GROUP ART THERAPY
IN PEDIATRIC AND ADOLESCENT ONCOLOGY:
AN INTEGRATED AND TRANSFORMATIVE APPROACH

Translated by Greta Bianchi

In recent years, art therapy has gained a prominent
role in psychological support within pediatric and
adolescent oncology. This article scientifically analyzes
the effectiveness of group art therapy interventions,
with particular reference to the model implemented at
WonderLAD" and promoted by LAD ETS?. It examines
the theoretical foundations, operational methods, and
observed outcomes, highlighting how the integration of
art, psychological support, and group dynamics can help
transform the emotional experience of young patients.

An integrated and transformative approach

The oncological journey, beyond its medical dimension,
represents a significant psychosocial challenge,
particularly for children and adolescents. Changes
in body image, the loss of normality, and a sense of
isolation are commonly reported experiences. In this
context, art therapy emerges as a complementary
intervention that allows the expression and reworking
of complex emotions through symbolic and non-verbal
language. Numerous studies published in psychology
and psycho-oncology journals have highlighted the

benefits of creative approaches in improving emotional
well-being and resilience in oncology patients.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF GROUP ART
THERAPY

The Symbolic and Transformative Dimension of Art

Art, by its very nature, facilitates transformative
processes. Artistic production is not only an act of
expression but also a means of reorganizing and
attributing new meanings to traumatic experiences. In
oncology, where pain often manifests in forms difficult
to verbalize, the use of materials and artistic techniques
allows for symbolic elaboration, facilitating the
communication of emotions and inner states.

The Contributions of Bion and Jung to Group
Understanding

Wilfred Bion’s theoretical contribution highlights how
groups operate on two levels: a manifest level focused on
explicit goals, and a deeper level where emotional and
relational dynamics intertwine. According to Bion, the



group can act as a “container” for emotions, facilitating
the transformation of distress into psychic resources.
Similarly, Carl Gustav Jung’s theory of archetypes provides
an interpretive key to the value of symbolism. The collective
unconscious, through shared images and symbols, helps
make sense of otherwise fragmented experiences, fostering
a process of individuation and integration.

Empirical Evidence
and Neuropsychological Mechanisms

Research in neuropsychology has shown that the
activation of brain areas related to visual and emotional
processing—stimulated by artistic creation—can
facilitate the elaboration of traumatic information.
Clinical studies have demonstrated that art therapy
interventions can reduce levels of anxiety, depression,
and post-traumatic stress, while increasing coping
capacity and resilience in cancer patients.

THE INTEGRATED MODEL OF LAD ETS AND
WONDERLAD

LAD ETS and the Multidisciplinary Approach

LAD ETS is an association dedicated to the
psychological and rehabilitative support of children with
cancer and their families. Its intervention model is based
on a multidisciplinary approach that integrates medical,
psychological, and creative expertise. This approach
acknowledges that patient well-being cannot be reduced
to clinical aspects alone, but must also address emotional
and relational support.

WonderLAD: A Space for Care and Creativity
WonderLAD is an innovative center where the integration
of artistic activities and medical care translates into a
comprehensive support experience. The environment,
designed to promote relational continuity and well-being,
offers equipped spaces where children, adolescents, and
families can engage, create, and develop new coping
strategies. The presence of specialized professionals and
the offering of activities such as painting, creative writing,
and theater ensure a holistic intervention that goes beyond
simple healthcare assistance.

GROUP ART THERAPY INTERVENTION:
METHODS AND RESULTS

Group Structure and Facilitation

The adolescent art therapy group at WonderLAD is
designed as a protected and structured space where
participants can share experiences and emotional states.
Conducted according to psychodynamic-analytical
principles, the sessions use artistic expression techniques
to facilitate dialogue between the inner and outer world.
The presence of two expert facilitators ensures the
management of both expressive content and relational
dynamics, providing a safe environment where each
participant feels heard and valued.

Mechanisms of Transformation Through Art

During the sessions, the use of artistic materials
serves as a catalyst for the therapeutic process. The
creation of images and symbols becomes a means of
externalizing emotions that might otherwise remain
unspoken. This process, aligned with Jung’s theories,
enables the emergence of unconscious content and the
reworking of traumatic experiences. Furthermore, the
group dimension introduces a component of social
validation: the sharing of artworks and their meanings
helps strengthen the sense of belonging and mitigate the
isolation often associated with the oncological journey.

Observed Outcomes and Clinical Implications
Observations gathered during art therapy activities
reveal significant benefits. Participants report improved
ability to express complex emotions and a better self-
perception. In particular, a reduction in anxiety levels
and a greater tendency to form positive peer relationships
are noted. While preliminary, these results suggest that
group art therapy can be a valuable complement to
traditional clinical treatments, contributing to the overall
well-being of pediatric oncology patients.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES
The integration of art and therapy in a group context

represents a promising strategy not only for emotional
management but also for promoting resilience and
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psychosocial well-being. The model adopted by LAD
ETS and WonderLAD, through a multidisciplinary
approach, demonstrates how cancer care must be
considered holistically, valuing not only clinical aspects
but also emotional and relational ones.

The theories of Bion and Jung provide a solid
interpretive  framework for the mechanisms of
therapeutic transformation that occur within the group.

However, further quantitative and qualitative studies
are needed to empirically validate the effectiveness
of group art therapy and to better understand the
neuropsychological processes involved. Future research
could, for example, assess the impact of the intervention
on specific psychological and quality-of-life indicators,
thereby strengthening the scientific basis of this
approach.

CONCLUSIONS AND PERSONAL NOTE

Group art therapy, applied in pediatric and adolescent
oncology, represents an integrated and transformative
intervention capable of giving voice to difficult
experiences and promoting emotional well-being. The
model developed by LAD ETS and WonderLAD stands
as a virtuous example of how the integration of art,
psychological support, and medical care can contribute
to a more complete vision of healing. At a time when
psychosocial well-being is increasingly recognized as
essential, group art therapy emerges as a valuable tool to
support young patients in their daily fight against cancer,
helping transform pain into strength and resilience.
Personal Note:

In addition to data and scientific evidence, my direct
experience with the children and adolescents has
profoundly enriched my professional journey. In every



session, I witnessed how the warmth of their emotions
and their ability to rediscover their strength through
art are irreplaceable elements. Seeing how each young
person, despite pain and hardship, manages to find a
sense of belonging and express themselves authentically
constantly reminds me that science and feeling can—
and must—go hand in hand to offer truly comprehensive
support.

Angela Militello

Notes

1. WonderLAD is a home/laboratory created for
children suffering from serious illnesses which,
reinterpreting the CasaOz experience, welcomes
them into a beautiful, hospitable and well-equipped
space. https://ladonlus.org/wonderlad/

2. LAD - The Wishing Tree - Using art and creativity,
we organise workshops, initiatives and projects to
improve the quality of life of young patients and
prevent illness from hindering the natural process of
growth. https://ladonlus.org/chi-siamo/
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