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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the potential for an integrated arts therapy intervention 
to influence youth at risk for delinquent behavior. Toward this goal, we applied a one-group pre-post 
experimental design to assess the effect of an Integrated Arts Therapy Program on participants’ self-
reported life satisfaction, self-esteem (global and academic), mood (general and momentary), and 
emotional and behavioural problems (emotional, conduct, hyperactivity, peer, and prosocial behavior) in 
a sample of students with risk of delinquency. Teachers identified at risk youngsters and 95 students aged 
between 8 and 17 participated in 16 different gender-mixed groups for 16 sessions during eight-week 
program period. Results of within group comparisons indicated positive, statistically significant 
improvements from pre- to posttest on all of the measures: (1) increased global self-esteem (the Global 
Negative Self-Evaluations Scale), academic self-esteem (the Perceived Academic Competence Scale), 
and life satisfaction (the Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale); (2) decreased total difficulties with conduct 
and hyperactivity problems, and improved prosocial behavior (the Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaire); and (3) improved momentary and general mood over time by intervention. These findings 
indicated that the multi-modal arts therapy group-based program for students with risk for delinquency 
may be an effective intervention and can lead to at least short-term positive changes by improving 
participants’ self-esteem, wellbeing and behavioral problems.  
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1. Introduction 

Arts and arts therapies can be used by implementing of various modalities of arts (dance, drama, 

painting, music, painting, photography, sculpture, writing, bibliotherapy, theatres, sand castles) in 

different contexts – psychotherapy, counselling, rehabilitation or treatment (Malchiodi, 2003). Arts-based 

programs and arts therapies provide a unique way to help youths, incorporating the arts into treatments for 

at risk, traumatized, and justice-involved youths (Arts-Based Programs…, 2016), whereby arts therapies 

focus on the therapeutic relationship and arts-based programs on the process of creating and interpretating 

of art (Djurichkovic, 2011). 

Recent systematic international literature review about the effectiveness of arts therapies with all 

ages groups was conducted seeking evidence of outcomes for modalities – art, dance-movement, drama, 

music, and writing (Dunphy, Mullane, & Jacobsson, 2013), whereby any multi-modal (embracing several 

arts modalities) studies was included. Effectiveness of drama therapy (Kipper & Ritchie, 2003; Wieser, 

2007), music therapy (Gold, Voracek, & Wigram, 2004), and dance-movement therapy (Ritter & Graff 

Low, 1996) have been analyzed by meta-analysis; and effectiveness of art therapy (Reynolds, Nabors, & 

Quinlan, 2000; Slayton, D’Archer, & Kaplan, 2010) by systematic reviews with all ages of clinical and 

nonclinical population. A mixed methods systematic review about the effectiveness of arts and arts 

therapies in offender settings (Meekums & Daniel, 2011) have found generally improved mental health, 

quality of life and increase of emotional literacy of adult and adolescent offenders.  

   

2. Problem Statement 

During two decades there is a growing body of evidence for the practice and the effectiveness of 

single- and multi-modal (integrated) arts-based approaches for youngsters at risk and youth involved with 

the juvenile justice system.  

The literature shows that drama therapy is a valuable intervention expanding the possibilities of 

working with young offenders (Hanna & Hunt, 1999). Drama group therapy intervention’s effectiveness 

was evaluated through the randomized controlled trial among students at risk for emotional and 

behavioural problems (McArdle, et al, 2011); and among students with high aggressive behaviour 

(Karataş & Gökçakan, 2009a; 2009b) showing reduction of behavioural symptoms and total aggression 

respectively. 

