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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Children constitute a fundamental human resource for societies, and their
psychological and social development is critically shaped by early caregiving
experiences. Orphaned children, who are deprived of stable parental care due to
neglect, incapacity, or adverse family conditions, are exposed to heightened risks
for emotional, social, and developmental difficulties (Yazdi, 2017). The lack of
secure attachment relationships and consistent emotional support has been
associated with behavioral problems, feelings of insecurity, and social
maladjustment in this population (Zadehmohammadi et al., 2006).

Research indicates that orphaned children often show delays in Theory of
Mind (ToM), a core social-cognitive ability that enables individuals to attribute
mental states such as beliefs, emotions, and intentions to themselves and others
(Khanipour et al., 2019). Within the social-developmental framework, ToM is
conceptualized as a multidimensional construct that develops through dynamic
interactions among cognitive capacities, language, and social experiences, rather
than as a fixed or purely maturational skill (Hughes et al., 2018). Developmental
studies suggest that ToM begins to emerge in early childhood and continues to
grow in complexity throughout middle childhood and adolescence (Wellman,
2018). In parallel, self-concept plays a central role in children’s psychological
adjustment and social functioning. It refers to the image children form of their
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own social competence and personal worth, which is shaped through interpersonal
experiences and social feedback (Walsh, 2018; Scatolini et al., 2017).

From a humanistic perspective, particularly Rogers’ theory, children’s
behavior and social adjustment reflect their self-concept; thus, disturbances in
self-concept are associated with emotional distress, anxiety, and social withdrawal
(Alipour Moghaddam et al., 2025; Peter & Gazelle, 2017). Humanistic art therapy
emphasizes creative self-expression, experiential learning, and a supportive
therapeutic relationship, providing children with opportunities to externalize
emotions, construct meaning, and enhance self-awareness. According to the
American Art Therapy Association, art therapy promotes psychological growth
through active art-making and therapeutic engagement, making it a suitable
intervention for vulnerable child populations (Slayton et al., 2010).

Accordingly, the present study examines the effectiveness of humanistic art
therapy on Theory of Mind and self-concept in orphaned children aged 7-12
years. This research attempts to address (1) whether humanistic art therapy has a
significant effect on self-concept and Theory of Mind in orphaned children aged
7—-12 years; and (2) whether a significant relationship exists between self-concept
and Theory of Mind in this population.

2. Literature Review

Previous studies have demonstrated that art therapy can positively influence
children’s self-concept, emotional regulation, and social functioning, particularly
among populations exposed to psychosocial adversity (Gul et al., 2021; Wang &
Ko, 2025). Research has also reported significant associations between Theory of
Mind and self-concept, suggesting that advances in social-cognitive
understanding may contribute to more adaptive self-evaluations (Bosacki et al.,
2015). However, limited research has simultaneously examined both constructs in
orphaned children during middle childhood, indicating a clear research gap.

3. Methodology

This quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test—post-test design with a control
group to examine the effects of humanistic art therapy on orphaned and
abandoned children. The participants included thirty-two children aged 7 to 12
years from three orphanages in Isfahan, who were conveniently assigned to
experimental (n = 16) and control (n = 16) groups. The Theory of Mind Test
(1999) and the Children’s Self-Concept Scale (1963) were administered before
and after the intervention. The experimental group received ten 90-minute
sessions of humanistic art therapy, with assigned follow-up activities after each
session.
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4. Results

The results indicated that, after the intervention, children in the experimental
group demonstrated significant improvements in both overall Theory of Mind and
overall self-concept at the 0.05 significance level, compared to the control group.
Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) further revealed statistically
significant differences between groups for overall Theory of Mind (p < 0.01) and
its subcomponents, including first-, second-, and third-level Theory of Mind
(partial n? ranging from 0.20 to 0.30), as well as for overall self-concept and its
dimensions—behavioral adjustment, academic-mindset, body image, anxiety,
popularity, and happiness (p < 0.01, partial n?> up to 0.36). These results confirm
that humanistic art therapy meaningfully enhanced both cognitive and emotional
functioning among orphaned children. Additionally, Pearson correlation analyses
showed a significant positive relationship between Theory of Mind and self-
concept and its components (p < 0.05), suggesting that improvements in social-
cognitive skills were associated with higher self-perception and emotional well-
being. Overall, the findings provide strong evidence that humanistic art therapy
can effectively support the psychological development of vulnerable children.

5. Discussion

The present study demonstrated that humanistic art therapy was effective in
improving overall self-concept and overall theory of mind in orphaned children.
Humanistic art therapy fosters self-concept by providing children with
opportunities for autonomous choice, conscious self-exploration, and active
engagement in creative processes. Through artistic activities, children can
recognize their personal strengths, reconstruct negative self-beliefs, and
experience personal growth and mastery, which enhances a more coherent and
positive self-concept (Jassemi Zargani & Johari Fard, 2019; Robb et al., 2025).

In terms of Theory of Mind, the intervention engages cognitive, emotional,
and metalinguistic processes that support children’s understanding of mental
states. Creating and reflecting on art allows children to express emotions, interpret
others’ intentions, and gain awareness of their own and others’ perspectives,
thereby enhancing social cognition and interpersonal skills (Saeedi et al., 2024;
Soliman et al., 2020).

Importantly, self-concept and Theory of Mind appear to be interrelated.
Children with improved self-concept demonstrate greater confidence and
openness in social interactions, which supports perspective-taking. Conversely,
enhanced Theory of Mind facilitates more adaptive social behavior, which further
reinforces positive self-perceptions (Harter, 2012).
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6. Conclusion

In conclusion, humanistic art therapy significantly improves self-concept and
Theory of Mind in orphaned children, with these constructs operating in a
reciprocal and interactive manner. The findings support the use of structured
humanistic art therapy as an effective and developmentally sensitive intervention
for vulnerable child populations.

Keywords: Humanistic Art Therapy, Self-Concept, Theory of Mind, Orphaned
Children.
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