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Abstract: This study focuses on the integrated development of art therapy and public space design, providing support for 
alleviating the psychological pressure of urban residents and improving the quality of public spaces. Based on authoritative data 
such as the Report on the Development of National Mental Health in China (2023-2024), it sorts out the concept, theoretical 
basis of art therapy as well as the current situation and dilemmas of the integration of art therapy and public space design, reveals 
the importance and advantages of such integration, and puts forward strategies for integrated development. The study finds that 
the integration of the two is confronted with dilemmas including cognitive biases and homogenization. It is therefore necessary 
to advance the integration from five dimensions—concept, design, operation, professionalism and technology—and construct a 
new public space model featuring "healing priority, art empowerment". 

Keywords: Art Therapy; Public Space Design; Healing Space; Urban Renewal. 
 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Research Background 
Against the backdrop of rapid urbanization nowadays, 

urban residents have long been in a high-pressure state, and 
mental health issues such as anxiety and depression have 
become increasingly prominent. According to the Report on 
the Development of National Mental Health in China (2023-
2024), the detection rate of mental health problems among 
Chinese urban residents reaches 22.3%, and the incidence of 
anxiety and depression tendencies among middle-aged and 
young groups aged 35-59 is as high as 28.6%.[1] The 2024 
Research Report on Life Pressure of Chinese Urban 
Residents points out that the average daily working hours of 
residents in first-tier cities exceed 9.2 hours, 62.5% of them 
are in a long-term high-pressure state, and nearly half suffer 
from sleep disorders.[2] As a hub and connection venue in the 
life of urban residents, public space design is undergoing a 
transformation from a "function-satisfying" space to a 
composite space focusing on "psychological healing". 
Policies such as the Healthy China Initiative - Implementation 
Plan for Mental Health Promotion Actions have clearly 
promoted the construction of composite public spaces.[3] At 
the disciplinary level, the application scenarios of art therapy 
have extended from clinical fields to public spaces, and the 
interdisciplinary integration with architecture and landscape 
architecture has become a new research hotspot in the 
industry. 

1.2. Research Significance 
By expanding the application boundary of art therapy and 

constructing an integration theoretical framework, this study 
aims to fill the gap in systematic integration research in the 
development of urban public spaces. Meanwhile, it provides 
healing empowerment strategies for public space design, so 
as to assist in urban renewal, old community renovation and 
other projects, promote the healthier development of 
community construction and urban construction, and further 

enhance residents' sense of happiness. 

2. Definition of Art Therapy in Urban 
Public Spaces 

2.1. Definition and Core Connotation of Art 
Therapy 

Art therapy itself is an interdisciplinary practice integrating 
art, psychology, and sociology. Guided by diverse art forms, 
it helps individuals release psychological pressure and 
express implicit emotions, thereby achieving the restoration 
of psychological states and the improvement of psychological 
resilience, and ultimately realizing a healing model that 
enhances mental health and life satisfaction.[3] The American 
Art Therapy Association (AATA) points out that based on 
psychological theories, it helps individuals manage behaviors 
and reduce anxiety through artistic expression from multiple 
dimensions. 

Its core connotation includes process orientation that 
emphasizes the experience process rather than result display, 
experientiality that focuses on multi-sensory collaboration, 
inclusiveness that adapts to all groups, and interactivity 
generated by enhancing community connections. 

2.2. Theoretical Basis of Art Therapy 
Psychological theories form the core foundation of art 

therapy, including Expressive Arts Therapy Theory[5], 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Flow Theory[6] and Roger 
Ulrich’s Stress Recovery Theory.[7] 

On the basis of psychological theories, art therapy also 
incorporates Aesthetic Healing Theory and Interactive Art 
Theory from art studies, as well as Genius Loci Theory and 
Restorative Environment Theory from spatial theories. 

The theoretical system of art therapy is rooted in the three 
core psychological theories, supplemented by art studies and 
spatial theories. These theories are interconnected and 
mutually complementary: they not only clarify the core logic 
and objectives of art therapy, but also enrich its practical 
approaches, laying a theoretical foundation for the 
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standardized and scientific development of art therapy. 

2.3. Importance of Integrating Art Therapy 
into Public Spaces 

As hubs of urban life and primary venues for social 
interaction, urban public spaces are well-suited for the 
composite construction of scenario-based art healing spaces. 
The unique attributes of public spaces endow art therapy with 
three key characteristics: threshold-free accessibility, daily-
life integration, and community orientation. The American 
Art Therapy Association (AATA) proposed the theory of 
"Healing as Expression", which holds that artistic creation 
serves as a tangible carrier for individuals to externalize their 
inner emotions. Meanwhile, as a diversified form of 
expression, non-verbal communication tools can effectively 
help individuals release negative emotions and enhance self-
awareness. 

Therefore, integrating art therapy into urban public spaces 
can provide emotional outlets for high-pressure residents and 
break down social alienation; drive the upgrading of urban 
spaces and enrich the connotation of urban life; strengthen 
residents' sense of belonging, facilitate neighborhood 
interactions and social inclusion, and ultimately improve the 
happiness of urban life. 

