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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of painting therapy based on Marian
Liebmann’s art therapy protocol in improving emotion regulation among 9- to 11-
year-old girls from single-parent families in District 8 of Tehran. A quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group was employed. The
statistical populationcomprisedall 9-to 11-year-oldgirls fromsingle-parent families
residing in District 8 of Tehran. After one school was randomly selected, 44 eligible
students were recruited through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an
experimental group and a control group, with 22 participants in each group. The
experimental group received ten 90-minute painting therapy sessions based on
Marian Liebmann’s protocol, whereas the control group remained on a waiting list.
Data were collected using the Shields and Cicchetti Emotion Regulation Checklist.
Following confirmation of normality, homogeneity of variances, and homogeneity of
regressionslopes, the data were analyzed using analysis of covariance. Analysis of
covariance indicated that painting therapy had significant effectson all components
of emotion regulation (p<0.001). The partial eta-squared values were 0.830 for
emotional self-awareness and expression, 0.679 for emotional lability, 0.645 for
emotional flexibility, 0.536 for the control and management of negative emotions,
and 0.473 for the situational inappropriateness of emotional expressions. The largest
intervention effect was observed for emotional self-awareness and expression. The F
values for the emotion-regulation components ranged from 37.675 to 204.840,
demonstrating statistically significant adjusted posttest differences between the
experimental and control groups across all components. Painting therapy based on
Marian Liebmann’s protocol appears to be an effective, non-invasive, and
developmentally appropriate intervention for improving emotional awareness,
expression, control, management, and flexibility among girls from single-parent
families. Implementing this intervention in schools and child counseling centers may
contribute to the prevention and reduction of emotional difficulties in this wulnerable
population.

Keywords: Painting therapy, Marian Liebmann protocol, emotion regulation,
single-parent girls, arttherapy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Childhood is acritical developmental period during which the foundations of emotional, cognitive, behavioral,
and social functioning are established. The family is the child’s primary developmental environment and plays
a central role in providing emotional security, behavioral modeling, social support, and opportunities for
learning adaptive coping strategies. Changes in family structure, particularly the absence of one parent because
of divorce, death, separation, or other circumstances, may reduce the child’s access to emotional and
instrumental support and increase exposure to stressful experiences. Children living in single-parent families
may face feelings of loss, insecurity, loneliness, social comparison, economic strain, and reduced parental
availability. Evidence suggests that the psychological well-being and quality of life of children are strongly
influenced by family functioning, parent—child communication, and the emotional condition of the caregiving
environment (Radicke et al., 2021). Family resilience research has likewise emphasized the importance of
supportive relationships and effective adaptation in protecting children against the negative consequences of
stressful family conditions (Brody & Simmons, 2007).

One of the most important capacities that enables children to adapt to stressful experiences is emotion
regulation. Emotion regulation refers to the processes through which individuals influence the type, intensity,
duration, expression, and management of their emotional responses. Adaptive regulation does not require the
elimination of negative emotions; rather, it involves recognizing, accepting, expressing, and modifying
emotions in ways that are appropriate to personal goals and situational demands. Maladaptive strategies such
as suppression, avoidance, and rumination have been associated with a broad range of psychological problems,
whereas flexible and context-sensitive strategies are generally related to better adjustment (Aldao et al., 2010).
During childhood, emotion regulation develops through the interaction of cognitive maturation, executive
functioning, family relationships, parental responses, and social experiences. Parents contribute to this
development by labeling emotions, responding to children’s affective signals, modeling coping strategies, and
helping children interpret emotionally difficult events (Chen, 2015).

Emotion regulation is closely associated with children’s social competence, learning, behavioral control, and
mental health. Self-regulation in early development has been linked to pre-academic abilities and social-
emotional competence (Korucu et al., 2022). It may also compensate, at least partially, for limitations in
executive functioning and contribute to improved academic performance (Kahl et al., 2021). Conversely, high
emotional arousal and anxiety can interfere with children’s performance in routine and adaptive tasks (Halme
et al., 2022). Positive emotions may broaden attention, expand behavioral repertoires, and help individuals
build enduring psychological and social resources (Fredrickson, 2004). Therefore, interventions that
strengthen emotional awareness, expression, flexibility, and control may produce benefits across multiple areas
of children’s functioning.