There are several studies examining the use of music therapy with young delinquents in detention 

facilities. In the qualitative research context young offenders have reported benefits of the implication of 

individual and group-based practices of (popular) music projects with increase of self-expression, self-

esteem, impulse control and capacities in the area of social interaction (Rio & Tenney, 2002; Baker & 

Homan, 2007; Wyatt, 2002).  Based on pre-post test experimental studies the Hip-hop and RAP therapy 

have been cited as effective methods for helping juvenile offenders with behavioral problems (Anderson 

& Overy, 2010; DeCarlo & Hockman, 2003; Tyson, 2002). Also, randomized controlled study (Johnson, 

1981) revealed that involvement in music therapy resulted in significant improvements on measures of 

self-concept among juvenile delinquents. 
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Some qualitative (e.g. Goodkind & Miller, 2006; McTaggart, 2010; Oesterreich & McNie Flores, 

2009; Mazloomian & Moon, 2007) and mixed methods (Persons, 2009) research showed that individual 

and group based art therapy programs were beneficial for young offenders in correctional institutions in 

several ways, with improving of participants’ self-confidence, self-expression, emotional well-being and 

development of positive interpersonal relationships. Hartz and Thick’s (2005) quasi-experimental study 

tested the impact of two art therapy approaches on the self-esteem of  juvenile offenders and both groups 

showed a significant improvement in self-esteem. Findings from a one-group pre-post design (Cortina & 

Fazel, 2015) experimental study revealed that art therapy intervention for students – indicated by teachers 

as students with risk behavior, had a positive impact on young peoples’ emotional and behavioral 

problems with reduction of total difficulties and emotional problems, hyperactivity, and problems with 

peers. Also, this implemented school-based group art therapy program improved selective group students’ 

mood and feelings. In a randomized controlled trial, participants of group art therapy program were 

youngsters with aggressive behavior and findings suggested reduction of risk participants’ anger and 

improvements of their general-, social-, and family self-esteem (Alavinezhada, Marvdas, & Sohrabi, 

2014). 

The existing literature offers support for the beneficial use of multi-modal arts program 

applications through individual and collaborative artwork to enhance delinquent youth (Lazzari, 

Amundson, & Jackson, 2005) and at risk youth (de Roeper & Savelsberg, 2009) emotional and behavioral 

functioning. Ezell and Levy (2003) conducted a pre-posttest fellow-up study on the evaluation of multi-

modal arts-based approaches effects, showing  increase of recidivism rates after the three year evaluation 

for young offenders who were involved in the arts programs during their stay in correctional institution.  

The results of three quasi-experimental (Clawson & Coolbaugh 2001; Rapp-Paglicci, Stewart, & 

Rowe, 2012; Shelton, 2009) studies designed to implement different multi-modal arts-based programs 

targeting youth with risk for delinquency suggested that programs had positive impacts on yougnster’ 

attitudes, self-esteem, academic performance and behaviors (including delinquent behaviors) (Clawson 

and Coolbaugh 2001); self-control, self-esteem, and resilience (Shelton, 2009); and mental health, 

academic performance and behavior (including internalized and externalizing behaviors) (Rapp-Paglicci 

et al., 2012). Also, a quasi-experimental evaluation of the single-modal music, drama, and art therapy in 

educational settings provided evidence of the benefits of the intervention for youth with social, emotional 

and behavioural difficulties with significant improvements across all measured emotional and behavioral 

difficulties (emotional problems, conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and prosocial behavior) 

one year after implication (Cobbett, 2016). 

There are positive attempts – in the qualitative research context, to use the multi-modal arts 

therapy programs in youth correctional settings (Emerson & Sherlton, 2001), in the context of group 

counselling of delinquent youth (Mohamad & Mohamad, 2014; Adibah, Marzety, & Zakaria, 2015), and 

in the group-based play therapy activities with risk adolescents (Perryman et al., 2015). 

A quantitative post-group evaluation (Kit & Teo, 2012) research analysis showed that group based 

multi-modal arts therapy programs were beneficial for offenders and risk-group youth without significant 

differences between youngsters in these two settings. A quasi-experimental design was applied to 

evaluate the impact of a multi-modal arts therapy group-based intervention on emotional and behavioural 
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problems of juvenile delinquents in correctional settings and results revealed significant improvements 

among intervention group youngsters in the area of prosocial behaviour and reduction of conduct and 

emotional problems, and aggressive behavior (Kõiv & Kaudne, 2015). The practice-based (Smeijsters et 

al., 2011) research in comprehensive implication of multi-modal arts therapy programs in correctional 

institutions have found that these interventions can primary serve to reduce impulsiveness, regulate anger, 

and increase empathy and compliance of young offenders. 

