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ABSTRACT 

 

Application of phenomenological methods allowed the investigator to research how art making 

impacted self-esteem and resiliency in homeless adults attending an urban resource center.  The 

researcher interviewed eight long-term guests that engaged in art making at the urban resource 

center on a daily basis over a two-year period.  This investigator utilized one-on-one interviews 

and documentation of personal stories.  A thick description of how art therapy affected self-

esteem and resiliency for participants resulted.  The results of this study concretized how art 

therapy has increased self-esteem and resiliency in homeless adults and some themes distilled 

were art as therapy, accomplishments, socializing with others through art, art providing a 

positive outlook, and gaining knowledge from others.  Because of the results of the study, 

individuals experiencing homelessness will be more inclined to engage in art and share their 

stories with others.  The results of this research will encourage other resource centers to offer art 

therapy so individuals can benefit from the effects of sustained engagement in art.                      
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction  

 

 According to the website “Snapshot of Homelessness” (2014) there are 610, 042 people 

experiencing homelessness every night in the United States.  Eighteen percent of reported 

populations are chronically homeless and this term is defined as a long-term or repeated 

instability in housing combined with physical and/or mental health disabilities.  According to 

Thomas, Gray, McGinty and Ebringer (2011), an occupational therapy research review from 

2002 to 2008 indicated that creative arts contributed to improving health and well-being by 

building a sense of self, expression, sense of purpose, and building social support for homeless 

adults.   

My current intern site for homeless adults inspired phenomenological research methods 

to investigate if art making increased self-esteem and resiliency for eight long-term guests.  This 

study is not based on the therapeutic aspects of individual or task directive art therapy.  I did not 

qualify or measure the effects of specific therapeutic interventions but investigated how open 

studio group opportunities and individual-driven art engagement on a daily basis effected 

participants.  Through the urban resource center, our guests receive case management services, 

meals, and art making in an open studio setting.  At this center, the homeless adults are called 

“guests.”  According to Baasch (2013) the clinical team refers to the homeless individuals as 

guests so they feel welcomed and invited.  This allows them to build trust and get the services 

they offered and explore what needs to be done.  I think using the term “guests” make the 

individuals’ feel special.  While they are at the studio, they are not labeled as “homeless” adults; 

they are viewed and honored as special “guests.” 
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According to Allen (2013) a studio is a place where an artist works.  Allen (2005) wrote, 

“My work has often taken place in a studio dedicated to art as a spiritual practice, where the 

methods described here are practiced day in and day out by groups of artists” (p. 59).  An open 

art studio setting is where individuals work independently on artworks without specific 

directives.  For the purpose of this study, an open studio environment was researched and 

discovered as “A space where homeless clients name who they are, exert their individual 

identity, internalize ego strength, and, in essence feel at home with themselves” (Baasch, 2013, 

p. 309).  Baasch (2013) reported the open studio at the resource center is flexible yet able to 

maintain the therapeutic opportunities that meet the specific needs of the clients and the 

community.  Baasch also asserted that key beliefs and benefits of the open studio are 

organization, opportunities, and containment.  

The Researcher’s Interest in the Subject 

My internship supervisor shared an inspiring story regarding the impact of participation 

in open studio art on a long-time guest at the site (L. Vance, personal communication, January, 

24, 2014).  She reported this guest was always angry and arguing with others.  However, once 

she introduced him to art he became calm and happier.  The effects of this can still be shown 

three years into treatment.  This story piqued my curiosity to interview some of the long-term 

guests to see if art making improved their self-resiliency and self- esteem.  During my internship 

experience, I encountered two guests who shared their stories of how art making impacted their 

self-esteem and resiliency.  MV a new guest started painting for the first time and shared with 

this researcher that through art he learned more about himself and is generally happier while 

painting, which increased his self-esteem.  MV told this researcher that engaging in art taught 

him to strive for excellence. While conducting a self-esteem group, this researcher encountered a 
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guest with low self-esteem because he lost a close family member.  This researcher encouraged 

this guest to create a collage of things he wanted in the future.  After assisting the guest with 

creating the collage, he reported it improved his mood and that he would continue to create art.  

Statement of the Problem  

According to Breese and Feltey (1996), “homelessness as a life crisis for individuals and 

families, means the loss of not only housing but also the role of a housed citizen and fully 

functioning member of society” (p. 69).  Many of these adults at the center are chronically 

homeless with mental health diagnoses.  Due to their homelessness, these individuals do not have 

access to mental health treatment.  Most centers and shelters only focus on providing individuals 

with the basic necessities, such as food, a place to sleep, and assistance with finding housing and 

employment.   

Art therapy is not provided in most homeless centers and many shelters do not understand 

or appreciate the impact art therapy can have on individuals.  Franklin (1992) wrote, “Lack of 

self-empowerment is often present in the lives of people with a fragile sense of self-esteem” (p. 

80).  Open art studio is a way for the guests to express themselves.  The guests at the urban 

resource center live difficult lives due to their circumstances of being unemployed and homeless.  

Open art studio is a means for these guests to focus their minds on something else while 

receiving the therapeutic benefits of art.  Franklin (1992) asserted, “art can become a safe place 

where the old self can be confronted and the new self-rehearsed” (p. 80).  Art therapy is often 

used as a supportive service for homeless adults in urban resource centers but how it works to 

increase self-esteem and self-resiliency has yet to be systematically studied by interviewee self-

reporting.   
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Research Question 

The purpose of the study was to provide evidence that art making increased self-esteem 

and self-resiliency in homeless adults that attended a specific urban resource center.  What 

experiences of self-resiliency and self-esteem did these homeless adults have while engaging in 

an art therapy open studio environment?  This question was investigated through interviews with 

long-term guests of the resource center.  The purpose of interviewing long-term guests was to 

measure the possible long-term effects of participation in an art therapy open studio program at 

their resource center.  In the open studio setting, it is difficult to have one-on-one conversations 

with each guest, due to the lack of coverage or group focused and fluid nature of the open studio.  

The study was not based on a singular art therapy assessment or directive because the open 

studio format is distinct from individual or group therapy sessions.  The researcher asked the 

guests to reflect on their past and present experiences with the open studio to determine their 

thoughts and perceptions about possible effects from their long-term participation.  The 

population interviewed was adult participants between the ages of 30 and 60, as the average age 

at the resource center is 50.   

Basic Assumptions 

This researcher assumes that art therapy must be used clinically to affect clients in 

enacting change.  In the open studio setting, individuals seem to enact and affect their own 

change with the art therapist more as witness than facilitator.  This researcher and others believe 

that individual or group sessions are not considered necessary for ‘therapy’ to take place.  It is 

assumed that most homeless adults have mental health issues that coincide with experiences of 

unfortunate circumstance such as loss of job, housing, or other hardships.  Another assumption 

might be that it is difficult for homeless adults to discuss their art making due to resistance or 



SELF-ESTEEM AND RESILENCY  14

  

 

guardedness.  It also seems true that these populations might fear change after so many years of 

being homeless.  For example, some individuals might be afraid to ‘start over’ again, fear failure 

through their own efficacy, and even feel they are not presentable to obtain employment because 

of their hygiene and life-altered sense of ‘normality’.  It might also be assumed that the open 

studio model is not effective because the individuals are not able to always process their art or 

work towards treatment goals.     

Purpose of the Study 

This qualitative inquiry explored and identified how art making impacted self-esteem in 

homeless adults who participated in an open art studio format twice a day and received other 

agency-based services for long-term support.  This study provided knowledge and outcomes for 

those individuals who might be unaware of how open art studio services can positively affect 

homeless individuals.  The results of this study could also directly impact this particular setting 

by granting the director more information regarding the value of the art therapy program and art 

therapists on staff.   

The research interviews contained within this study documented responses to questions 

regarding the lived experiences of individuals who agreed to participate.  Moreover, the 

interview process and data synthesis analyzed unique, qualitative information from each guest 

participant.  These guests were ‘teachers’ as their knowledge of open study groups facilitated by 

art therapists provided the researcher with future and unknown insights.  This study benefited the 

participants by sharing their experiences and adding research outcomes to the art therapy field.  It 

potentially motivated other homeless centers that do not provide art therapy to provide some of 

these services and supportive modalities for their guests.  This study could motivate other 

homeless adults who do not participate in art therapy to engage in therapy and potentially gain 
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similar experiences.  The objective was to conduct an interview research study with no more than 

six to eight long-term guests that attend the urban resource center and ask if their participation in 

the open art studio has increased their self-esteem and self- resiliency and how.  The interview 

allowed those individuals to share their personal stories and for this researcher and others to gain 

better knowledge about the population.  The following section will describe the terms that were 

used to build the interview questions.  

Definition of Terms 

Self-Esteem. Having the ability to accept your strengths and weaknesses.  Having a 

confidence within and regardless of circumstances (Merriam-Webster, 2014). 

 Self-Resiliency. The ability for one to overcome obstacles and adversity is self-

resiliency.  Once self-resiliency is achieved, one is able to achieve their goals (Merriam-Webster, 

2014). 

