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Abstract
	This study aimed to examine and compare the short-term effects of figurative and non-figurative art therapy activities on stress reduction among youth athletes. A quasi-experimental, two-group pretest-posttest design was used. The sample consisted of 60 Grade 7 students from a Suphanburi Sports School, divided into Experimental Group 
1, which participated in figurative art therapy activities, and Experimental Group 2, which participated in non-figurative art therapy activities, with 30 students in each group. Stress was measured using a 19-item state stress assessment scale for youth athletes, with total scores ranging from 19 to 57. Data were analyzed using mean, standard deviation, paired samples t-test, and independent samples t-test.
	The results showed that (1) the figurative art therapy group's stress scores decreased significantly from 39.47 to 33.84 (t = 11.42, p < .001); (2) the non-figurative art therapy group's stress scores decreased significantly from 39.83 to 32.80 (t = 15.28, p < .001); and (3) the non-figurative art therapy activity produced a significantly greater reduction in stress scores than the figurative activity (t = 2.08, p = .042), although the difference of only 1.40 points was practically modest. These findings suggest that both forms of art therapy activity are effective approaches for reducing short-term stress in youth athletes within the sports-school context.
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Introduction
	Adolescence is a period of rapid physical, emotional, social, and psychological change. Youth athletes, in particular, must not only cope with schoolwork and the ordinary adjustments of adolescence but also bear responsibility for training, competition, maintaining physical fitness, team selection, and the expectations of coaches, parents, teammates, and themselves. These factors may give rise to stress, anxiety, and emotional pressure, affecting concentration, motivation, confidence, and performance in both training and competition (Bergeron et al., 2015; Brenner, 2019).
The World Health Organization reports that approximately one in seven adolescents aged 10-19 worldwide experiences a mental health condition, with depression, anxiety, and behavioral problems being major causes of illness and disability in this age group (World Health Organization, 2025). This issue is especially significant for youth athletes, who must shoulder the dual burden of being both students and athletes simultaneously.
	Art therapy is one approach that has attracted growing interest as a means of promoting mental health and reducing stress. The American Art Therapy Association (2022) describes art therapy as using the creative process of art-making together with psychological theory within a therapeutic relationship to enhance quality of life. Academic evidence supports the view that engagement with art activities and creative processes is associated with the promotion of well-being and mental health care (Fancourt & Finn, 2019; Kaimal, Ray, & Muniz, 2016; Zhang, Wang, & Abdullah, 2024).
	This study set out to compare two forms of art therapy activity: figurative art therapy, in which participants create works with clearly recognizable images or forms that convey explicit meaning, and non-figurative art therapy, which emphasizes the free use of line, color, shape, and other artistic elements without the need to produce a fixed, meaningful image. The findings are intended to benefit teachers, coaches, and other stakeholders in developing evidence-based mental health promotion activities for youth athletes.
Research Objectives
	1. To examine the short-term effect of figurative art therapy activities on stress reduction in youth athletes.
	2. To examine the short-term effect of non-figurative art therapy activities on stress reduction in youth athletes.
	3. To compare the reduction in stress levels between youth athletes who participated in figurative art therapy activities and those who participated in non-figurative art therapy activities.

Research Hypotheses
	1. Youth athletes who participate in figurative art therapy activities have lower stress levels immediately after participation than before.
	2. Youth athletes who participate in non-figurative art therapy activities have lower stress levels immediately after participation than before.
	3. Youth athletes who participate in figurative versus non-figurative art therapy activities show different amounts of stress reduction.