   

3. Research Questions 

Although the evidence base for multi-modal arts approaches is varied in the young offender and 

risk youth settings – while the majority of the research indicated that arts-based programs and arts 

therapies were effective at reducing risk group and delinquent youth difficulties, more studies are needed 

to clarify the potential impacts of multi-modal arts interventions for youth at risk of delinquent behavior. 

The present research question was evoked: Is the participation in the multi-modal arts therapy 

intervention program will be beneficial for the students at risk for delinquency? 

   

4. Purpose of the Study 

The aim of the study was to examine the effects of an integrated arts therapy intervention on 

emotional and behavioural problems, self-esteem, mood, and life satisfaction in a sample of students with 

risk for delinquent behavior. 

It was generally supposed that participation in the multi-modal arts therapy program will be 

beneficial for youth at risk for delinquency in the area of self-esteem, wellbeing, and behavioural 

difficulties. Specifically, it was hypothesized that youngsters with risk of delinquency who participate in 

the integrated arts therapy program (embracing art, drama, music and dance-movement arts modalities) 

will have higher scores on global self-esteem and general mood, and lower scores on conduct problems at 

posttest compared with pretest results.  

 

5. Research Methods 

5.1. Subjects and research design 

A total of 106 mainstream school students from randomly selected eight different schools from 

one district in Estonia were selected to participate in the study. Teachers were contacted and asked to 

refer students who demonstrated significant, identifiable emotional and social problems behaviours at 

schools and had one or more police records during the prior 12 months.  Following the teacher’s referral, 

students’ families returned the consent form with agreement of students’ participation in the program. 

Participation was in the progam was voluntary, but all decided to participate. However, 11 of these 106 

students (10%) were not included as participants due to their dropping out from the program by personal 

or low motivational reasons. Thus, the whole sample of the study consisted 95 students (48 boys and 47 

girls) ranged in age from 8 to 17 years (M = 11.46 years, SD = 1.86), identified as youngsters at risk for 
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delinquency. Data were not collected on other demographic variables or structure of offending for ethical 

reasons.  

A single-group pre-post design was used where participants of the integrated arts therapy program 

were tested at two time points – a week before and week after the implementing of intervention.  

The participants were placed in groups of six to seven students and attempts were made to group 

participants by age. All formed 16 intervention groups included males and females, running at schools 

during school year – the first eight groups for eight weeks in the autumn semester, and the second eight 

groups for eight weeks in the spring semester. 

 

5.2. Integrated Arts Therapy Program 

For this study, eight-week Integrated Arts Therapy Program was implemented.  This program 

integrated four arts modalities: visual art therapy (about 40%), music therapy (30%), drama therapy 

(20%), and dance-movement therapy (10%), layering several art modalities in one session and was 

previously tested (Kõiv & Kaudne, 2015) among juvenile delinquents.  The program was designed to 

follow the school-year schedule and to run as an integrated part of school curriculum with using multi-

modal group-based art activities aimed to promote participants’ self-concept, and social and emotional 

skills. For eight weeks each groups met twice a week, each session lasted 90 min. The program’s total 

number of sessions was 16 for each group to fit flexibly into the academic semester time frame. The 

group was conducted by two leaders (second and third author of the study) completed masters’ level 

education and certified in the area of arts therapies.  

Each session follows a uniform structure designed to facilitate group processes within positive 

youth development framework as non-directive arts therapy work. This structure of sessions was follows: 

(1) interactive warming up activities; (2) active-improvisational main activities using dance-movement, 

drama, music, and arts therapy methods around one of the main themes fulfilling the aims of the program; 

and (3) discussion or sharing. 

 

5.3. Measures 

Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS; Huebner, 1991)  

The SLSS is a seven-item self-report measure that has been used with children and adolescents 

ages 8 to 18. The items require respondents to rate their satisfaction with respect to items that were 

domain-free (e.g. “My life is better than most kids”). The response format comprised of a 4-point 

frequency scale, with never (1), sometimes (2), often (3), and always (4), whereby reverse coding was 

used for two negatively phrased items. Items were summed into a total score such that a higher score 

indicates greater global self-satisfaction with life. The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was .89. 

