affirming its reliability and construct validity in
measuring trauma-related symptoms. Addi-
tionally, the scale showed strong convergent
and divergent validity, proving its effectiveness
in accurately evaluating PTSD symptoms.
These results collectively demonstrate that the
IES-Ris areliable and valid instrument for eval-
uating responses to PTSD in a variety of popu-
lations. Furthermore, providing that the IES-r
guide was thoroughly read and comprehended,
the instrument's creator also gave permission
for graduate students to

utilize it for research or dissertation pur-
poses. The researcher carefully followed the
precise processes for translation and validated
reverse translation that Weiss (2004) outlined
in the IES-r guide.

Data Gathering Procedure

After obtaining an ethics clearance from the
university ethics board and gathering neces-
sary permissions from the Bureau of Jail Man-
agement and Penology (BJMP) of the province,
data gathering of the study commenced.
Ninety-one (91) pre-selected participants who
met the inclusion criteria attended an orienta-
tion covering research objectives, the interven-
tion process, and expectations. Out of the initial
91 WDLs, only 57 signed the consent form, but
attrition further reduced participants to 45.
The pre-test assessed aggression, and trauma
symptoms using the BPAQ and IES-R. Two ex-
perimental groups: Visual Arts Group and Per-
forming Arts group received a six-session Ex-
pressive Arts Therapy (EAT-based) module
over two weeks, consisting of two-hour per ses-
sion held three times a week. The control group
underwent a delayed intervention (combined
activities from the visual arts and performing
arts module) after post-test administration.
The therapy module is adapted from Zerrudo
(2016) and aligned with the book Case Ap-
proach to Counseling and Psychotherapy by
Corey, G. (2017) integrated with the facilita-
tor’s seven-year professional arts and theatre
practice and six years as a mental health pro-
fessional. Each session included a warm-up,
one to two main expressive arts activities, and

a debriefing activity where they share their
thoughts, feelings and insights about the pro-
cess. Participants processed their experiences
through guided reflections. The facilitator en-
sured psychological safety, employing a de-
briefing approach and prepared referrals for
individual psychological intervention when
necessary. Materials, including music, blind-
folds, and art supplies, were provided. After
two weeks, a post-test measured intervention
effects. The control group then received the
same intervention. To ensure confidentiality,
all identifiers were removed, and data was se-
curely stored.

Statistical Analysis

The pretest and posttest scores on the ag-
gression and trauma scales of those who partic-
ipated in the three conditions; waitlist control,
visual arts, and performing arts experimental
groups, were reported using descriptive statis-
tics such as means and standard deviations.
Shapiro Wilk’s test of normality was computed
to test homogeneity of data. To test the first hy-
pothesis, whether there is a significant differ-
ence between the pretest and posttest scores of
each group of participants, paired samples t
test were computed. Cohen’s d was likewise re-
ported to determine the effect sizes. To test the
second hypothesis whether there is a signifi-
cant difference among the waitlist control, vis-
ual arts and performing arts experimental
groups’ posttest scores, a one way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was performed using the
software Jamovi.

Results

For the waitlist control group, the aggres-
sion variable shows an average pretest score of
71.1 (SD=18.1) and a posttest mean score of
76.5 (SD=24.2). Looking at the pretest and
posttest mean scores show minimal variation
among the data since all scores still fall in the
same range of interpretation. For the Trauma
variable, WDL in the control group yielded an
average pretest of 41.55 (SD=14.4) while they
scored an average posttest mean score of 41.7
(SD=16.9). Take note that the trauma variable
made use of total IES-r raw scores and was
used to interpret the results. Preceding the
computation of the significant difference
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between the pretest and posttest scores among
the wait-list control group, the Shapiro-Wilk
test of normality was computed to determine
whether the scores are normally distributed.
Results show that the means for aggression
(p=-985), and trauma (p=.280) were normally
distributed. No significant differences were

found in the paired samples t-test for the ag-
gression variable (t (14)=2.13, p=.051, d=.551)
and (t (14)=.06, p=.951, d=.026) for the trauma
variable. A small effect size was noted for
trauma (d=0.026) while a medium effect size
(d=0.551) was observed for aggression.