 Homelessness.  Individuals who have experienced unfortunate circumstances that cause 

them to be unable to obtain adequate housing so that they have to sleep outdoors or live in 

shelters (Merriam-Webster, 2014).  

 Open Studio.  According to Allen (2013) a studio is a place where an artist works. An 

open studio is ”A space where homeless clients to name who they are, exert their individual 

identity, internalize ego strength, and, in essence feel at home with themselves” (Baasch, p. 309).  
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Ethical Implications 

The interviews were one-time, individual, and confidential interviews to respect the 

confidentiality of the participants.  During the interview process, the guests’ names were not 

disclosed.  To protect their confidentiality and privacy, the researcher safeguarded and informed 

all participants that all interviewee responses were kept confidential and did not impact their 

short or long-term care.  The interviewees had the ability to withdraw from the study prior or 

after the interview. This researcher kept the data from the interviews in a locked cabinet. The 

locked cabinet was at the researcher’s home, which leads to storage and data privacy 

considerations. The audiotape with the interviews was kept in a locked safe and was only 

removed when the results were being analyzed.   

Justification of the Study 

  Currently in the art therapy research field, there is no research to determine the effects of 

art on self-esteem and resiliency.  Moon (2002) wrote, “A studio art therapy approach refers to 

an intentional, disciplined, art-based art therapy, practice” (p. 22).  At the urban resource center, 

open art studio is not viewed as a clinical treatment; however, art therapists facilitate open studio 

time and groups. In the open studio, everyone is an artist.  Each individual is on a different 

artistic path and no emphasis is placed on individuality or creativity.  Allen (1995) described 

how the primary element to an open studio is energy.  Allen feels that this energy is created by 

the artists working independently and by participants being ‘real’ and active in the space.  Allen 

identified a few key points as to why the open studio format works.  Allen reported when others 

make art together, it breaks down barriers and boundaries, leading to compassion and empathy. 

Allen wrote, “Given the space, materials, time, and example, anyone can use the art making 

process to contact and tap into his or her own inner source of creativity and wisdom” (p. 166).  
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Moon also noted how the role of the art therapist in an open studio setting is to be a witness to 

the creative process and to process artwork if needed.  Another role is a collaborator in which the 

therapist creates work alongside the client or responds to the artwork.  Lastly, the therapist can 

be a role model to the participants by demonstrating a socially expected behavior.  Baasch (2013) 

asserted, “The community-based open art studio model can create a space for homeless clients to 

name who they are, exert their individual identity, internalize ego strength, and feel at home with 

themselves” (p. 311).  When the guests engage in art therapy it can create opportunities to 

redefine their identity.    

This study needed to be done so that others could see that open art studio provides adults 

experiencing homelessness opportunities and support to build self-esteem and resiliency.  

Moreover, this study also allowed eight guests at the urban resource center to have a “voice” 

about their experiences engaging in art and being a guest there.  Due to their invisibility, 

homeless adults often go unheard and unseen.  This study documented detailed descriptions of 

homeless adults who expressed their personal stories and accomplishments as related to art 

making in an open studio.  
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review  

The following research studies documented how art therapy affects homeless adults and 

impact their lives.  Major themes reviewed below from previous research studies are: social 

interaction, increased confidence, improved self-esteem, self-expression, and motivation.  Many 

homeless individuals reported art was a form of expression and healing that allowed them to 

express their feelings about homelessness.  Moreover, it encouraged reflection on their lives, 

trauma, and vital issues such as recovery from substance use and abuse.  For most of these 

individuals, art was considered a safe place and savior.  More research is needed with this 

population to document the importance of open studio art.  

Self-Esteem and Homelessness  

Thomas, Gray, McGinty, and Ebringer (2011) wrote, “Art interventions increase 

interpersonal function and social participation and provide a means of expression and 

transformation with people who are homeless” (p. 429).  These authors reviewed occupational 

therapy literature from 2002 to 2008 and indicated that creative arts in therapy contributed to 

improving health and well-being by building a sense of self, expression, sense of purpose and 

building social support.  Thomas et al. (2011) conducted interviews with four homeless adults to 

prove their theory that art interventions increase function and social participation in adults 

experiencing homelessness.  There were five important therapeutic themes emerged from 

interviews with four homeless adults who engaged in art therapy at a homeless resource center 

and included: 1) community engagement and social interaction; 2) seeing the benefits, 3) having 

a positive effect on people’s lives and 4) steps towards well-being.  The final and vital theme was 
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respect and public recognition, including public exhibitions and acceptance in local 

communities.   

Homeless Adults  

Braun noted (1997) some of the factors that often contribute to homelessness include low 

or no employment, personal crises, and cuts in public safety net programs.  This researcher 

investigated an open studio approach with art therapy facilitation for homeless men.  Art therapy 

group sessions were held for two to three hours one night a week, consisting of 12 weeks.  The 

participants worked with clay and created a variety of pieces that addressed their personal and 

societal issues.  Braun (1997) stated that the open studio approach allowed the male participants 

to go beyond the boundaries and limits of daily living.  The participants learned to form a bond 

through simple conversation that built trust and made the creative process a social process.  

Braun wrote, “The pride and accomplishments they felt in having their work discussed and 

exhibited offered an opportunity for a new kind of self-identification” (p. 122).  

Malcolm (2004) conducted a study on evaluating the effects of self-esteem on homeless 

men with substance abuse issues.  Three hundred and five male participants were randomly 

chosen from different shelters, soup kitchens, hospital emergency rooms, and the criminal justice 

system.  The study consisted of a control group and treatment group.  Each group was medically 

detoxed for alcohol and heroin abuse.  The subjects in the experimental group received treatment 

at the Grant Street Partnership Facility.  They resided at the facility for up to three months.  

Subjects received individual therapy, group interaction, and life-skills curriculum teaching self-

esteem techniques and relapse prevention techniques.  “Sessions in self-esteem focused on 

several topics such as, “the sense of belonging, learning, contributing, courage, responsibility, 

and cooperation” (Malcolm, 2004, p. 46).  Subjects also received overlapping services, which 
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included job training, and art and music therapy.  Results indicated self-esteem was higher with 

the control group, and lower with the treatment group.  Malcolm (2004) discussed the treatment 

subjects being viewed as “help seekers” by the researchers, which could relate to their low self-

esteem.  (p. 55).  

Davis (1997) conducted a research study in a women’s homeless shelter with 30 women 

who participated in weekly art therapy group sessions.  She wrote, “In a clinical language, the 

“house” or “home” is representative of the self.  The act of creating a home through art is an 

endeavor that is often undertaken by the women at the shelter” (p. 212).  One single case study 

focused on a participant named Tracy.  Tracy experienced a traumatic abusive past, which 

resulted in a diagnosis of depression.  During her art therapy sessions, she created a series of 

house sculptures. The first one she created was very unstable which later deteriorated, and she 

rebuilt into a stable home with a strong structure.  After a few sessions, her mood changed 

considerably, she was less irritable, and more motivated to look for housing.  After she created 

the foundation for her new home, she agreed to be admitted into an inpatient drug detoxification 

program, a place where she was able to receive treatment for her drug dependence.  After 

completion of the program, Tracy moved into her own apartment.  The researchers concluded 

that building houses during her art therapy sessions motivated Tracy to find her own housing.  

Strokrocki, Andrews, and Saemundsdottir (2004) conducted a study to document the role 

of art for homeless women and survivors of domestic violence.  Strokrocki et al. (2004) wrote, 

“Art programs for them offer self-respect and social rewards, as the group shares life 

experiences” (p. 73).  The researcher interviewed three women who both experienced 

homelessness and domestic violence.  Researchers reported that the hardships homeless women 

experienced affected their self-esteem negatively.  Both women indicated that art was a form of 
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expression and healing.  Both participants used different medias such as collage, paintings, and 

sculpture.  Strokrocki et al. noted (2004) both women valued art making and desired to balance 

the negative forces to create positivity.  Results from the study indicated the art the women 

created was emotional and sentimental.  Strokrocki et al. (2004) wrote, “In their art, these 

women can now make their own decisions and create something for themselves, major steps for 

survivors” (p. 79).  

Moxley, Feen-Calligan, Washington, and Garriott (2011) conducted a study using 

quilting to promote self-efficacy in older African American women and their efforts to leave 

homelessness.  These researchers noted how, “Quilt making has helped people capture 

particularly troubling events in the history of their country and in their families, communities, 

and personal experiences” (p. 113).   Eight women participated in the study and completed in-

depth interviews.  The first intervention used was a quilting workshop named “Telling my story”.  

The eight participants created a group quilt telling their individual and collective stories.  The 

participants were reported to gain a sense of confidence and took pride in their creativity and 

capacities.  Creating the quilt allowed the women to make decisions about the design and own 

the transformation of the quilt because they tore it apart and started over.  The quilt seemed to be 

a metaphor for the women to find and maintain housing and increase self-efficacy.  The second 

intervention was another quilt workshop named “Advocacy for leaving homelessness.”  The 

women were asked to create muslin squares made from fabric.  Authors reported that “Each 

square was supposed to express their process of finding and maintaining housing, their time 

being homeless, or their future hopes” (p. 118).  The women were able to develop self-advocacy 

skills and address the transition issues they faced.   Authors concluded, “the quilting workshop 

format helped participants create a supportive milieu in which they could find interpersonal 
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strength garnered by working together or independently within a group” (p. 121).  Moreover, the 

quilt making allowed the participants to increase their confidence and express their feelings 

about homelessness because it allowed them to reflect on their lives, traumatic situations, and 

how they were able to recover from those situations.  