Global Negative Self-Evaluations Scale (GSE; Alsaker & Olweus, 1986) 

The self-report GSE scale for use with subjects from 10 years of age through adulthood is a six 

item, 6-point Likert scale, with four of items taken from Rosenberg’s (1965) Self-Esteem Scale. The 

items were formulated as statements (e.g., “I have often wanted to be someone else” and “I feel quite 

often that I am a failure”). The response alternatives range from does not apply at all (1), does not apply 
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well (2), applies somewhat (3), applies fairly well (4), applies well (5), to applies exactly (6). A high score 

thus indicated a high level of global negative self-evaluations. The Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was .83. 

Perceived Academic Competence Scale (PAC; Alsaker, 1989) 

The self-report PAC scale was indicated by a five-item scale on academic self-esteem with 

example item: “I am able to solve tasks at school quit well”. Participants rated their agreement with each 

statement on the three-point scale from not at all true (1), somewhat true (2), to very true (3). Items were 

summed into a total score such that a higher score indicates greater academic self-esteem. In the present 

study, the alpha coefficient was .79. 

Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997) 

The self-report SDQ included 25 items in the following 5-item scales: emotional problems, 

conduct problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and prosocial behaviour. Each item is scored on a 3-

point scale (0 – not true; 1 – somewhat true; 2 – certainly true) and the sum of all answered items in a 

scale creates its total score (possible range 0–10), whereas the sum of all answered items in the first 4 

scales creates the total overall score (possible range 0–40) (SDQ, 2001). The higher the total score, the 

larger are the difficulties. The alpha coefficients of the SDQ scales in this study were .79, .83, .80, .75, 

and .78 respectively. 

Momentary and General Mood Reports  

Two six-item self-report questionnaire versions were developed to assess the momentary and 

general mood of respondents. Subjects were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 – not at all 

to 5 – to a large extent) the extent to which each of the six emotions (anger, fear, disgust, happiness, joy, 

and sadness) described their current emotional and general mood states. Two of the items provide 

subscales for positive momentary or general mood, and four provide subscales for negative momentary or 

general mood. Higher scores were indicative of more frequent positive or negative moods. Cronbach’s 

alphas for the positive and negative momentary mood scales were .73, and .88 respectively; and for the 

positive and negative general mood scales .76, and .81 respectively. 

 

5.4. Procedure 

One week prior to intervention and one week after students took a paper-and-pencil survey which 

included: (1) the SLSS; (2) the GSE ; (3) the PAC; (4) the student version of the SDQ; (5) the Momentary 

and General Mood reports; and (6) additionally, both mood inventory versions after each session during 

the implementation of the Integrated Arts Therapy Program were reported. All students were informed 

that their responses would remain confidential and that completion of the survey was completely 

voluntary. Students participated in all programme sessions and completed all surveys. Missing data were 

minimal in the completed surveys.   

 

6. Findings 

Pretest and posttest scores of the SSRS, the GSE, the PAC, the SDQ, and the Momentary and 

General Mood reports scales and corresponding subscales were compared to test for significant 

differences before and after the program implementation. Because there was one group involved and 
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measured at two times, a paired t-test was used to compare the participants’ performance and cheek the 

effect of the intervention. The level of significance was accepted as p = 0.05. 

The results suggested that the participants global life-satisfaction (measured by the SSRS), global 

self- esteem (measured by the GSE), and the academic self-esteem (measured by the PAC) increased after 

intervention, whereby the results between the pre- and posttest were statistically significant. 

The total rates of the SDQ results showed a significant difference in improvement of levels of 

participants’ difficulties compared to the pretest and posttest results. Three out of five score categories 

measured by the SDQ showed significant difference in improvement based on the pretest-posttest analysis 

– namely, decreasing of conduct problems and hyperactivity, and improving of prosocial behaviour. 

Although there were no statistically significant differences between the pre- and posttest SDQ scores in 

the area of emotional and peer problems. 

The pretest-posttest analysis revealed significant differences in the outcomes connected with mood 

– students showed a significant reduction in their momentary and general negative mood, and also a 

significant improvement in their momentary and general positive mood (Table 1).  

