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Background: Substance use disorders are frequently accompanied by emotional 

dysregulation, trauma, and a high risk of relapse. To address these psychosocial challenges, 

and within a harm-reduction framework, arts-based therapies provide an inclusive, embodied 

means of fostering emotional regulation, meaning-making, and self-renewal. Clay Art 

Therapy (CAT) offers tactile, repetitive, and reflective processes that can restore emotional 

balance, cognitive flexibility, and enhance resilience. This study examines how a harm-

reduction-oriented CAT program may support psychosocial rehabilitation for men with 

substance-use experiences. 

 

Methods: A 40-hour CAT program was implemented between 2023 and 2025 with 30 adult 

male participants in a therapeutic-farm-based rehabilitation setting in Taiwan. Led by the 

principal researcher, a trained art therapist specializing in ceramics, weekly 2.5-hour 

sessions combined structured pottery making with guided reflective writing. Session 

processes were documented through written reflections and digital images of participants’ 

ceramic works, and progress was monitored collaboratively with rehabilitation staff. 

Following program completion, ten participants joined two focus-group discussions reflecting 

on their CAT experiences. Data was analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), enabling exploration of both explicit narratives and implicit, nonverbal  
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expressions. The analysis was triangulated with participants’ reflective writings and verified 

through member checking to ensure trustworthiness. 

 

Results: Three interrelated themes emerged: (1) Emotional regulation and stress 

management – participants described CAT as grounding and soothing, reducing cravings 

and impulsive reactions; (2) Symbolic reframing of trauma – creative processes enabled 

externalization and transformation of painful experiences, promoting post-traumatic growth; 

(3) Resilience and cognitive flexibility – repeated CAT cycles fostered adaptive thinking, a 

positive self-concept, and resilience against relapse. 

 

Conclusion: Harm-reduction-oriented CAT offers a compassionate and pragmatic recovery 

voyage for substance use. By emphasizing creative engagement, emotional regulation, and 

meaning-making rather than abstinence alone, CAT supports enduring resilience and a 

renewed sense of self—reflecting the ethos of repetition and returning central to the arts 

therapies. 
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