Literature Review
Concepts of Stress in Youth Athletes
	Stress is a condition that arises when an individual perceives a situation as demanding or as exceeding their capacity to cope. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) explain that stress results from a cognitive appraisal process in which a situation is evaluated as a threat, a challenge, or a loss, together with an assessment of whether one's own resources are sufficient to manage it. When the perceived demand exceeds perceived capacity, stress arises.
	For youth athletes, stress takes on characteristics distinct from those of adolescents in general, since they must simultaneously bear both academic and athletic burdens, including training, competition, team selection, maintaining performance, and the expectations of coaches, teammates, and families. The International Olympic Committee has emphasized that youth athlete development should proceed in a balanced way, with attention to physical health, mental health, and enjoyment of sport, rather than focusing solely on competitive outcomes (Bergeron et al., 2015). Brenner (2019) further notes that early specialization in a single sport may increase the risk of stress, mental fatigue, and burnout.
Concepts of Art Therapy
	Art therapy uses the creative art-making process to promote emotional expression, self-awareness, relaxation, and psychological problem management. The essence of art therapy lies not in the aesthetic quality of the finished work but in the creative process and the participant's internal experience. The process of making art engages the senses and movement together with emotional expression—choosing colors, drawing lines, applying paint—which helps participants stay focused on the present moment, reduces rumination about worries, and transforms tense emotional energy into creative action (Kaimal et al., 2016).
	Figurative art therapy activities refer to the creation of works with clearly visible and meaningful images or forms. Their strength lies in helping participants readily connect their emotions, thoughts, and experiences to a concrete image, making it easier to see their own problems or feelings more clearly and opening space to reflect explicitly on their athletic experiences. However, they may also cause participants without artistic skill to feel anxious about the aesthetic quality of their work (Curry & Kasser, 2005).
	Non-figurative art therapy activities refer to the creation of works that do not need to represent a clear image of a person, object, or event, but instead emphasize the free use of line, color, shape, texture, rhythm, and movement to convey emotion. This type of activity reduces the pressure of being judged on the finished work, since there is no clear model image for comparison, allowing participants to focus on their feelings and the creative process rather than the final outcome—a quality well suited to youth athletes, who are already frequently evaluated on competition scores, times, and statistics (Arnaud & Koch, 2022; Martin et al., 2018).
Related Research
	Fancourt and Finn (2019) synthesized evidence from more than 3,000 studies and found that the arts play a role in health across prevention, well-being promotion, and management of health conditions. Kaimal, Ray, and Muniz (2016) found that engaging in art-making activities can help reduce cortisol levels associated with stress, while Zhang, Wang, and Abdullah (2024), in a meta-analysis, found that art therapy significantly reduces anxiety symptoms in children and adolescents.
	In the Thai context, Phiset Phophit (2019; 2020) studied art therapy with children and youth in Suphanburi Province and found that after participating in art activities, the proportion experiencing the highest stress levels decreased while the proportion with low stress levels increased. Taweerat Promarat and colleagues (2016) developed art activities for stress therapy incorporating non-figurative techniques such as imaginative line drawing and free-form coloring, and found a statistically significant reduction in stress scores. Further support comes from the work of Saranya Khwanphet and colleagues (2024) and Panthipha Thongsalab and Falsana Abdulroman (2023), which likewise found that the art therapy process helps participants release internal feelings, reduce tension, and experience relaxation.


Research Methodology
Research Design
	This study employed a quasi-experimental, two-group pretest-posttest design. Experimental Group 1 participated in figurative art therapy activities, and Experimental Group 2 participated in non-figurative art therapy activities.
Population and Sample
	The population consisted of Grade 7 students who were youth athletes at a Suphanburi  Sports School during the academic year in which the study was conducted. A purposive sample of 60 students was selected and divided by existing homeroom class into two groups of 30 each. Because sports-school students come from diverse sport disciplines and instruction is organized by fixed homeroom classes, the researcher used the existing classroom as the unit for group assignment.
Research Instruments
	The instruments used in this study consisted of: (1) a figurative art therapy activity plan, in which students were asked to draw images related to their own sport or areas of interest, such as an image of themselves playing sport, receiving an award, or a future goal; (2) an non-figurative art therapy activity plan, in which students created non-figurative artwork using techniques such as paint splattering, paint blowing, string drawing, paint dripping, and paint smearing; and (3) a state stress assessment scale for youth athletes developed by the researcher, comprising 19 items on a 3-point scale with total scores ranging from 19 to 57, constructed from the concepts of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) and the Subjective Units of Distress Scale (SUDS) concept of Wolpe (1969).
	The scale is divided into 15 stress items and 4 positively worded items that are reverse-scored before summing. The interpretation criteria are as follows: scores of 19-31 indicate low stress, 32-44 indicate moderate stress, and 45-57 indicate high stress. All instruments were reviewed for content validity by three experts using the Index of Item-Objective Congruence (IOC).

Data Collection and Analysis
	The researcher conducted the activities during a single class period, lasting approximately 50-60 minutes, measuring stress levels immediately before and after the activity using the developed assessment scale. Data were analyzed using mean, standard deviation, paired samples t-test to compare pre- and post-activity scores within each group, and independent samples t-test to compare the reduction in scores between groups. Statistical significance was set at .05.