3. Current Status of the Integration of 
Art Therapy and Public Spaces 

3.1. Current Integration Status 
Nowadays, the integration of art therapy and public spaces 

has become a key topic and development trend in global urban 
governance, presenting a pattern of "Europe and America 
leading the way while China is catching up". 

The integration of art therapy and public spaces in Europe 
and America has gradually become systematic and policy-
driven, forming a mature model of "public art + psychological 
services". In China, art therapy places greater emphasis on 
local cultural integration, with communities and natural 
spaces as the primary carriers. However, since 2024, policy-
driven development has become increasingly evident, 
showing the characteristic of "connecting scattered pilot 
projects into a cohesive network". 

3.2. Core Dilemmas 
Despite the vigorous development of art therapy and public 

space integration practices in China, systematic obstacles still 
restrict its transition from "pilotization" to "normalization". 
The main reasons are as follows: 

First, the supply of professional talents is insufficient and 
their capabilities are unbalanced. China’s current talent 
training system for art therapy is not yet mature, resulting in 
a shortage of qualified professionals and an imbalance in their 
skill sets. 

Second, capital investment is inadequate. Projects rely 
excessively on government financial appropriations, with low 
participation from social capital, making it difficult to 
establish a long-term operational mechanism. At the same 
time, art therapy projects entail high maintenance costs and 
personnel expenses, while public management departments 
face limited budgets. This leads to some projects being 
"completed yet left idle", creating a vicious cycle. 

Third, the conceptual alienation between art therapy 
theories and practices results in superficial application. Due 
to the above two factors, art therapy projects in some regions 

lack in-depth professionalism and only stay at the level of 
"formal imitation", which runs counter to the core spirit of 
Expressive Arts Therapy Theory. 

Finally, there is a lack of a standardized evaluation system. 
It is difficult to quantify the healing effects of art therapy and 
regulate market participants, leading to insufficient social 
recognition of its value and insignificant short-term outcomes. 

4. Development Suggestions for 
Integrating Art Therapy into Public 
Spaces 

4.1. Clarify the Theoretical Core of "Healing 
Priority" 

First, it is necessary to correct cognitive biases, take Stress 
Recovery Theory and Expressive Arts Therapy Theory as the 
core of design, and abandon the tendency to prioritize 
decorative art over therapeutic functions. Second, art therapy 
should align with the high accessibility of public spaces, i.e., 
better meet the needs of diverse groups of people and add 
targeted functions for them. 

4.2. Precise Adaptation of Design Directions 
At the design level, different design expressions should be 

adopted according to the characteristics of various public 
spaces. For example, urban parks should incorporate more art 
installations integrated with nature, while communities 
should focus on resident interaction and co-creation for 
scenario matching. Second, multi-sensory integrated design 
should be implemented as much as possible, integrating 
visual, auditory and even tactile experiences to achieve better 
healing effects. Finally, strengthen regional integration with 
the local context, incorporate local cultural symbols, and 
deepen the professional attributes of art therapy to reduce 
homogenized design. 

4.3. Ensure Long-Term and Sustainable 
Operational Capacity 

Efforts should be made to construct a multi-stakeholder 
collaboration mechanism of "government + designers + 
therapists + enterprises". Cost control can be achieved 
through diversified funding sources and collaborative 
governance, ensuring the long-term sustainability and 
professionalism of projects. In addition, regular activities 
should be held in public spaces to popularize the concept of 
art therapy and enhance its public awareness. 

4.4. Strengthen Professional Support and 
Technological Innovation 

Building an interdisciplinary collaboration platform for 
designers and art therapists is the core priority in the field of 
talent development. Meanwhile, industry training programs 
should be carried out to ensure talent mobility and 
sustainability, cultivating interdisciplinary professionals. At 
the technical level, digital technologies such as AR interactive 
walls should be introduced to enhance the healing effects of 
art therapy. 

5. Conclusion 
In the process of rapid urbanization, urban residents have 

long been in a state of high pressure, with the detection rate 
of mental health problems reaching 22.3%. The in-depth 
integration of art therapy and public spaces has become an 
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indispensable path to alleviate residents' psychological 
pressure and improve the quality of public spaces. The two 
fields are highly compatible: supported by Stress Recovery 
Theory and Expressive Arts Therapy Theory, they can not 
only provide threshold-free emotional release channels for 
residents through multi-sensory art experiences and resolve 
urban social alienation, but also promote the upgrading of 
public spaces from "physical functional carriers" to 
"psychological healing platforms", highlighting regional 
cultural characteristics. 

Although the integration of art therapy and public spaces is 
showing a positive trend of growing practical applications and 
policy support, it still faces core dilemmas such as cognitive 
biases (reducing art to mere decoration), design 
homogenization, weak professional support, and insufficient 
long-term operation. In the future, it is necessary to anchor 
the core principle of "healing priority" and make efforts from 
five dimensions: concept, design, operation, professionalism 
and technology. Through precise adaptation for all groups, 
scenario-specific design, multi-stakeholder collaborative 
operation, interdisciplinary support and low-cost innovation, 
we can promote the in-depth integration of art therapy into 
public spaces, build an implementable and sustainable healing 
public space system, and provide strong support for healthy 
city construction and the improvement of residents' sense of 
happiness. 
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