The Austin Resource Center is a program currently providing services and emergency 

shelter to homeless individuals in Austin, Texas.  Heloise Gold and Christi Pate the owners of 

“Art from the Streets” founded the program in 2005 and provided art classes to homeless 

individuals two days a week.  They started hanging the art in the center building and the walls 

eventually became too packed to hold more art.  They ultimately decided to do an annual art 

show so that the public could view, purchase, and disperse the artworks made.  The artists and 

program participants kept the money from the sales as well.   

A video produced by Baylock (2006) featured five artists that attended the center on a 

weekly basis to create art.  These individuals were homeless; some living outside, in cars, and 

one that had an apartment.  Their living circumstances related directly to ‘traditional and 

chronically homeless’ terms described by Gold (2005).  For example, ‘traditional’ homelessness 

was a category used for those individuals’ without stable shelter for less than a year and/or 

having low-wage jobs that cannot afford housing.  Gold described how these individuals often 

created art outside the shelter and attempted to sell these on the streets.  The chronically 

homeless were those diagnosed with mental illness and had complex hardship due to difficulty 

recognizing and managing their illness consistently.  These individuals had typically been 

homeless for over a year and presented compound needs and barriers to personal safety and 

stability.  In the video, Art from the Streets (Baylock, 2006) a homeless artist featured in the film 
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stated, “Homelessness doesn’t stop creativity, everyone needs a change, and they gain positivity 

from art.”  

For a recent annual art show, the artists submitted a total of 500 pieces.  The show was 

held at the resource center for two consecutive days.  The admission price was two dollars or a 

self-chosen donation.  A local frame gallery provided the center with frames for the artwork.  

Volunteers helped organize the hanging and organization of artworks.  Each piece was priced 

from $35-40 dollars.  During the show, the artists communicated with others about their art, 

which gave them a sense of achievement.  The artists were thrilled and surprised when people 

bought their art.  Gold noted (2005) how the artists typically thought their art would not sell and 

noted this during the creative process before the exhibit.  A recent show generated $58, 939 

dollars for 5,600 pieces of art sold.  Gold reported how happy and grateful the artists were for the 

money they earned from the show.  Gold further reported that art made program artists “feel 

alive” and gave them the courage and strength needed to continue on in life (Baylock, 2006).   

Kate Baasch, who formerly worked at the urban resource center where my research took 

place, wrote a chapter in Using Art Therapy with Diverse Populations (2013).  Baasch (2013) 

described how the open art studio takes place in a large room with eight tables.  The artists 

utilize the studio to paint, bead, sculpt, or knit.  Two art carts are filled with two and three-

dimensional art supplies.  Critically important at the urban resource center is a non-traditional 

model at intake, where shelter residents are welcomed and asked to “come as they are” as most 

of the guests, are currently homeless and live outside on the street or in a shelter.  The services 

provided to the guest are free and the philosophy at the urban resource center is “everyone needs 

a place to be”.  Baasch (2013) wrote, the clinical team refers to homeless individuals as guests so 
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they feel welcomed and invited.  This allows them to build trust and get the services they offered 

and explore what needs to be done.   

 Baasch (2013) asserted, “The community-based open art studio model can create a space 

for homeless clients to name who they are, exert their individual identity, internalize ego 

strength, and feel at home with themselves” (p. 309).  When the guests engage in art therapy it 

can create opportunities to redefine their identity.   Baasch described how the open studio model 

could be a community where therapists can foster secure attachment and transference of the 

feelings of home.  Baasch defined how the “open studio” design does not dictate one particular 

way to operate a therapeutic open studio because the structure is based on the needs of the 

community, artist, and therapists who facilitate it.  According to Baasch, the tenets of the open 

studio at the urban resource center are organization, opportunities, and containment.  When the 

studio was consciously organized, it allowed for more therapeutic opportunities and better 

choices in materials and projects.  Baasch asserted, “The way to create opportunities for a client 

to recover and/or redefine identity is to find ways for him/her to feel at home with 

himself/herself” (p. 314).  By engaging in art the guests can create a space for themselves that is 

safe and moves them toward security.  According to Kwes who was a guest interviewed by Kate 

Baasch, “Art provides you with your own space, inside it’s yours, you transfer your experience 

to paper and it is unique every time, it is my internal space every time” (p. 315).  Baasch 

concluded, “art therapists and clients can collaborate in a studio space to create a home that is the 

feeling of home through art and art making” (p. 327).   

Homeless Children  

Prescott, Sekendur, Bailey, and Hoshino (2008) conducted a study with homeless youth 

attending a drop in art center.  The participants consisted of males and females ages 13-15.  The 
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study was only conducted with those individuals who attended the art center over a five-year 

period.  Only three of the individuals agreed to participate in an interview and art session.  The 

three participants were asked to create a bridge drawing.  The participants then answered a 

resiliency questionnaire.  The questions focused on their strengths, goals, plans, best qualities, art 

making, and creativity.  The researchers (2008) shared a quote provided during one of the 

interviews: “Art is like being in your own little world; you get everything out, happiness, sadness 

and anger” (p. 160).  From the interviews in this study, four sub-themes emerged: art as a friend, 

art as a savior, art as a shaper of identity, and art as a safe place.  The participants stated that art 

allowed them to reflect on their lives and experiences, search for direction, reflect on future 

goals, and maintain self-esteem.  

Heise & MacGillivray (2011) wrote a study to implement an art program for children in a 

homeless shelter.  The study was conducted in an emergency homeless family shelter.  The 

researchers conducted a six-week art program with children ages 5-13 years old.  The children 

used a variety of art media and two and three-dimensional artwork.  Some of the findings during 

the study were physical signs on engagement, artistic creation pride, and a positive attitude.  The 

researchers found that children were eager to participate and displayed pride in their creations.   

It was also reported some of the children did not want to leave the program.  Heise and 

MacGillivray (2011) wrote, “In personal interviews, parents also expressed support for the 

program, stating that they felt art was a great way for kids to express themselves” (p. 329).  

Kidd and Davidson (2007) interviewed 208 homeless youth living in Toronto, Canada 

and New York City.  The interviews were conducted in parks, streets diners, and a youth agency. 

The average interview lasted for 30-45 minutes.  The interviews were tape recorded then 

transcribed into summaries.  The youth provided the interviewer with an accurate description of 
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“the streets and homelessness”.  Youth reported they lived in shelters, slept on couches of their 

friends; some of them had jobs, and attended high school.  Some of the homeless youth reported 

they were able to figure out who they were by being homeless.  Kidd and Davidson (2007) used 

a direct quote from an interviewee “You have to adapt, even for the wrong reasons.  You have to 

adapt out of convenience.  You have to adapt to get what you want.  You have to adapt to take 

other points of view” (p. 223).  Youth discussed finding strength within themselves, learning 

street smarts, meeting genuine people, having faith, and helping others.  Youth also discussed 

using drugs to help cope with their problems and as way to survive living on the streets.  

The “Heart to Heart Art” program was developed in 2010 in Spokane, WA by Jerri 

Shepard and Deborah Booth for homeless youth as a safe outlet to engage in art and other 

creative activities.  The program was held within the YMCA building and the age ranges of 

children who attend are 5-12.  These children had poor attendance and low academic grades due 

to their homelessness.  Shepard and Booth (2009) determined that “The creation of art can foster 

a sense of belonging, success, and creativity, as long as students have the freedom to follow their 

own inspirations and develop original designs” (p. 13).  The program consisted of storytelling, 

drama, music, and dance and the children learned about different patterns and geometric shapes.  

As a service-learning project, the youth created cards and decorated flowerpots to give to elders 

at a nursing home.  Throughout the project the children were able to build relationships with 

others that have life struggles.  The program views the children’s art as sacred.  When the 

children made art, a copy was made and given back to the child.  The original image was made 

to create bookmarks, tote bags, greeting cards, and calendars.  The items are sold in the 

community to support the program.  Shepard and Booth noted (2009) the children were delighted 

to see their images on display.  Shepard and Booth stated that although these youth are homeless, 
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it was important to remember they are resilient and could overcome obstacles if sufficient 

protective factors are in place.  Some of these protective factors are meaningful relationships 

with caregivers, skill development focusing on conflict resolution and problem solving, and 

meaningful after-school programs.  These after-school programs provided the homeless youth 

with a sense of hope by allowing them to develop positive relationships and engage in 

meaningful activities together and with facilitators.  Shepard and Booth asserted (2009) “This fits 

in with resilience theory with regard to increasing protective factors by looking at what is going 

right for the children rather than what is wrong and what needs to be fixed” (p. 14).  Art making 

brought hope to youth and although this program was not designed as ‘therapeutic’, it still 

resulted in positive and therapeutic results for the youth it served.  Shepard and Booth described 

their program as having the ability to ‘lift up’ the children and everyone else involved.   

