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In support of art therapy advocacy initiatives across the nation and based on an expressed desire 

from the AATA membership, in July of 2016 the AATA Board of Directors began work on 

creating a contemporary definition of the art therapy profession.  We sought to present an up-to-

date and inclusive description of the field by broadening the nomenclature and incorporating 

suggestions from members.  A task force comprising members of the Board of Directors created 

the first draft, which was then published for member review and input.  Subsequent drafts were 

updated with the input, refined, and ultimately approved by the full AATA Board. 

 

The definition includes a brief description of the AATA, followed by a concise standalone 

definition, and a more comprehensive version that includes and elaborates on the concise 

definition.  Either of the two versions can be used as the official definitions to describe, 

advocate, and educate others about the art therapy profession: 

 

Definition: Organization: 

The American Art Therapy Association is a not-for-profit, professional and educational 

organization dedicated to the growth and development of the art therapy profession. 

Founded in 1969, The American Art Therapy Association is one of the world’s leading 

art therapy membership organizations. 

 

(Concise) Definition of Art Therapy: 

Art Therapy is an integrative mental health and human services profession that enriches 

the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active art-making, creative 

process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic 

relationship. 

 

Art Therapy, facilitated by a professional art therapist, effectively supports personal and 

relational treatment goals as well as community concerns.  Art Therapy is used to 

improve cognitive and sensory-motor functions, foster self-esteem and self-awareness, 

cultivate emotional resilience, promote insight, enhance social skills, reduce and resolve 

conflicts and distress, and advance societal and ecological change. 

 

(Broader) Definition of Art Therapy:  

Art Therapy is an integrative mental health and human services profession that enriches 

the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active art-making, creative 
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process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic 

relationship. 

 

Art Therapy, facilitated by a professional art therapist, effectively supports personal and 

relational treatment goals as well as community concerns.  Art Therapy is used to 

improve cognitive and sensory-motor functions, foster self-esteem and self-awareness, 

cultivate emotional resilience, promote insight, enhance social skills, reduce and resolve 

conflicts and distress, and advance societal and ecological change. 

 

Art therapists are master-level clinicians who work with people of all ages across a broad 

spectrum of practice.  Guided by ethical standards and scope of practice, their education 

and supervised training prepares them for culturally proficient work with diverse 

populations in a variety of settings.  Honoring individuals’ values and beliefs, art 

therapists work with people who are challenged with medical and mental health 

problems, as well as individuals seeking emotional, creative, and spiritual growth. 

 

Through integrative methods, art therapy engages the mind, body, and spirit in ways that 

are distinct from verbal articulation alone.  Kinesthetic, sensory, perceptual, and symbolic 

opportunities invite alternative modes of receptive and expressive communication, which 

can circumvent the limitations of language.  Visual and symbolic expression gives voice 

to experience, and empowers individual, communal, and societal transformation.  
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