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Drawing in Healthcare

Drawing in healthcare
• Informational tool (e.g., drawing location of pain)
• Expressive tool (e.g., communicating nature of experience)
• Wellbeing tool (doodling and observational drawing to reduce
stress and anxiety)

Drawing as a stress reduction intervention
in healthcare settings
• Increased use of art and drawing for wellbeing interventions to
help reduce stress and anxiety of staff and patients in medical
settings
• Drawing and colouring reduced anxiety of adults in emergency
department and pediatric surgery waiting rooms (Rajendran et
al., 2020; Robinson et al., 2018).
• Nurses who coloured in their break had lower levels of anxiety
at the end of the break than nurses who did not (Maguire et al.,
2020)
• A Zentangling intervention (structured doodling) for healthcare
workers (6 months) improved workplace stress management
and self efficacy

Drawing to repair mood
• Drawing for 15-20 minutes repairs mood after a stressful event,
heart rate decreased (Drake, 2019; Smolarski et al., 2015); more
effective than completing puzzles (De Petrillo & Winner, 2005).
• Drawing daily for 4 days (4 occasions)
• Observational drawing (e.g. drawing one’s hands and shoes)
improved mood more effectively than drawing to express one’s
stressful experience (Drake et al., 2016). Life satisfaction improved
over the 4 days for both drawing types.
• Drawing over month (once a week)
• Drawing to distract increased respiratory sinus arrhythmia (RSA)
more after 1 month than a control condition (no drawing) (Drake,
2019)
• RSA is a physiological marker of emotional regulation

Drawing to express versus distract (Drake, 2019)

What’s happening when we draw for wellbeing?
• Drawing abstract designs also repairs
mood better than expressing negative
affect (Forkosh & Drake, 2017)
• Drake (2019) suggests that the
mechanism is distraction (from worries)
– attention absorbed in aesthetic
experience, mindful observation or the
flow state.
• Brain imaging research while drawing
following stress induction suggests a
reduction in prefrontal cortex activity,
associated with planning and cognitive
control (Yan et al., 2021), and increased
activity in the medial prefrontal cortex,
indicative of inhibition of the stress
response (Kaimal et al., 2017).

Conclusions
• Drawing can be a useful tool to help reduce stress and anxiety
o Evidence from experiments with student populations and in medical
settings
• Much yet to learn:
o What type of drawing works best (e.g. Zentangling, mindful nature
drawing)?
o Does it depend on level of drawing skill (do drawing tasks need to be
scaffolded to enable interest and the flow state)?
o What are the long term benefits?

References
• Drake, J. E. (2019). Examining the psychological and psychophysiological benefits of drawing
over one month. Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, 13(3), 338- 347.
• Drake, J. E., Hastedt, I., & James, C. (2016). Drawing to distract: Examining the psychological
benefits of drawing over time. Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, 10(3), 325-331.
• Genuth, A., & Drake, J. E. (2021). The benefits of drawing to regulate sadness and anger:
Distraction versus expression. Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, 15(1), 91–
99. https://doi.org/10.1037/aca0000265
• Smolarski, K., Leone, K., & Robbins, S. J. (2015). Reducing negative mood through drawing:
Comparing venting, positive expression, and tracing. Art Therapy, 32(4), 197-201.
• De Petrillo, L., & Winner, E. (2005). Does art improve mood? A test of a key assumption
underlying art therapy. Art Therapy, 22(4), 205-212.
• Forkosh, J., & Drake, J. E. (2017). Coloring versus drawing: Effects of cognitive demand on
mood repair, flow, and enjoyment. Art Therapy, 34(2), 75-82.
• Kaimal, G., Ayaz, H., Herres, J., Dieterich-Hartwell, R., Makwana, B., Kaiser, D. H., & Nasser, J.
A. (2017). Functional near-infrared spectroscopy assessment of reward perception based on
visual self-expression: Coloring, doodling, and free drawing. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 55, 8592.

References
• Maguire, P., Coughlan, A., Drayton, D., Lacko, H., Reich, J., & Hatfield, L. (2020). The effect of
colouring mandalas on the anxiety of medical-surgical nurses and nursing support staff. Medsurg
Nursing, 29(3), 192-199.
• Robinson, E. M., Baker, R., & Hossain, M. M. (2018). Randomized trial evaluating the
effectiveness of colouring on decreasing anxiety among parents in a pediatric surgical waiting
area. Journal of Pediatric Nursing, 41, 80-83. Doi.org/10.1016/j.pedn.2018.02.001
• Rajendran, N., Mitra, T. P., Shahrestani, S., & Coggins, A. (2020). Randomized controlled trial of
adult therapeutic colouring for the management of significant anxiety in the emergency
department. Academic Emergency Medicine, 27(2), 92-99. Doi.org/10.1111/acem.13838
• Hsu, M. F., Wang, C., Tzou, S. J., Pan, T. C., & Tang, P. L. (2021). Effects of Zentangle art
workplace health promotion activities on rural healthcare workers. Public Health, 196, 217-222.
• Yan, W., Zhang, M., & Liu, Y. (2021). Regulatory effect of drawing on negative emotion: A
functional near-infrared spectroscopy study. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 74, 101780.