Homeless Adolescents  

 Maxwell (1992) completed a study to measure hostility, depression, and self-esteem 

among troubled and homeless adolescents in crisis.  Researchers administered three inventories 

to youth attending the YES emergency service program.  There were 27 participants and their 

ages ranged from 13-17.  The YES program provides emergency housing with homeless youth.  

Many of the youth that attended the program came from abusive families or had alcohol or drug 

problems.  The first inventory administered was the Buss Durkee Hostility Inventory.  The 

inventory consisted of 75 true/false items based on feelings of hostility.  The second inventory 

administered was the Beck Depression Inventory.  This inventory consists of 21-item test in 

multiple-choice format to measure depression.  The final inventory was the Coppersmith Self-

esteem Inventory. This 50-item inventory measures self-esteem.  Results indicated that hostility, 

depression, and self-esteem were significant in the adolescents that attend the YES program.  
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The study found that boys had greater hostility and depression and lower self-esteem than girls.  

The girls had greater depression and self-esteem than the boys.  According to Maxwell (1992) 

the majority of the youth that attend the YES program came from homes that failed to provide an 

atmosphere where the youth could build positive self-esteem.  The findings of the study 

suggested that adolescents in crisis had greater depression, hostility, and lower self-esteem.  

According to Maxwell (1992) adolescents had higher self-esteem when they had academic 

achievement, effective communication and creativity.  

In summary, research regarding the short and long-term effects for child, adolescent, and 

adult homelessness frequently focused on elements of self-esteem and resiliency and how these 

are assessed, discussed, or enhanced by engagement in art.  This current study will further 

document the effects of an art therapy open studio program with homeless adults at the urban 

resource center and investigate how art affects their well-being, resiliency, and behavior.  The 

study will add to the art therapy literature and be the first research to document specifically if 

and how art improves self-esteem and resiliency in homeless adults in an open studio setting. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Research Design 

 

This qualitative, phenomenological study consisted of eight confidential interviews with 

homeless adults that have attended an urban resource center long term.  Kapitan (2010) stated, 

“Phenomenological research is a study of essences or core meanings about a common 

experience” (p. 137).  These interviews were open-ended questions that asked participants what, 

if any, are have been the effects of art making on their self-esteem and resiliency.  Inclusion 

criteria required that participants must be long-term guests, two years or more, and have engaged 

in art on a weekly basis while at the studio.  The study was not based on a singular art therapy 

assessment or directive but more evaluative questions regarding their long-term participation in 

an open studio group and format.  The researcher wanted to interview long-term guests to 

document their experience engaging in open art studio over a protracted period.  

Selection of Sample 

 

The interviews were conducted with eight long-term guests that attend the urban resource 

center on a weekly basis.  The researcher self-selected the guests in order to validate the time 

period the guests have been attending the urban resource center and participate in art on a daily 

basis. This researcher had a meeting with her internship supervisor to choose the participants.  

This researcher felt it was necessary to consult with her before selecting participants, because she 

has been a therapist at the site for three years and knew a lot about the participants.  This 

researcher shared the list of participants with her and she agreed to the list and added two 

participants who she felt would be good for this research.   

 



SELF-ESTEEM AND RESILENCY  30

  

 

 The researcher informed the participants of the details of the research and they decided if they 

wanted to participate.  This researcher gave the participants a flyer with details of the study.  

Once the participants agreed to participate in the research, the researcher provided them with 

information regarding the purpose of the research as well as the goals, methods, and privacy 

standards.  The population interviewed was adult participants between the ages of 30 and 60, as 

the average age at the resource center is 50.  The interviews were one-time, individual, and 

confidential interviews to respect the confidentiality of the participants.  The participants’ 

identities were kept confidential and names were not included in the interview process because 

this researcher used pseudonyms to protect the identities of the participants.  Before and after the 

interviews, the participants had the option to withdraw from the study.  The researcher informed 

the participants of this option in the informed consent. Before the interview was held, this 

researcher presented an informed consent and discussed with all participants the purpose of the 

study, procedure of the interview, their right to withdraw at any time, and contact information for 

the researcher, co-researcher, principal researcher, and the IRB Chair.  Each interviewee signed 

an informed consent and release form and received a copy back.  Before a signature was 

received, the researcher read over the forms with the interviewee’s to clarify purpose of the study 

and answer any questions participants’ had.  All the interviewees consented to participate in the 

research and to be identified by pseudonyms for the written results.  The interviewees also 

agreed to have their artworks displayed in the thesis research.   

Data Collection and Storage 

The researcher had ten interview questions formatted on a word document.  During the 

interviews, the researcher read the questions aloud and asked participants to respond verbally for 

an audio recording and written transcription documentation of responses.  Each interview was 
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conducted in a private office with only the researcher and interviewee present.  Each interview 

lasted for approximately 10-15 minutes.  The digital recorder, notes, and data was placed and 

stored in a lock box that was located in the researcher’s home.  Only the researcher had access to 

the lock box key.   

Data Analysis  

“A meaning unit is a discrete phase, sentence or series of sentences which conveys one 

idea or one related set of perceptions” (Mostyn, 1985).  According to Groenewald (2004), when 

the researcher is in the process of collating meaning units, they “consider the literal content, the 

number (the significance) of times a meaning was mentioned and also how (non-verbal or para-

linguistic cues) it was stated” (p. 19). This researcher collated the meaning units from the 

interviews to create relevant themes from the interviewee’s experiences.  The researcher 

saturated herself in the data and compared and contrasted all responses using phenomenological 

analysis. Lobiondo-Wood and Haber (2006) reported, “Ideas surfacing in the dialogue are ones 

previously heard from other participants” (p. 156).  The purpose of saturating the data is that no 

new data is revealed only old data is repeated.  Groenewald (2004) noted “the aim of the 

researcher is to describe as accurately as possible the phenomenon, reframing from any pre-given 

framework, but remaining true to the facts” (p. 5).   Groenewald (2004) wrote there are five 

phases used when transforming the data through interpretation.  These five steps are bracketing 

and phenomenological reduction, delineating units of meaning, clustering of units of meaning to 

form themes, summarizing the interviews to validate and modify, and extracting general and 

unique themes from the interviews.   

The data was recorded through a digital recorder, so the researcher could document and 

review the answers verbatim.  This researcher used phenomenological analysis tools for the 
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interview data.  They consisted of specific steps and guidelines.  The first step to analyzing the 

interviews was to transcribe the interview tapes.  According to Hycner (1985) the recordings and 

transcriptions are approached with openness to whatever meanings emerged.  After transcribing, 

this researcher went over the data and noted significant meanings to be sure the meanings were 

relevant to the research question.  The researcher created a cluster unit of relative meanings from 

each participant and eliminated redundancies.  Finally, the researcher created themes and sub-

themes from the significant meanings and wrote a summary for each interview.  

Interview questions design and procedure 

The interview consisted of ten interview questions based on self-esteem, resiliency, and 

the impact art has on self-esteem and resiliency.  The interview is located in appendix B.  The 

interview questions also asked the interviewees about their experience being guests at the urban 

resource center and the impact it has made in their lives.  Interviewees discussed the length of 

time they participated in open studio at the urban resource center.  Many of the guests, discussed 

they were artists since they were children.  The interviewees discussed their self-esteem being 

low before attending the urban resource center.  All of the participants reported that art increased 

their self-esteem, which lead them to be better individuals.  Most of the interviewees reported 

that art helped them become more resilient.  Some of the interviewees reported it motivated them 

to push forward despite their circumstances.  The interview questions were not presented to the 

interviewees prior to the interview.  All of the guests agreed and wanted to share photos of their 

artwork for the thesis research.  Each participant chose three images for the researcher’s portfolio 

to add to the thesis research.  These images were not created during the interviews and their 

artwork images were placed in the appendices that follow this conclusion.  One of the guests 

wanted to make sure no photos of him were displayed.  This researcher reassured the consumer 
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that his identity would not be revealed, just photos of his artwork.  These images will be shared 

in appendix E. The participants were proud to share their images with this researcher for the 

research. This researcher will reference the images with each participant’s description.  

Interviewee pseudonyms and brief descriptions 

  Before the interview process began, this researcher let all of the interviewees know that 

their names and any other identifying information would not be disclosed.  There were eight 

interviewees that participated in the research.  The eight interviewees consisted of six males and 

two females.  The interviewees did not create their own pseudonyms, this researcher created the 

names.  The names do not have any significance behind them, as they were randomly chosen.   

Pete has been a guest of the urban resource center since 2006.  Pete enjoys drawing and 

acrylic painting.  Pete did not really engage in art as a child, he took it more serious once he 

started attending the urban resource center.  Pete enjoys making landscape paintings (See figures 

1-3) and currently has his art on a website for individuals who are experiencing homelessness or 

disabilities.   