Results
General Characteristics of the Sample
	The total sample comprised 60 students: 35 males (58.33%) and 25 females (41.67%). The proportion of males to females was similar in both groups, as shown in Table 1.
Table 1 General Characteristics of the Sample by Sex
	Experimental Group
	Male, n (%)
	Female, n (%)
	Total (n)

	Group 1: Figurative Art Therapy
	18 (60.00)
	12 (40.00)
	30

	Group 2: Non-Figurative Art Therapy
	17 (56.67)
	13 (43.33)
	30

	Total
	35 (58.33)
	25 (41.67)
	60



Comparison of Pre-Activity Stress Scores Between Groups
	Before the activity, the figurative art therapy group had a mean score of 39.47 (S.D. = 4.82) and the non-figurative art therapy group had a mean score of 39.83 (S.D. = 4.70). A between-group comparison showed no statistically significant difference (t = 0.29, p = .771), indicating that the two groups had similar baseline stress levels (Table 2).
Table 2 Comparison of Pre-Activity Stress Scores Between Groups
	Experimental Group
	n
	Mean
	S.D.
	t
	p

	Figurative Art Therapy
	30
	39.47
	4.82
	0.29
	.771

	Non-Figurative Art Therapy
	30
	39.83
	4.70
	
	



Comparison of Pre- and Post-Activity Stress Levels Within Groups
	The figurative art therapy group's stress scores decreased significantly from 39.47 to 33.84 (t = 11.42, p < .001). The non-figurative art therapy group's stress scores decreased significantly from 39.83 to 32.80 (t = 15.28, p < .001). These results indicate that both forms of art therapy activity helped reduce youth athletes' stress levels (Table 3).
Table 3 Comparison of Pre- and Post-Activity Stress Scores Within Groups
	Experimental Group
	Time
	n
	Mean
	S.D.
	t
	p

	Figurative Art Therapy
	Pre-activity
	30
	39.47
	4.82
	11.42
	< .001

	
	Post-activity
	30
	33.84
	4.65
	
	

	Non-Figurative Art Therapy
	Pre-activity
	30
	39.83
	4.70
	15.28
	< .001

	
	Post-activity
	30
	32.80
	4.51
	
	



Comparison of Stress Score Reduction Between Groups
	The figurative art therapy group showed a mean reduction of 5.63 points (S.D. = 2.70), while the non-figurative art therapy group showed a mean reduction of 7.03 points (S.D. = 2.52). A between-group comparison found that the non-figurative art therapy group's reduction was significantly greater at the .05 level (t = 2.08, p = .042), although the 1.40-point difference was practically modest (Table 4).
Table 4 Comparison of Stress Score Reduction Between Experimental Groups
	Experimental Group
	n
	Mean Reduction
	S.D.
	t
	p

	Figurative Art Therapy
	30
	5.63
	2.70
	2.08
	.042

	Non-Figurative Art Therapy
	30
	7.03
	2.52
	
	





Discussion
Effects of Figurative Art Therapy Activities
	The results showed that figurative art therapy activities significantly reduced stress levels in youth athletes. This may be because the activity gave students the opportunity to translate their sporting experiences, expectations, pride, or pressures into a visible image. Creating an image with clear form may have helped students see their own thoughts and feelings concretely, prompting self-reflection and reducing the tension of holding feelings inside. This finding is consistent with the work of Curry and Kasser (2005), the American Art Therapy Association (2022), and Fancourt and Finn (2019), which support the role of art in promoting psychological well-being, as well as with the work of Phiset Phophit (2019; 2020) conducted in the Suphanburi provincial context.
Effects of Non-Figurative Art Therapy Activities
	The results also showed that non-figurative art therapy activities significantly reduced stress levels. This may be because the activity allowed students to use color, line, movement, and free techniques—such as paint splattering, paint blowing, and string drawing—without an emphasis on realism or beauty, thereby reducing anxiety about artistic skill and fear of having their work judged. Students were able to release emotion, pressure, and tension naturally through the non-figurative art-making process. This finding is consistent with the work of Martin et al. (2018), Arnaud and Koch (2022), Zhang, Wang, and Abdullah (2024), and Taweerat Promarat and colleagues (2016).
Comparison Between the Two Forms
	Although both forms of activity reduced stress in the same direction, non-figurative art therapy produced a slightly but statistically significantly greater reduction. This may be explained by the fact that non-figurative activities create more space that is free from competition and judgment, which suits youth athletes who already frequently face evaluation based on scores and statistics in daily life. In addition, the specific physical processes involved in the activity, such as splattering or blowing paint, may release emotional energy more quickly and in closer alignment with the participant's immediate emotional state. However, because the difference between the two groups was only 1.40 points, the findings should be interpreted as indicating that both forms of activity are beneficial for reducing stress in youth athletes, with the non-figurative form being only slightly more suitable when the goal is rapid emotional release within a single class period.