Table 1. Paired Samples t-test of Pretest and Posttest for waitlist control group

Pretest Posttest

Mean SD Mean SD df t p-value Cohen’sd

Aggression 71.1 18.1 76.5 24.2 14 2.13 0.051  0.551

Trauma 415 144 41.7 169 14 0.06 0951 0.026
For the visual arts experimental group’s ag-  difference of pretest-posttest aggression

gression scale, an average pretest score of 71.0
(SD=12.5) and an average posttest score of 66.7
(SD=14.2) was observed. For the Trauma scale,
WDL in the performing arts experimental
group yielded a mean score of 32.5 (SD=12.9)
while they scored a mean of 35.1 (SD=14.2) at
the posttest. Preceding the computation of the
significant difference between the pretest and
post-test scores among the visual arts experi-
mental group, the Shapiro-Wilk test of normal-
ity was computed to determine whether the
scores were normally distributed. Results
showed normally distributed means for aggres-
sion (p=.394), and trauma (p=.309). To test the

scores, a paired sample t-test was computed.
Findings show a significant difference
(t(14)=2.24, p=0.042, d=.579) and medium ef-
fect size for the aggression scale. This suggests
that the participants reported a decrease in the
level of their aggression symptoms from
(Mean=71.0, SD=12.5) and after completing the
visual arts-based (EAT-based) Intervention
had a posttest score of (Mean=66.7, SD=14.2).
On the other hand, no significant difference,
and a small effect size were observed between
the pretest and posttest scores of the visual arts
experimental group’s trauma symptomes.

Table 2. Paired Samples t-test of Pretest and Posttest for visual arts-based experimental group

Pretest Posttest

Mean SD Mean SD df t p-value Cohen’sd
Aggression 71.0 125 66.7 14.2 14 2.24 0.042*  0.579
Trauma 325 129 351 14.2 14 0.76 0.458 0.197

For the performing arts experimental
group, the aggression variable showed that
they obtained a pretest mean score of 71.1
(SD=20.1) and a posttest mean score of 60.5
(SD=11.7) For the Trauma variable, WDL in the
performing arts experimental group yielded an
average pretest of 40.5 (SD=16.5) while they
scored an average posttest mean score of 35.2
(SD=16.6). Prior to computing the significant
difference between the pretest and post-test
scores among the performing arts experi-
mental group, the Shapiro-Wilk test of
normality was computed to determine whether

the scores were normally distributed. Results
showed normally distributed means for aggres-
sion (p=.626), and trauma (p=.455). With this,
the alpha level of significance was set to 0.05
for all the variables. A paired sample t-test re-
sults for aggression show a significant differ-
ence (t (14)=2.39, p=0.032, d=.616) between
pretest and posttest scores. The finding sug-
gests that the participants reported a decrease
in the level of their aggression from pretest
Mean=71.7, and after completing the
performing arts EAT-based intervention had a
posttest score of Mean=60.5. This difference
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shows a medium effect size and it implies that
the intervention had a moderate effect in
reducing the aggression levels of the
participants who were part of this study. On the

contrary, no significant difference was ob-
served for trauma symptoms (t (14)=1.79,
p=.096, d=.461)

Table 3. Paired Samples t-test of Pretest and Posttest for performing arts-based experimental group

Pretest Posttest ,

Mean SD Mean SD df t p-value Cohen’sd
Aggression 71.7 20.1 60.5 11.7 14 2.39 0.032* 0.616
Trauma 40.5 16.5 35.2 16.6 14 1.79 0.096 0.461