Nick has been a guest at the urban resource center since 2008.  Nick enjoys acrylic 

painting and writing. (See figures 4-6) Nick would like to write a science book one day and have 

it published.  Nick would also like to have his own marketing company to create t-shirts and 

posters.   

Will started attending the urban resource center in 2012.  Will enjoys doing 3-D art, 

painting, pottery, and drawing.  (See figures 7-9) Will has a background in Information 

Technology (IT) and enjoys working on computers, but has no desire to work in the IT field 

again.  Will is very helpful while at the urban resource center by clearing the tables off and 

setting them up for dinner.  
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Ryan came to the urban resource center in 2006 after becoming homeless due to being 

incarcerated for selling drugs.  Ryan enjoys creating jewelry. (See figures 10-12) Ryan reported 

he enjoyed pottery and Paper Mache as well.  Engaging in art at the open studio has inspired 

Ryan to want to open his own landscaping company.   

Emily has been a guest at the urban resource center since 2012.  Emily recently found 

housing and is no longer homeless.  Emily enjoys beading, collage, and pottery. (See figures 13-

15) Emily reported when she was married, she had a studio in her home and was a well-known 

artist in her area.  Emily reported that the urban resource center gave her an opportunity to be 

that artist again.  

Lisa has been a guest of the urban resource center since 2004.  Lisa enjoys painting and 

drawing. (See figures 16-18) Lisa reported she’s been an artist all her life, as she’s been creating 

art as a child.  Lisa stated she was a tattoo artist for 15 years and a nail technician for 25 years.  

Lisa was homeless for ten years and a drug addict; she has been clean for 8 months and is no 

longer homeless.   

Frank has been attending the urban resource center since 2004.  Frank enjoys painting 

and drawing and attends open studio on a daily basis. (See figures 19-21) Frank also enjoys 

participating in art exhibits and writing poetry.  Frank has been an artist since the age of 11 and 

was involved in professional activities involving art.   

Damian has been a guest at the urban resource center since 2009.  Damian refers to 

himself as “the great Le D”.  Damian enjoys creating jewelry. (See figures 22-24) Damian loves 

to give the staff member’s jewelry he created.  Damian has also created a university called 

“Bling University”.  The new staff and interns have the opportunity to sit with him during open 

studio and create jewelry.  Damian reported beading is his first love and a great hobby.   
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CHAPTER IV 

      Results 

Participant Interviews 

Data analysis of interviews with eight adults experiencing homelessness participating in 

art in an open studio setting concluded four themes and nine subthemes identified below in Table 

1.  

Table 1 

Themes and Subthemes Regarding Self-esteem and Resiliency for Homeless Adults 

 __________________________________________________________________________ 

Theme                                                                                Subtheme  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

Art as a way to collaborate with others                             Satisfaction of accomplishment  

 

Art used to give a better vision on the                              Gained confidence 

 positive instead of the negative                                       Creating a new image 

 

Art as way to inspire and push forward                            Sense of empowerment 

 

Art as a way to resolve personal problems                      Art brings out the best in me 

     Building on strength and lifting up       

     weaknesses 

                                                  Art is therapeutic 

                                                        Exploring new things 

                                                                                        Keeping you calm and collected, bringing  

               out the best of you 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Art as a way to collaborate with others.  Two of the participants in the research 

specifically expressed that art allowed them to engage with others while bringing out their social 

qualities.  These participants reported the urban resource center gave them the opportunity to 

socialize with others indirectly through art.  This has allowed them to be more resilient through 

the aspect of networking.  As one participant described his experience living in New York 

compared to Washington DC. 

 Nick: When I lived in New York, my self-esteem was good, but I was more anti-social.  I 

grew up in New York but it was too crowded and that was one of my reasons for leaving. 

I couldn’t put up with the crowds anymore.  It has been 20 years since I moved to 

Washington DC.  Being a guest at the urban resource center and engaging in art, brought 

me back to what I was, a people person from the start.  New York was too crowded, 

Washington, DC has more a of balance population. 

The other participants reported that the urban resource center gave them the opportunity 

to display their art in exhibition shows.  A few of the participants discussed how they realized 

they could earn money by selling their art.  These participants felt like they could make a living 

out of doing something they love versus doing something they don’t love to pay bills.  One 

participant reflected on how he became more resilient through networking.  

Will: Art helped me socialize better with people.  I’ve become more resilient through 

networking with others.  I’ve been able to meet people in more places and talking to them 

has allowed me to gain knowledge making me a wiser person, causing me to be more 

resilient.  

Another participant shared her experience of being a guest at the urban resource center and how 

collaborating with the other guests increased her self-esteem and sense of belonging.  
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 Emily: If I could describe my experience being a guest at the urban resource center, I 

would use one word “Family”.  The guests and the staff are just like my family.  Damian 

was one of first people I met when I came to the center; he was also one of the first 

people to give me beads.  That’s why we have the strong bond and help each other.  We 

all draw off each other’s energy.  

Art has given the participants a way to learn from one another, collaborate with others, 

and gain knowledge.  

Satisfaction of accomplishment.  The interviewee’s reported engaging in art gave them a 

sense of accomplishment and caused them to be more resilient.  A sense of satisfaction is 

achieved by having others compliment their art and to have it on display.  Nick reported 

engaging in art has allowed him to innovate.  He reported he could start off with something 

ordinary and it turn it into something extra-ordinary. One participant described how beading 

gives him something to look forward to.  

Damian: Engaging in art and creating jewelry gives me something to look forward to 

everyday.  I love to create new things.  Every time I’m at the studio, I feel like I have to 

create something to make me feel good.  I look at it as another walk in the kingdom. 

When I find new ways to design something, it makes me feel good.  This is what I am 

“This is me”, coming from the inside.  

Ryan reflected on his increase of self-esteem since engaging in art for the past 9 years at the 

urban resource center. 

 Ryan: My self-esteem wasn’t nice before coming to the urban resource center; it was in 

the streets and the drug scene.  I gave 100% at that, but it wasn’t in the right direction. 

Coming here doing art gave me a better vision as to what I should be doing.  Hearing 
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people appraise just the visual of my jewelry, gives me a push to continue with it.  I was 

getting the same appraise, but no satisfaction.  I feel like I get satisfaction out of seeing 

someone smile when they see I’ve made a piece of jewelry for them.  

Emily reported you feel a satisfaction of accomplishment when “you can have a whole 

wall to yourself in an art show, and when someone says “wow”; that’s when you know your 

good.” 

 Art used to give a better vision on the positive instead of the negative.  The majority 

of participants discussed their increased self-esteem through art and how its improvement 

allowed them to focus on their love for art instead of their living situation.  The interviewee’s 

reported engaging in art relaxed their mind and encouraged them be more resilient.  Emily 

reflected on how the urban resource center became her grounding force and helped her have a 

positive outlook.  

 Emily: The urban resource center is my grounding force; it’s a place that has always been 

here for me since the first day I came two years ago.  It has helped me grow and look at 

other things with a positive outlook.  The urban resource center has been there at my 

highest and lowest points and they have always been there to encourage me.  

Ryan reflected on his past and how art gave him a better vision as to how his life should be.  

Ryan: Art gives me a better vision on the positive instead of the negative.  When you are 

out there dealing drugs and their praising you for having a good product, it just doesn’t 

feel the same.  I feel like you telling me that you are loving something that is killing you, 

is not right.  I rather someone wear a piece of jewelry and say “Ryan” made this for me.  

Gained confidence. Many of the participants discussed how engaging in art has increased 

their confidence.  It has taught them that when they continue to work on their artistic abilities, it 
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gives them the opportunity to improve their work and reach a higher level of confidence.  Also 

when others compliment their work, it increases their self-esteem causing them to continue to 

create art.  Frank reported he thinks art is always an extension to what and who you are, 

according to the time, place, and circumstances. Frank feels like art helps with your 

development.  

Frank: As far as confidence, I think just doing art you become more professional 

eventually you reach that point where you have the confidence that no matter what you 

do, it’s going to be the way you want it.  I know some people that work here that their 

confidence has improved.  When they started they weren’t sure what they were doing, 

now they have more confidence and I see that in others, and I see it in myself as well.  

Creating a new image.  Many of the participants feel like participating in art has allowed 

them to create a new image of themselves.  The interviewee’s reported attending the urban 

resource center and participating in art has given them the opportunity to gain self-esteem and 

resiliency, which allowed some of the participants to finding housing and employment.  Damian 

discussed how much the urban resource center has helped him create a new image of himself.  

Damian: I would describe my experience at the urban resource center as being the “big 

man on campus”.  I worked my way to where I want to be.  The resource center is a place 

where I can enjoy myself, a place where I can create a new image of myself. 

Ryan was able to relate his life to art and creating jewelry and how it relates to creating a new 

image.  

Ryan: Even in life itself, if I put effort into something and I don’t like it, I turn myself 

away from it.  I put my effort into something else because it’s just like designing jewelry, 

it’s not something I would wear, and it’s not something I want someone else to wear. I 
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have the tendency to destroy it and start over and that shows me that I know I can do 

better; all it takes is a little more effort and time.  