 
Table 1. Mean scores (Standard Deviations) of different measures before and after the intervention] 

Measures Pretest 
M (SD) 

Posttest 
M (SD) t df p 

SLSS 2.59 (0.77) 3.15 (0.86) 7.06 719 0.000** 

GSE 3.31 (0.87) 2.74 (0.72) 6.90 539 0.000** 

PAC 1.51 (0.50) 1.76 (0.43) 4.45 629 0.000** 

SDQ: Total difficulties 13.01 (5.21) 10.56 (5.41) 1.89 89 0.019* 

SDQ: Emotional problems 2.80 (2.23) 2.75 (2.21) 0.25 89 0.338 

SDQ: Conduct problems 2.89 (2.18) 1.94 (1.35) 2.94 89 0.001** 

SDQ: Hyperactivity 3.84 (2.22) 3.46 (1.67) 2.82 89 0.007** 

SDQ: Peer problems 2.67 (1.75) 2.40 (1.78) 1.05 89 0.468 

SDQ: Prosocial behavior 6.48 (2.08) 7.29 (1.79) 2.73 89 0.041* 

General mood: Positive 3.03 (1.34) 4.10 (1.09) 1.51 220 0.025* 

General mood: Negative 2.06 (1.11) 1.45 (0.90) 2.92 443 0.001** 

Momentary mood: Positive 3.06 (1.33) 3.95 (1.15) 1.55 109 0.038* 

Momentary mood: Negative 1.82 (1.03) 1.22 (0.68) 2.86 438 0.001** 
*p < .05; ** p < .001. 
 
Additionally, momentary and general positive and negative mood was measured across all 16 

intervention sessions and results revealed a positive growth tendency in general and momentary mood 

with decrease of negative mood and increase of positive over time (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Mean scores measured by the Momentary and General Mood reports over time by intervention 

   
 

7. Conclusion 

Although research that is meant to evaluate arts-based interventions among risk and delinquent 

youth has undergone growth with promising effects (e.g. Arts-Based Programs…, 2016), an important 

questions concerning their actual effectiveness are still left open, especially about benefits of multi-modal 

arts-based approaches for young people with risk of delinquency. 

The present research provides initial evidence that youngsters with risk for delinquent behavior are 

able to benefit from multi-modal (art, drama, music, and dance-movement) arts-based therapy program in 

school setting. Findings of the present study showed that the Integrated Arts Therapy  Program leads to 

positive self-reported outcomes on risk group youngsters for delinquent behaviour across several key 

areas: (1) self-esteem (global and academic); (2) global life satisfaction and positive/negative mood 

(general and momentary); and (3) emotional and behavioral problems (total difficulties with 

subcategories: conduct, hyperactivity, and prosocial behavior). 

It was expected that positive changes on the selected outcome areas – global self-esteem, general 

mood, conduct problems, would occur for the intervention group members when compared pre- and 

posttest results. Results supported the hypothesis and revealed that not only supported self-reported 

variables improved among sample of students with risk for delinquency who participated in the integrated 

arts therapy program, but also a group of other variables. Namely, it was revealed that there were 

improvements in global and academic self-esteem, global life satisfaction, momentary and global mood, 

and reduction of behavioral problems in the area of conduct problems and hyperactivity with 

improvements of prosocial behaviour among youngsters with risk for delinquency after the 

implementation of the integrated arts therapy program. Thus, the general prediction that group-based 

multi-modal arts therapy intervention is beneficial to youth with risk to delinquent behaviour, was 

approved. 
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Specifically, the applied integrated arts therapy program was found to have a positive influence on 

participants’ general self-esteem and on their academic self-esteem compared pre- and posttest results. 

Several previous evidence-based studies have found improved general self-esteem for justice-involved  

youth participating in the arts programs (Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001; Ezell & Levy, 2003; Lazzari et al., 

2005; Shelton, 2009); and for juvenile delinquents who have engaged in the art (Hartz & Thick, 2005) 

and music (Johnson, 1981; Baker & Homan, 200; Rio & Tenney, 2002) therapy programs, whereby art 

therapy have improved also aggressive youngsters’ general self-esteem (Alavinezhada et al., 2013). These 

results are parallel with findings supporting the view that adolescents low rather than high self-evaluation 

is related to offending (Van Damme et al., 2015), with giving an avenue for the justified criticism 

(Smeijsters, et al., 2011) that focusing only on changing delinquent behavoior is not successful if 

youngsters self-esteem is not addressed as a target of arts therapy interventions. 