Findings presented in table 4 shows the
means and standard deviations obtained by the
participants assigned in Visual Arts, Perform-
ing Arts treatment groups and Waitlist control
group at posttest, respectively. For the aggres-
sion scale, the visual arts group had an average
score of 66.7, the performing arts group had a

mean score of 60.5 while the waitlist control
scored an average score of 76.5. In addition, de-
scriptive statistics show that for the trauma
scale, the visual arts group had an average
score of 35.1, the performing arts group had a
mean score of 35.2 while the waitlist control
scored an average of 41.7.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Posttest Scores for Visual arts, Performing arts and Waitlist control

groups
Visual Arts Performing Arts Waitlist Control
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Aggression 66.7 14.2 60.5. 11.7 76.5 24.2
Trauma. 351 14.2 352 16.6 41.7 169

A one-way ANOVA was computed to com-
pare the differences of posttest scores among
the WDL belonging to visual arts, performing
arts and waitlist control conditions. It was de-
termined that scores were normally distrib-
uted between the posttest scores of the control
group, visual arts, and the performing arts ex-
perimental groups. No significant differences
were found in the WDL’s post-test scores

(waitlist control group, visual arts-based
group, and performing arts-based group) for
both aggression and trauma symptoms. For in-
stance, the aggression variable yielded the fol-
lowing results: (F(2,42)=3.20, p=.051). Like-
wise, there was no significant difference in the
post-test scores of the three groups for the
trauma symptoms (F(2,42)=0.86, p=.432).

Table 5. One Way Anova of Posttest Scores for visual arts, performing arts and waitlist control

df1 df2 F p-value
Aggression 2 42 3.20 0.051
Trauma 2 42 0.86 0.432

Discussion

The findings of this study show that the per-
forming arts based intervention participants
reported a significant decrease in the level of
their aggression after completing the Expres-
sive Arts Therapy (EAT-based) intervention.
This difference has a medium effect size and it

implies that the intervention had a moderate
effect in reducing the aggression levels of the
participants who were part of this study. How-
ever, for future studies that will use the same
variable and participants may require a larger
sample size to gain larger effect sizes and
heightened power of practical significance. The
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current results support another study, for in-
stance, Ye, et al. (2021) evaluated the effective-
ness of music-based interventions in reducing
aggressive behavior among children and ado-
lescents, and analyzing data from 10 studies,
they found that such interventions significantly
decreased aggression levels. A randomized
controlled trial involving adolescent female
students found that drama therapy signifi-
cantly reduced aggression and improved
adaptability (Yazdani et al., 2022). The therapy
provided a platform for participants to express
their feelings and develop healthier coping
mechanisms. Another study revealed that by
engaging in rhythmic movements and dance,
participants can release pent-up emotions and
develop better control over their impulses
(Patwari & Vajpayee, 2023). These findings
align with the broader literature that positions
performing arts-based therapy such as drama,
movement and music therapy as a creative,
non-confrontational modality that enables par-
ticipants to process underlying trauma and
transform aggressive tendencies into construc-
tive emotional expression. Significant observa-
tions also emerged during the performing arts-
based therapy sessions in this study. Session 1,
Pagpakilala (Introduction), guided participants
in self-discovery through writing prompts and
storytelling. After writing about themselves,
they introduced their stories using chosen me-
diums; poetry, movement, or song and most
opted for poetry. As highlighted in an article,
storytelling activates oxytocin and cortisol,
hormones linked to empathy, connection, and
stress response, making it a powerful bonding
tool (Native Hope, 2018). In the process ses-
sion, participants shared that verbal storytell-
ing helped them feel heard and connected. One
participant said, “Because we had the chance to
listen to each other’s stories, that’s when I real-
ized that I am not the only one going through
this kind of hardship. There are many of us, and
we can truly support one another in this space.”
This reflects how the group created a support-
ive and empathetic environment during the
session.