 Art as a way to inspire and push forward. For all of the participants creating art has 

allowed them to get through their mental health concerns and adversities.  Some of the 

participants reflected on art allowing them to forget their issues and focus on pushing forward.  

Nick reflected on how art brings out his creativity and bringing joy to his life.  

Nick: Engaging in art has brought back my creativity and being around others you tend to 

pick up things.  I didn’t have color or joy in my life before coming to the resource center. 

I did black and white reproduction of things and cultural landscapes.  Being at the 

resource center, all of my pictures are bright, colorful, and happy.  You get inspiration 

from being here, and that’s a whole lot when you are dealing with depression.  

Damian reflected on the previous art therapist and his girlfriend as being the ones who 

helped him push forward and become better at making jewelry.  

Damian: When I first came to the resource center, I was forced to make a lot of things.  

Kate taught me how to make dolls and Lindsey taught me how to bead. When I make 

jewelry it increases my self-esteem and when my girlfriend criticizes me, it makes me 

sharp and better.  I used to get mad, but I have gotten better, I have an eye for art.  

Ryan discussed how art helped him with his career he would like to pursue.  Ryan 

reported he wanted to open a company designing people’s lawns.  Ryan reported he got the idea 

from designing necklaces.  Ryan reported he hopes to open that business next year.  

Sense of empowerment.  Three participants expressed how the reaction from others about 

their art gives them a sense of empowerment.  Damian reported art increases his self-esteem and 

empowers him.  He reported seeing others walk around with his jewelry on makes him feel 
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powerful.  Lisa reflected on how Lindsey, the art therapist at the urban resource center taught her 

a lot, gave her guidance, and was a lifesaver.  She talked about the feeling she gets when people 

see her art when she’s on the bus.  

Lisa: The main thing about art that I love is the way people react to it.  I carry my artwork 

on the train or bus and people just stare.  Some people want to stare at it and I guess the 

emotions spark up conversations.  

Frank discussed similarly how he was able to create a positive response from others.  

Frank: Sometimes I did some work and it wasn’t acceptable, but I didn’t care.  Just from 

the success of development I was able to create a more positive response from others. 

Which allowed him to be more sensitive to others and gain appreciation to others 

development.  

Art as a way to resolve problems.  Many of the participants in the study reported how 

art has helped them resolve problems, feel better, relieve stress, and overall increase their self-

esteem.  Frank reported how he felt like self-esteem was a lifetime development.  

Frank: Yes, art has increased my self- esteem.  Self-esteem is a lifetime development. 

You develop more and more confidence as time goes on.  I think that’s true for anyone.  I 

feel it’s the same with art therapy; it helps you resolve personal problems, mental issues, 

whatever it might be.  

Emily was able to use her art to help her through a dark period and also remember her 

heritage and where she came from.  

Emily: I’ve had pieces that I’ve done that I’ve been like “did you do that Emily”.  I went 

through a dark period, and there were parts that I’ve done that helped me get through it.  I 

participated in an exhibition and the theme was “what does homelessness mean to me”.  I 
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had a big block on that one and I was talking to my friend and he said “go native on them 

Emily”.  Native Americans were the first homeless people in the United States.  I listened 

to him and created two collages reflecting my heritage.  The collages came out great and 

it helped me through that dark period.  

Lisa reflected on how attending the urban resource center and engaging in art helped her 

stay clean from drugs.  Lisa reported she has been an artist all her life.  She has been a nail 

technician for 25 years, tattoo artist for 15 years, and she’s been homeless for 10 years.  Lisa 

reported she was just getting back on her feet and art has allowed her to do that.  Lisa stated 

she’s been clean for seven months.  

 Art brings out the best in me. The participants reported how art brings out their positive 

qualities, overall making them a better person.  All of the participants reported art increased their 

self-esteem.  Lisa and Emily discussed how art increased her self-esteem.  

Lisa: Art increased my self-esteem because when I look at what I created, it makes me 

happy.  It makes me proud of myself, it makes me want to keep on creating beautiful 

things because most of the times when I create things people fall in love with my work. 

When I was sleeping on the street, I would do my art on the street, it would be pitch black 

and you couldn’t see anything, but I would have the paintbrush to the canvas.  It might be 

a street light out there and I would be painting under that.  

Emily: My self-esteem was really, really, really, super low.   I had my own studio and 

own business, but I lost it all when I got a divorce.  I really think I can get back to where I 

was enjoying doing artwork.  The resource center has given me that opportunity.  It has 

given me a whole different outlook on what I can do with my art.  
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Pete discussed how art allows him to forget the issues he has in his life while he’s at the 

studio.  It makes him feel happy while doing art and makes him forget about his living 

conditions.  Will discussed how he gained knowledge about himself through art.  

Will: Art has allowed me to gain a whole ton of knowledge of how people view things 

and I learned multiple ways of seeing things.  It helped me not to be so hard on myself 

about a lot of things.  The bigger part of it is allowing me to engage with others.  

Frank reported how the resource center gave him the opportunity to engage in art.  He 

reported it allowed him to gain tremendous patience and determination and appreciation for 

others development.  

Building on strengths, lifting up weaknesses. Some of the participants reflected on how 

the different mediums they use during open studio affects their attributes.  

Will: I like to switch it up; I don’t have a favorite medium I like to use.  I like to keep 

shifting my mediums up so I keep things interesting so I can build on my strengths and 

lift up my weaknesses.  Sometimes, I go into a project with a motive, sometimes it’s 

about me, sometimes it’s a motivational message that I need, and sometimes it’s just for 

the fun of it. 

Lisa reflected on how art reflects certain aspects of her self-esteem and resiliency.  Lisa 

reported it’s her love for people and for beautiful things.  

Lisa: I love creating something out of nothing.  I have always been the type of person if I 

could take something that’s just plain and boring and just sit back and imagine that I can 

come up with something gorgeous. I just love that; it’s something about being an artist 

and creator that I love.  
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Damian talked about how art allowed him to find a new love and hobby while creating a 

better image for himself.  Damian reported he admires good art, and when he learned to make 

jewelry he fell in love with it.  He reported it was the best hobby he could have.  He reported 

they say if you get a job, make sure it’s something you love.  When he makes jewelry for women 

he feels like Santa and his Elves.  

Pete: Art represents me on the inside.  If I draw something it’s connected to my life and 

experiences.  It represents the difficulties I had in my life.  My art also reflects the sights I 

see while walking around the city.  I like to illustrate the things I saw to remember 

memories of people and nature.  

Art is therapeutic. Many of the participants reflected on art being therapeutic by helping 

them relive stress, build patience, and increase self-esteem.  Will reported that art has allowed 

him to engage with others better, improving his self-esteem.  

Pete: Yes, art has increased my self-esteem, sometimes people come to the open studio 

and you can see how they are feeling about their living conditions.  I feel happy when I 

do art it makes me feel better.  Art feels like therapy.  Art relaxes my mind and helps me 

relieve stress.  

Frank reported how the urban resource center has helped his artist development and he gained 

more patience.  

Frank: Being a guest as the urban resource center has taught me tremendous patience, 

determination, and the atmosphere isn’t always so perfect for the artist’s development. 

That’s always the nature of things like art therapy.  People express themselves according 

to the day and mood.  You just have to develop the ability to focus despite the 
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circumstances around you and concentrate, which isn’t always the case in the open studio 

environment.  

Damian reported that art was therapeutic and a good hobby.  He reported he must create 

something every day to feel good.  Lisa reflected on how her self-esteem was increased by 

attending the urban resource center and participating in art.  

Lisa: I’ve always had a lot of self-esteem and was confident, but I was hurting on the 

inside.  When I first came here I was in a terrible place.  When I came to the urban 

resource center, I was living on the street.  When I found this place, it was a lifesaver.  

Exploring new things. Many of the participants reflected on the things they want to do 

professionally with their love for art.  Some of them reported they would continue engaging in 

art if they found employment.  Will was the only participant who reported he wasn’t sure if he 

would continue, because he had plans on leaving the state and going somewhere else.  Lisa 

reflected on wanting to be a teacher to share her love for art with others.  

Lisa: I want to teach children about art.  I’ve always wanted to be an art teacher since I 

was young and first started creating art.  I also want to go to school and learn more about 

art because you cannot do art without learning.  

Nick reported he wanted to have his own marketing and poster making company.  Nick 

reported he wanted to also make t-shirts and make pop art.  Damian reported he wanted to 

continue to do art at his apartment, but loves being in the “studio”.  Frank reported he planned on 

continuing art if he stopped attending the resource center.  Frank reported if he didn’t have the 

income, it could be difficult for him to continue.  

Keeping you calm and collected and bringing out the best of you. Emily reported how 

art has given her a whole different outlook on life, it also made her calm and collected, and it 
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brings the best out of her.  Emily reflected on her past and how the resource center helped her 

have a new outlook.  

Emily: When it comes to my artwork in South Carolina, Florida, and Georgia, I was well 

known out there. Here, I’m what you call a “struggling starving artist” and I love it. I love 

it because it has given me a whole new aspect where I can go with my art. The resource 

center has given me a whole new outlook, but I’m playing outside of the box, exploring 

new things I’ve never done before.  