Conclusions and Recommendations
Summary of Findings
	This study demonstrates that both figurative and non-figurative art therapy activities can help reduce the immediate stress levels of youth athletes after just a single class period of participation. The non-figurative art therapy activity produced a significantly greater reduction in stress scores than the figurative activity, although the practical difference was modest. These findings suggest that art therapy activities are a viable approach that can be applied in the sports-school context to promote relaxation and reduce tension in youth athletes.
Recommendations for Application
	1. Sports schools, teachers, and coaches can apply both forms of art therapy activity as supplementary activities to help reduce stress in youth athletes, particularly before or after competitions or during periods of intensive training.
	2. If a short, single-period activity is required, non-figurative art therapy activities should be considered first, since the findings indicate a slightly greater, statistically significant effect on stress reduction.
	3. Activities should emphasize a safe, relaxed, and non-judgmental atmosphere, with clear communication to students that the activity does not assess the beauty or skill of the artwork but instead focuses on emotional expression and relaxation.
Recommendations for Future Research
	1. Continuous art therapy programs lasting 4-8 weeks should be developed, and their long-term effects and the persistence of stress reduction should be studied.
	2. A control group that does not receive art therapy activities should be added to confirm that changes result directly from the activity.
	3. Studies should be conducted with more diverse samples, such as athletes in different sports, other grade levels, or sports schools in other provinces.
	4. Additional qualitative data, such as interviews or reflective journals, should be collected to gain a deeper understanding of the stress-reduction process through art therapy.


References
	American Art Therapy Association. (2022). About art therapy. https://arttherapy.org/about-art-therapy/
	Arnaud, A., & Koch, S. C. (2022). Creative arts therapies and stress reduction: A systematic review. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 832420.
	Bergeron, M. F., Mountjoy, M., Armstrong, N., Chia, M., Côté, J., Emery, C. A., ... & Engebretsen, L. (2015). International Olympic Committee consensus statement on youth athletic development. British Journal of Sports Medicine, 49(13), 843-851.
	Brenner, J. S. (2019). Sports specialization and intensive training in young athletes. Pediatrics, 144(6), e20193289.
	Cohen, S., Kamarck, T., & Mermelstein, R. (1983). A global measure of perceived stress. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 24(4), 385-396.
	Curry, N. A., & Kasser, T. (2005). Can coloring mandalas reduce anxiety? Art Therapy, 22(2), 81-85.
	Fancourt, D., & Finn, S. (2019). What is the evidence on the role of the arts in improving health and well-being? A scoping review. WHO Regional Office for Europe.
	Kaimal, G., Ray, K., & Muniz, J. (2016). Reduction of cortisol levels and participants' responses following art making. Art Therapy, 33(2), 74-80.
	Khwanphet, S., et al. (2024). Effects of an art therapy program on stress in compulsory non-custodial drug rehabilitation patients. Journal of Nursing and Health Care, 42(1), 78-89.
	Lazarus, R. S., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress, appraisal, and coping. Springer.
	Martin, L., Oepen, R., Bauer, K., Nottensteiner, A., Mergheim, K., Gruber, H., & Koch, S. C. (2018). Creative arts interventions for stress management and prevention-A systematic review. Behavioral Sciences, 8(2), 28.
	Phophit, P. (2019). Art for stress therapy in children and youth at the Suphanburi Provincial Juvenile Observation and Protection Center [Research report].
	Phophit, P. (2020). Creating art activities to reduce stress in children from online learning [Research report].
	Promarat, T., Sudsang, N., Pankam, P., & Triyawarangphan, K. (2016). The development of an art activity model for stress therapy in substance-dependent patients. Journal of Fine and Applied Arts, 23(2), 55-74.
	Thongsalab, P., & Abdulroman, F. (2023). Effects of a group art therapy program on anxiety in substance-use patients with psychiatric symptoms. Journal of Mental Health of Thailand, 31(2), 128-141.
	Wolpe, J. (1969). The practice of behavior therapy. Pergamon Press.
	World Health Organization. (2025). Mental health of adolescents. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-mental-health
	Zhang, Y., Wang, Q., & Abdullah, S. N. (2024). Effects of art therapy on anxiety in children and adolescents: A meta-analysis. Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 18(1), 45.