Children, however, often experience difficulty expressing complex emotions verbally. Limited emotional
vocabulary, fear of judgment, shame, confusion, and avoidance may restrict their ability to discuss grief, anger,
loneliness, insecurity, or family conflict. Developmentally appropriate interventions should therefore employ
expressive channels that are compatible with children’s natural forms of communication. Play, imagery,
storytelling, and art provide symbolic means through which children can externalize internal experiences
without the pressure of direct verbal disclosure (Mohammad Esmaeil, 2017). Painting is particularly useful
because it enables children to transform abstract or confusing emotional experiences into visible forms using
colors, lines, shapes, and symbols.
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Art therapy is based on the assumption that both the process of creating an artwork and the reflection that
follows can support psychological change. Art-making may facilitate attentional engagement, emotional
distancing, symbolic expression, cognitive reappraisal, and a sense of mastery (Gruber & Oepen, 2018). Art
therapists have also described internal change as becoming observable through the transformation of symbols,
increased organization of artwork, changes in the use of materials, and greater ability to discuss emotional
experiences (Holmgqvist et al., 2017). Thus, painting therapy can provide a safe bridge between internal
emotional experience and external communication.

Previous studies have supported the effectiveness of painting and expressive art interventions for children.
Painting-art training has reduced anxiety among elementary school students (Attari et al., 2011), and painting
therapy has been associated with reductions in anxiety and aggression among children with externalizing
disorders (Rezaei et al., 2015). Painting-based art therapy has also reduced anxiety in children with stuttering
(Jangi Qojeh Beyglu et al., 2015). Expressive art therapy has improved emotion regulation in elementary
school students (Nazeri et al., 2019), while painting therapy and related child-centered art interventions have
enhanced emotion regulation in children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (Sakha et al., 2021).
Mindfulness-based painting therapy has improved emotional expressiveness among female students with test
anxiety (Hosseini Sadr et al., 2022), and painting activities have positively affected emotion regulation and
anxiety in children with cancer (Porkhorramshahi & Teymouri, 2021). Art-based interventions have also
shown beneficial effects in children with eating behavior problems (Damheri et al., 2019) and in psychological
rehabilitation programs for children with autism spectrum disorder (Ma & Cao, 2024).

Recent studies have further expanded the application of painting-based interventions. Color-experience art
therapy has been associated with reduced depression and increased happiness in children (Yoon & Yu, 2025),
while mindfulness painting art therapy has shown promising effects in adolescents with depression (Zhai,
2025). Painting-based interventions have also been used to support emotional and social cognition in severe
psychiatric conditions (Feng & Bai, 2025; Krisniati, 2024). In educational contexts, children’s painting
psychotherapy has been discussed as a potentially effective approach for promoting emotional development
and adaptation (Zhou, 2024). Although digital and artificial-intelligence-assisted painting tools are emerging
as new resources in art therapy (Zhang et al., 2024), direct interaction with art materials and a supportive
therapist remains especially important in child-focused interventions.

Despite these findings, limited research has specifically examined structured painting therapy for emotion
regulation among preadolescent girls from single-parent families. This group may have distinct emotional
needs related to loss, insecurity, family transitions, and social sensitivity. Accordingly, the present study aimed
to determine the effectiveness ofpainting therapy based on Marian Liebmann’s art therapy protocol on emotion
regulation among 9- to 11-year-old girls from single-parent families in District 8 of Tehran.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental group and a waiting -
list control group. The statistical population consisted of all 9- to 11-year-old girls from single-parent families
attending schools in District 8 of Tehran. One school was randomly selected from the available schools.
Convenience sampling was then used to identify eligible students. Following initial screening and completion
of the study measures, 44 students who met the inclusion criteria and obtained elevated scores on the dependent
variables were selected.

The participants were randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 22 students in
each group. The experimental group received painting therapy based on Marian Liebmann’s art therapy
protocol, whereas the control group remained on a waiting list and did not receive an active intervention during
the study period. The intervention consisted of ten 90-minute group sessions.
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The intervention sessions were organized around developmentally appropriate themes. The first session
focused on group orientation, rapport building, and free painting under the theme “Me and My Colors.” The
second session addressed the identification and expression of emotions through the theme “My Emotional
Faces.” The third session focused on self-awareness through “Me in My Own World.” The fourth session
explored family relationships through “Me and My Family.” The fifth session addressed experiences of loss
through “Something I Miss.” The sixth session aimed to reconstruct a positive self-image through “Me When
I Am Happy and Successful.” The seventh session focused on emotional control and relaxation by comparing
two internal emotional states. The eighth session emphasized peer relationships through collaborative group
painting. The ninth session used symbolic reconstruction under the theme “A Bridge Across My Fears.” The
final session reviewed the intervention through “My Journey Through These Ten Sessions.” Each session
ended with group discussion and feedback.