Lisa reflected on her religion and realizing that art was a gift that god gave her.   

Lisa: I realized I was blessed with a gift.  That not too many other people can tap into.   

A lot of people go through their life and not even realize they were put on this earth to do 

something.  I know what I was put on this earth to do, I was put here to be an artist and 

teach art, I was put here to do things with art and I’m stocked about it.  

Results Summary  

 The researcher conducted this study to document the effects of open art studio on adults 

experiencing homelessness.  This was the first study held at the urban resource center to 

document if participating in art could increase self- esteem and resiliency.  The researcher used 

open-ended questions to interview the guests about their experiences engaging in open art studio.  

From these interviews, the researcher was able to find themes and subthemes that reflected an 

increase in self-esteem and resiliency.  The results included themes of collaborating with others, 

art used to give a better vision on the positive instead of the negative, inspire and push forward, 

and a way to resolve personal problems.  The researcher found that many of the participants 

viewed art as an accomplishment.  The participants were able to innovate by collaborating with 

others, participating in art exhibitions while providing them with a better vision on life.  The 
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participants gained self-confidence by having others praise their artwork, improve their art 

making skill, and increase their self-esteem by engaging in art.  The participants reflected on 

how art gave them a sense of empowerment and how art created a new image for them.  Results 

from the interviews included other ways art therapy improved their lives.  The results included 

how their increased self-esteem led them to actions of resiliency that included finding 

employment and housing and attending mental health treatment.   

Results from this study indicated that participants were able to view themselves more 

positively, increased their resiliency through art engagement over time and process, and felt 

empowered when others displayed a positive reaction towards their art.  Interviewee responses 

revealed that art brought out the best in the participants.  It allowed them to ‘build on their 

strengths and lift up their weaknesses.’  Participants credited art as inspiring them to become 

better individuals, making them more resilient, encouraging more positive attitudes, and 

decreasing their mental health concerns.  Many of the participants view art as therapy.  For the 

participants, art keeps them grounded and gives them something to look forward to despite their 

circumstances.  The participants view engaging in open studio as the one stable thing in their life, 

and they look forward to expressing their emotions on paper.  Results revealed how art allowed 

the participants to explore new things in art, gain knowledge from others, and provide them with 

the resiliency to want a better future.  Overall, the participants reported how art keeps them calm 

and collected while bringing out the best of them.  The participants are not sure how their life 

would be if they did not have the opportunity to engage in the art at the open studio.  For many 

of the participants art keeps them balanced, calm, and increases their self-esteem.  This research 

was able to give the participants a voice allowing others to see the impact of art on self-esteem 

and resiliency.  
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Discussion  

This qualitative phenomenological study allowed guests to share their intimate stories 

and experiences with art.  The study methods of one-on-one interviews, documentation of 

personal stories, and resulting deep description of the effects of art therapy has had on self-

esteem and resiliency for participants are valuable for our profession to the significant outcomes 

of this study.  Based on the previous literature review in this thesis, there are only a few articles 

documenting the use of art therapy with the homeless population and more is needed.   Prescott 

et al (2008) importantly noted how art often allowed homeless adults to reflect on their lives and 

experiences, search for direction, reflect on future goals, and maintain self-esteem.  To date, this 

is the first research study completed that extended research into self-esteem and used experiences 

with the open studio to measure self-esteem and resiliency.  This study opens up the door for 

future art therapists to design and implement more research with homeless populations to further 

understand what important needs can be addressed and through supportive therapeutic 

environments.  

Research results from this study correlated to how Thomas et al. (2011) noted that 

individuals who engaged in art therapy reported it helped them socialize better with others in the 

community and having a positive effect on others.  This study grounded and described how art 

therapy can increase self-esteem and resiliency through the interviewee descriptions.  While 

conducting this study, this researcher discovered that art making in an open studio format has 

influenced and impacted increased feelings of resiliency for these particular participants.  The 

participants were open to share their thoughts, personal stories, and opinions regarding art.  

Descriptions and responses from the interviewees included other ways art improved their lives.  

Many of the participants reported how art was therapeutic, powerful, relieved stress, helped keep 
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them calm and made them more social.  Interviewees also described how art increased their self-

esteem led them to increased feelings of resiliency and efforts to change immediate 

circumstances.  For example, participants gave specific examples of how the open studio and 

supportive environment assisted in finding employment and housing and improving their moods 

and connection to others.  This current study also highlighted additional qualitative results in 

how participant homeless individuals self-reported more positive attitudes, more positive moods 

due to less reported irritability, developing self-advocacy skills, and increased motivation to find 

housing after receiving art therapy support.   

There were only two guests who have only attended the resource center for two years.  

One of those guests comes from an art background and she recently received housing.  That 

guest relied on her art to get her through her life stressors and it motivated her to find housing 

and employment.  Many of the participants have attended the open studio for more than five 

years, with some participants being guests for almost ten years.   It amazed this researcher when 

she learned that there were so many long term guests and the effects art can have on individuals 

that use it on a daily basis.  During the interviews, the participants reflected on their past gains in 

self-esteem once they began attending the open studio.  Many of the participants reported their 

self-esteem being low before coming to the resource center.  Art making allowed the participants 

to build on their strengths and lift up their weaknesses.  Skill discovery and craft development 

through art engagement encouraged some of the participants to create future careers.  Art also 

helped with some of the participant’s personal development because it was reported as a 

motivating factor for them to change their lives.   

Two research participants started doing art at the urban resource center and detailed in 

their interviews how they connected and evolved in ‘working artist’ identities.  These guests 
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were taught art techniques by the art therapist.  Pete is an amazing artist who creates a variety of 

landscape paintings.  The abstract paintings turned into paintings with people engaging in an 

activity.   Pete had the opportunity to have his work displayed on a website for people to 

purchase.  Pete also makes cards and name tags for staff and volunteers at the urban resource 

center.  Likewise, Damian started engaging in art at the urban resource center to help eliminate 

his anger. Damian found a love and hobby in beading.  Damian looks at beading as his true love.  

Damian has been making jewelry for over five years.  Damian enjoys giving his jewelry to the 

staff at the urban resource center and to also make jewelry for his girlfriend.  Damian reported it 

empowers and inspires him to see others wear his jewelry.  Damian has had his jewelry 

displayed in shows, and has also sold his jewelry.  Damian would like to have his own studio one 

day.  

When this researcher asked the participants to describe their experience being guests at 

the urban resource center they all gave meaningful descriptions.  This researcher realized the 

guests really appreciated being able to attend the urban resource center.  For many of them, the 

center provided them with the opportunity to change their lives.  Many of the participants will 

forever be grateful for the urban resource center.  The participants reported the urban resource 

center encourages people to push forward.  The urban resource center is amazing and a place 

where you can be yourself.  A place where you can create and it inspires you to push forward.  

The urban resource taught one of the participant’s patience and determination.  For one of the 

participants, the urban resource center was identified as ‘family’ to them.  This researcher 

thought it was amazing that the majority of the artists have engaged in art since childhood.  

Many participants reported they were introduced to art by their parents and in elementary school.  

The participants reported they took art more seriously when they started attending the urban 
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resource center because of the frequency and the variety of materials.  Most of the participants 

reported they prefer to use acrylic painting and drawing materials, pottery, three-dimensional and 

sculptural art, and beading.  This researcher finds it interesting that most of the guests who only 

paint and draw also engage in beading.   

When the participants were asked to define self-esteem, there were a lot of different 

answers.  There were three definitions that this researcher felt were unique.  Damian described 

self-esteem as being truth, being truthful to yourself and others.  Frank described it as being a 

satisfaction of accomplishment.  Frank felt that he accomplished a lot over the years being an 

artist and viewed it as a lifetime development.  Lisa reported self-esteem was being happy and 

being confident about what she does versus being depressed.  Lisa reported she feels those 

emotions every day.  Lisa has overcome a lot of adversities and she reported she's finally in a 

good space.  Self-esteem for all the participants seemed to describe a sense of overcoming 

adversity and being in a ‘good space’ with themselves.  

Limitations  

One limitation of the study was not being able to expand the interviews with other 

homeless adults attending similar resource centers that offer art therapy to make more general 

statements about the effects of multiple open studio programs.  While conducting this study, this 

researcher discovered that art made a huge impact and generated some influence to the 

participants.  There was a limitation on the amount of time the participants have attended the 

urban resource center, for future studies, this researcher would like to have short term and long-

term guests to see if there is a difference in the results.  Due to the short time period, the 

selection sample was limited to eight guests.  If the researcher had more time to complete the 

research, it would be a larger sample size.  This researcher would have liked to interview 
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between twenty to forty people and include participants who do not normally participant in open 

studio on a daily basis to see if there is a difference in results.  It is difficult to avoid 

confirmation bias when you are the person doing the research, creating the questionnaire, 

conducting the interviews, and analyzing the data.  Due to this, it is possible that it colored how 

the researcher heard the responses during the interview process.   