Findings of this study show that partici-
pants who use visual arts based intervention
reported a significant decrease in the level of
their aggression symptoms after completing

the visual arts-based intervention. This differ-
ence has a medium effect size which implies
that this intervention modality has a moderate
practical significance. A similar study investi-
gated the impact of visual arts therapy on 204
women who experienced intimate partner vio-
lence. Utilizing mixed research methods, in-
cluding structured interviews and focus group
discussions, the study found significant reduc-
tions in anxiety, stress, and depression among
participants  post-intervention. = Emergent
themes that emphasized the therapeutic effects
of art-based activities were "fear," "beatings,"
"motivation," "recovery,” "healing," and "mu-
tual aid." The results highlight how effective
culturally specific visual arts interventions are
at helping underprivileged women heal and be-
come more resilient (Cherian & N.Y., 2023). The
findings also align with another study where
art therapy such as painting, originally intro-
duced in psychiatric settings as a form of self-
expression, is now widely used in correctional
facilities. Evidence from a systematic review of
12 studies highlights its positive impact, includ-
ing reduced aggression, improved socializa-
tion, and lower recidivism rates among inmates
with mental health diagnoses (Isern et al,
2025).

Significant observations also emerged dur-
ing the performing arts-based therapy sessions
in this study wherein in Session 1, Pagpakilala
(Introduction), participants created a collage
using magazines, scratch paper, and crayons.
Although meant to be an individual task, partic-
ipants naturally began sharing materials and
stories about their lives, interests, and dreams.
This early interaction indicated a spontaneous
openness. Fancourt et al. Al (2019) looked into
the impact of creative activities on emotion reg-
ulation, and the results indicate that they help
to modulate emotions and promote a more pos-
itive mood. Significant observations also
emerged during the visual arts-based therapy
sessions in this study wherein in Session 2, par-
ticipants explored life’s pain points by design-
ing a chair as a group. They named it and devel-
oped a collective story reflecting their shared
experiences. This creative and anonymous sto-
rytelling allowed for connection and empathy.
As each group presented, supportive com-
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ments naturally emerged, showing shared un-
derstanding among participants. Session 3 in-
volved clay-making where each participant
sculpted their "life hero" and shared personal
reflections. It became an emotional and bond-
ing experience. Notably, previously reserved
individuals began to open up. One participant
shared, “Inday (not her real name) never used to
speak, but now I'm so happy she’s talking, I got
to know her even more.”

Overall, another observation between the
pairwise comparison results of the three
groups showed no significant difference for the
trauma variable. Expressive Arts Therapy
(EAT) may have a greater impact on emotional
regulation related to aggression, as it targets
skills like impulse control and anger manage-
ment. Aggressive behaviors are more external
and responsive to short-term interventions. In
contrast, trauma recovery involves complex
processes, such as processing traumatic mem-
ories and reducing hyperarousal, which are of-
ten internalized and less immediately respon-
sive (Malchiodi, 2020). This is supported by re-
lated articles of Malchiodi (2020), that while
expressive arts therapies (EAT) can incorpo-
rate grounding techniques, mindfulness, meta-
phor, and dramatic enactments to promote
emotional safety and facilitate expression,
these may primarily support emotional dis-
tancing rather than deep trauma resolution. A
related research also suggests that trauma-in-
formed expressive interventions should be
carefully designed to engage affected brain re-
gions and create therapeutic pathways be-
tween internal experiences and externalized
expression (Haire, 2020). Consequently, while
EAT can effectively support emotional regula-
tion and behavior modification, especially in
contexts of outward aggression, it may fall
short in addressing the deeper, neurobiologi-
cally rooted effects of trauma without addi-
tional, trauma-specific therapeutic support,
and that it is an experience that is quite difficult
to unfold and process, the intervention re-
quires to be implemented in a community-wide
scale and apply extensive/longer sessions to be
able to treat systemic-level sources of trauma
for the intervention to be deemed as more ef-
fective (Alfred, 2018). Results of this study like-