Emotion regulation was assessed using the Shields and Cicchetti Emotion Regulation Checklist. The
instrument contains 24 items and measures adaptive emotion regulation and emotional lability. Data were
collected at pretest and posttest. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data. Before inferential
analysis, the assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances, and homogeneity of regression slopes were
examined. Analysis of covariance was then used to compare posttest scores between the two groups while
controlling for pretest differences.

Findings

The preliminary analyses supported the use of analysis of covariance. The distributions of pretest and posttest
scores were acceptable based on skewness and kurtosis indices. Levene’s test was not statistically significant,
indicating that the error variances were homogeneous across the experimental and control groups. The
interaction between the pretest scores and group membership was also nonsignificant, confirming the
homogeneity of regression slopes.

The results of the covariance analysis demonstrated that painting therapy had statistically significant effects
on all measured components of emotion regulation. The adjusted posttest differences between the experimental
and control groups were significant at p<0.001 for every component.

The strongest intervention effect was observed for emotional self-awareness and emotional expression. The
corresponding F value was 204.840, and the partial eta-squared value was 0.830. This indicates that
approximately 83% of the adjusted variance in this component was associated with group membership after
controlling for pretest scores.

A significant effect was also found for emotional lability. The F value was 88.874, and the partial eta-squared
value was 0.679. Thus, the intervention accounted for a substantial proportion of the improvement in emotional
stability.

Emotional flexibility also improved significantly following the intervention. The F value for this component
was 76.331, and the partial eta-squared value was 0.645. This result suggests that participants in the
experimental group became more capable of modifying emotional responses and adapting to changing
emotional demands.

For the control and management of negative emotions, the covariance analysis yielded an F value of 48.446
and a partial eta-squared value of 0.536. This finding indicates that painting therapy significantly improved
the participants’ ability to manage emotions such as fear, anger, sadness, and anxiety.

The effect of the intervention on the situational inappropriateness of emotional expressions was also
significant. The F value was 37.675, and the partial eta-squared value was 0.473. Although this was the smallest
effect among the measured components, it still represented a large intervention effect. Overall, the findings
demonstrated that painting therapy produced broad and substantial improvements in emotion regulation among
the participating girls.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings showed that painting therapy based on Marian Liebmann’s protocol was effective in improving
all components of emotion regulation among girls from single-parent families. The intervention had its
strongest effect on emotional self-awareness and expression. This may be explained by the capacity of painting
to provide children with a nonverbal and symbolic language for communicating emotions that may be difficult
to identify or express directly. Through colors, shapes, figures, and visual narratives, children can externalize
experiences of loss, insecurity, anger, loneliness, and fear. Once these experiences become visible, they may
be more easily recognized, named, discussed, and cognitively organized.

The reduction in emotional lability may have resulted from the predictable, structured, and supportive nature
of the sessions. Repeated participation in a safe group environment may have reduced emotional arousal and
increased the children’s sense of control. The act of creating a painting may also provide an immediate method
of emotional release that is safer and more socially acceptable than impulsive behavioral expression.
Furthermore, the completion of artwork and receipt of positive feedback may strengthen competence, self-
efficacy, and emotional security.

The improvement in emotional flexibility can be understood in relation to the creative nature of painting.
Children continuously make choices, revise images, modify colors, reinterpret symbols, and develop
alternative narratives. These activities may teach them that emotional experiences can also be viewed from
different perspectives and changed over time. Such experiences can reduce rigid responses and promote more
adaptive coping.

The intervention also improved the control and management of negative emotions. The session themes
gradually exposed children to emotionally significant topics while preserving psychological safety. By
representing difficult feelings on paper, participants were able to observe them from a symbolic distance. This
process may have reduced the intensity of emotional experiences and provided opportunities for reflection
rather than immediate reaction. Group discussion also allowed children to recognize that difficult emotions are
common and manageable.

The effect on situationally appropriate emotional expression, although smaller than the effects on the other
components, was still substantial. Socially appropriate emotional expression depends not only on individual
emotional awareness but also on repeated interaction with parents, teachers, and peers. Therefore, more time
may be required for such changes to become fully established. Nevertheless, group participation provided
opportunities to practice listening, turn-taking, sharing personal experiences, and responding to the emotions
of others.

In conclusion, painting therapy based on Marian Liebmann’s protocol appears to be an effective, non-invasive,
engaging, and developmentally appropriate intervention for strengthening emotion regulation among 9- to 11-
year-old girls from single-parent families. It can improve emotional awareness and expression, reduce
emotional instability, strengthen emotional flexibility, enhance the management of negative emotions, and
promote more appropriate emotional responses. The intervention may therefore be applied in schools,
counseling centers, and child mental health services as a preventive and therapeutic approach for children
experiencing family-related emotional stress.
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