Although, studies have provided evidence of the robust negative associations between adolescents 

academic competence and their delinquent behavior (e.g. Vermeiren et al., 2004), this connection is 

challenging for implementation of effective arts-based programs and arts therapies for youth. The 

outcomes of the present study have demonstrated improvements in the academic self-esteem of a sample 

of students with risk for delinquency who participated in the intervention program, whereby outcomes 

from previous effective evidence-based arts programs for offenders have revealed improvements in 

academic performance (Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001; Rapp-Paglicci et al., 2012). 

Secondly, it was reviled that youngsters at risk for delinquency receiving multi-arts approach as 

the group intervention exhibited improvement in their wellbeing connected with two aspects: general life 

satisfaction and general/momentary affective states. 

Among various aspects of well-being, global life satisfaction is most widely used as a correlate or 

indicator of delinquent behavior in adolescents (e.g. Sun & Shek, 2010), with specification (Jung & Choi, 

2017) that high levels of life satisfaction is viewed as a protective factor against delinquent behaviors 

among adolescents. Therefore the positive results of present study in the area of increasing life 

satisfaction among youths with risk for delinquency may provide a preliminary support for the application 

of the integrated arts therapy as an effective mean for prevention of juvenile offending. 

At the other side, present results from a range of inventories measuring general and momentary 

mood administered before and after the eight-week intervention, and also across all intervention sessions, 

indicated that the integrated arts therapy program had positive impact on the participants’ mood. These 

results are consistent with previous indicating that art therapy (Goodkind & Miller, 2006; Persons, 2009), 

music therapy (Baker & Homan, 2007), arts therapies (Adibah et al., 2015; McMackin et al., 2002; 

Mohamad & Mohamad, 2014), and arts-based programs (Ezell & Levy, 2003) for juvenile delinquents 

and for youngsters of risk of delinquency (Cortina & Fazel, 2015) can improve the emotional wellbeing 

of the participants. Nonetheless, the present findings specified results in this area showing that the trend 

of improvement in the participants’ emotional wellbeing occurred over time by intervention in connection 

with positive/negative general and momentary mood. 

Thirdly, results of this study suggested that the integrated arts therapy program was effective in 

bringing about appropriate behavioral changes among intervention group members with risk for 

delinquent behavior comparing pre- and posttest results. Namely, the results showed significant reduction 
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in participants’ conduct problems and hyperactivity, and total difficulties, with improvement of procoscial 

behavior, but the difference for the emotional and peer category was not found to be significant. These 

results are in the line of several evidence-based prior studies showing that arts-based programs were 

effective to reduce risk group youngsters delinquent behavior (Clawson & Coolbaugh 2001), externalized 

(and internalized) behaviors (Rapp-Paglicci et al., 2012), and emotional and behavioral problems 

(measured by the SDQ) (Cobbett, 2016). Also, multi-modal arts therapy was effective to reduce young 

offenders’ emotional, conduct and aggressive problems with improvement of their prosocial behavior 

(Kõiv & Kaudne, 2015). In addition, risk group students’ emotional problems, hyperactivity, problems 

with peers, and total difficulties have improved in relation to the implementation of art therapy 

interventions. As such, the present arts therapy program and previous arts programs and arts therapies 

were judged to be fairly successful in reducing the risk-group or delinquent youth behavioral problems, 

whereby the need for more evidence to connect the arts components of specific interventions to positive 

outcomes is needed.  

The present study suffers some limitations. One of the main limitations is the use of one-group 

pre-post design and lack of a control group. Further studies should make use of experimental designs 

where young people are randomly assigned to two groups. The other methodological weaknesses of the 

study are connected with the short follow-up periods, and reliance on only self-report measures.  

However, findings of the present research demonstrate that targeted intervention – the integrated 

arts therapies program for youngsters of risk of delinquency, might be effective preventive approach for 

youngsters’ delinquent behavior and can lead to at least short-term positive changes by improving 

participants’ self-esteem and wellbeing in combination with appropriate behavioral changes. 
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