wise indicate that while expressive arts ther-
apy significantly reduced aggression symptoms
within participants (as shown by the paired
samples t-test), the one-way ANOVA revealed
no significant differences between the per-
forming arts therapy, visual arts therapy, and
waitlist-control group. This implies that while
therapy was beneficial, neither one modality
nor the control condition was statistically bet-
ter than the others. Possible explanations in-
clude small sample sizes, which may have lim-
ited statistical power, and individual variability
in therapy response, which could have ob-
scured between-group differences. Addition-
ally, factors such as therapy duration, session
intensity, and external influences may have
contributed to the outcomes. These findings
are consistent with other studies, such as one
by Potash, Chen, and Ramirez (2020), which ex-
amined the shift to online art therapy during
the COVID-19 pandemic and discovered that
although art therapy significantly improved
mood and emotional processing, there was no
clear evidence that one modality was superior
to another in lowering emotional distress. An-
other study by Van Lith & Ettenberger (2023)
highlighted the results of multiple studies in-
volving drama, music, dance, and art therapies.
While moderate effects were found across all
modalities, the review emphasized that no sin-
gle modality emerged as consistently superior,
suggesting therapy context, facilitator compe-
tence, and participant engagement matter
more. Another systematic review found con-
sistent improvements in behavior regulation
and emotional expression across visual, per-
forming, and integrative arts therapies. How-
ever, the study cautioned against overgeneral-
izing efficacy by modality, stating that sample
sizes and study design limitations often hinder
conclusive comparisons (Melvin, Onyeaso &
Giacco, 2025).

These findings highlight the complexity of
measuring therapeutic effectiveness and sug-
gest that future research should explore larger
sample sizes, standardized intervention proto-
cols, and mixed-method approaches to better
capture both statistical and experiential out-
comes. In general, group therapy provided a
safe and supportive space where women could
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express their experiences, emotions, and strug-
gles without fear of judgment. Through expres-
sive arts activities, the women participants in
this study not only accessed their inner emo-
tions creatively but also witnessed the resili-
ence and stories of others in the group. This
peer mirroring helped normalize their feelings
and reduced shame. The collaborative nature of
group sessions promoted interpersonal con-
nection, belonging, and a reclamation of voice
and identity, which I believe are key elements
in the healing process. Over time, this dynamic
contributed to increased self-worth, confi-
dence, and agency, empowering women to see
themselves not just as survivors, but as active
agents of change in their own lives.

Conclusion

Expressive arts therapy; both visual arts
and performing arts modalities were found to
be an effective tool in decreasing aggression
symptoms among WDL participants, but not for
reduction of trauma symptoms. Moreover, ex-
pressive arts therapy can be used as an inte-
grated and auxiliary approach for healing, in-
tervention and personal growth of incarcerated
women and other individuals in similar diffi-
cult circumstances. Individuals are able to ex-
press themselves and explore their feelings,
thoughts, and experiences in a safe and sup-
portive atmosphere. This therapeutic approach
can aid people in increasing their self-aware-
ness, communication skills, capacity for prob-
lem-solving, and general well-being. It was also
helpful for the participants that the session was
a group therapy since it gave them the chance
to relate, learn and empathize with the other
participants that were part of the group. In this
group therapy session, they were able to iden-
tify their personal challenges, be aware of their
current behaviours, instill the concept and im-
portance of asking self-reflective questions,
and come up with future initiatives and steps to
let them be more effective in managing their
emotions, experiences and themselves in gen-
eral. The current findings of this research
amplify the voices of incarcerated women, in-
creasing their self-management strategies and
identifying or understanding what is lacking in
order to improve programs for WDL both in the

local and national context. A proposed pro-
gram, based on the study’s findings, is recom-
mended for adoption by the university’s com-
munity extension initiative to support women
deprived of liberty (WDL) through expressive
arts activities that promote self-management,
resilience, and social connection. These include
movement, music, drama, clay, painting, and
drawing, refined from the original module to
focus on activities that build psychological
strength. Itis recommended that families main-
tain communication with WDL through visits
or virtual means, as many experience isolation,
particularly from their children. Mental health
professionals and institutions are encouraged
to provide accessible services or training in ex-
pressive arts therapy, while government agen-
cies should support WDL’s basic needs and
partner on reformation programs. Lastly, arts
and culture sectors should develop training for
facilitators to assist in delivering arts-based
mental health interventions, and future re-
searchers should explore other art forms and
mental health conditions in vulnerable popula-
tions.
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