The researcher needed to make the research questions simpler for some of the guests with 

language barriers.  This researcher found that one of the participants who was from another 

country, had difficulty answering the questions because he did not fully understand them. This 

researcher asked the participant to explain his answer more clearly and could have used the 

benefit of a translator if one had been available.  This researcher also provided examples for the 

questions to the participants, which might have affected their answers.   

Another limitation was not having someone to help her transcribe the interviews.  This 

researcher completed all of the transcribing and found it difficult, as she had to capture all of the 

answers word by word. One last limitation is that open art studio was not the only service that 

the guests received during their time at the urban resource center and therefore, it would be hard 

to separate the effects of other therapies and services on their sense of self-esteem and 

resiliency.  The guests reported that the art increased self-esteem but increases were likely due to 

a combination of factors.  

Recommendations 

For future studies, one recommendation would be expanding the interview questions 

regarding self-esteem into further inquiry regarding how art therapy might target specific 

symptoms or concerns within various mental health diagnoses.  Another recommendation would 

be to conduct a qualitative study with the use of self-esteem tests, and pre and post interviews.  
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This study might also be expanded to interview a larger sample of homeless adults from various 

resource centers to compare.  For future research, this researcher thinks this research should be 

done with new guests at the urban resource center.  Pre-interviews should be done when they 

first come to the center and a post-interview should be conducted after a year.  This is 

recommended to see how art can inspire and increase the self-esteem in others.  This researcher 

thinks that the interview questions can be more personal for future research instead of the 

specific general questions about self-esteem and resiliency.  For the future, this researcher would 

like to see more personal interviews that share the participant’s stories to create small 

documentaries.  This researcher feels like this population can benefit from letting their stories be 

heard and to advocate that art therapy can increase self-esteem and resiliency.  This documentary 

can be created in the hopes that it will be produced and available for others to purchase.  This 

researcher feels like a more personal visual display of interviews would allow others to see into 

the lives of this population, hear personal stories, and to change their perspective about the 

population.  

Conclusion 

Important themes of increased self-esteem from research participants described how an 

open art studio at the urban resource center was supportive to that process.  The personal 

interviews revealed that art is an outlet for the guests to express their emotions and how the 

positives that art brought to their lives led them to being more resilient.  This researcher was 

initially not sure if the participants would express how art increased their self-esteem because 

they might be reluctant to share their opinions and personal stories involving art making.  This 

researcher was amazed by the outcome of each interview and the guests were able to open up 

and share intimately how art makes a difference in their life on a daily basis.  When this 
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researcher let the participants know pseudonyms would be used and not their real names, some 

of them stated they wanted their names added, because they wanted others to know what art has 

done for them.  This researcher explained she had to keep it anonymous to protect their 

identities.   

 The participants let this researcher know they were excited about the research and felt 

the questions were great.  This researcher plans to share the final copy of this thesis research with 

the urban resource center so they can use it in the future for grants.  This researcher plans on 

writing a summary of each interview to put into the case notes for each participant.  This 

researcher would like to share this information with the case management team, so they are 

aware of the effects open art studio has on the participants.  This research opened the door for the 

urban resource to offer individual and group art therapy and to enhance the services already 

offered.  The findings of this research will potentially encourage other resource centers to offer 

art therapy.  The findings of this research also supported the urban resource center to keep the 

open studio program.  It will encourage program improvement and possible expansion 

opportunities to employ another art therapist.  Other resource centers will want their guests to 

benefit from art therapy to increase their self-esteem and motivate them to find employment and 

housing.  In conclusion, homeless individuals will be more inclined to engage in art and share 

their story because they will want others to know about the benefits of the art therapy open 

studio.  
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Appendix A 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Consent to Participate in Research  

 

 

The purpose of the research is to determine if art increases self-esteem and resiliency in 

homeless adults.  The research will be conducted by using one-on-one private interviews.  

No more than eight individuals will be chosen to participate on a volunteer basis and be 

long-term participants in an art open-studio.  The importance of this research is to capture 

personal experiences on how art affects the lives of homeless adults.  This study is a 

requirement of the class, AR 590- Research, for Sherry Grayson, a student majoring in 

Art Therapy at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College.  

 

The procedure involves minimal risk for the participants.  The procedure will require the 

use of a digital recorder to tape the interviews.  These tapes will be kept in a sealed folder 

and remain in the possession of the researcher.  The benefit of participation in this 

research is to allow homeless adults to share their experiences with art in an open studio 

setting, and also allowing others to recognize the importance of art therapy.  Only the 

researcher will have access to the tapes and the forms will be maintained for a period of 

three years after publication of the results.   

 

The participants have the right to decline participation in the interview by not returning 

the form.  In addition, participants may withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty, by notifying the researcher.   

 

This study was approved by the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Human Subjects 

Institutional Review Board on June 4
th

, 2014____________________.  

 

If you have questions or concerns about this study, please contact the researcher, the 

researcher’s supervisor, or the chair of the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board. 

  

Co-Researcher 

Sherry Grayson 

Miriam’s Kitchen 

2401 Virginia Ave NW  

Washington, DC 20037 

Sherry@miriamskitchen.org 

202-452-8926 

mailto:Sherry@miriamskitchen.org
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Principal Researcher 

Jill McNutt  

Assistant Professor of Art Therapy/Operations Director of Art Therapy 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College  

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

jmcnutt@smwc.edu  

(812) 535-5160 

 

Chair, IRB 

Dr. Lamprini Pantazi, PhD. 

Chair, Human Subjects Institutional Review Board 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary of the Woods, IN  47876 

(812) 535-5232 

lpatazi@smwc.edu  

 

 

 

My signature below indicates that I am 18 years of age or older, I have been informed 

about this study, I consent to participate, and I have received a copy of this consent form. 

 

 

 ______________________________________ ____________________________ 

 Signature     Date 

 

 

Note: If participant is under the age of 18, participant’s parent or guardian must sign the 

consent form and the participant must sign an assent form. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:jmcnutt@smwc.edu
mailto:lpantazi@smwc.edu
mailto:lpatazi@smwc.edu
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Appendix B 

Questionnaire 

 

 

Title of Research:  A Phenomenological Study on How Open Art Studio Impacts Self-Esteem 

and Resiliency in Adults Experiencing Homelessness. 

Study Investigator:  Sherry Grayson  

Research Study Site:  MK 

 

You are invited to participate in a research project titled: A Phenomenological Study on How 

Open Art Studio Impacts Self-Esteem and Resiliency in Adults Experiencing Homelessness.  

The purpose of this questionnaire is to understand how art therapy affects your self-esteem and 

resiliency.  

 

The questionnaire consists of 10 questions and will take approximately 15-30 minutes to 

complete. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about this research project, you may contact the 

Investigator, Sherry Grayson at Miriam’s Kitchen, or the Art Therapy Intern Supervisor, Lindsey 

Vance at Miriam’s Kitchen, 202-452-8926. 

 

1. How long have you been attending MK open art studio? 

 

2. What is your definition of self-esteem? 

 

3. Describe how your self-esteem was before attending MK’s open studio? 

 

4. Do you feel art has increased your self-esteem?  If so, how? 

 

5. What is your preferred choice of media during open art studio? 

 

6. Does your art reflect any important parts to your self-esteem/resiliency? 

 

7. In what ways do you think art has helped you overcome adversity, causing you to be 

more resilient? 

 

8. What positive insights has art brought to your life? 

 

9. Describe how you will continue to engage in art once you leave MK? 

 

10. Describe your overall experience being a guest at MK. 
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Appendix C 

Art Consent Form 

 

Art Consent Form  

 

 

I __________________________ give Sherry Grayson consent to use my images in her thesis 

research paper. The images will only be used in the paper and will not include any names.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________ 

Researcher Signature 

 

 

 

 

___________________________________ 

Participant Signature  
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Appendix D 

Research Approval Letter 

 
May 20, 2014 
 
Dr. Lamprini Pantazi, PhD. 
Chair, Human Subjects Institutional Review Board 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 
Saint Mary of the Woods, IN  47876 
 
Dear Dr. Pantazi, 
 
Sherry Grayson has been given permission to complete her research project on Self-
Esteem and Resiliency in Homeless Adults during studio hours at Miriam’s Kitchen. She 
must get signed consent from each participant for each audio-recorded interview and any 
art used for education purposes. She understands that guest must remain anonymous in 
order to protect confidentiality, unless otherwise noted by the participant.  
 
We look forward to assisting Sherry in furthering her research. If there are any other 
questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me via email or phone. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

Lindsey D. Vance 

 

Lindsey Vance, MA, ATR, LPC 
Senior Art Therapist/Case Manager 

Miriam’s Kitchen 

2401 Virginia Avenue NW 

Washington, DC 20037 

(202) 452-8926  
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Appendix E 

Participant Artwork 

Figure 1: Pete: When and it happens 

 

Figure 2: Pete: The way of truth 

 

Figure 3: Pete: Rock Climbing 
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Figure 4: Nick: Samira and Monica surfing 

 

Figure 5: Nick: Eyeglasses 

 

Figure 6: Nick: Sylvia 
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Figure 7: Will: The rose through the stone 

 

Figure 8: Will: Life 

 

Figure 9: Will: Love vs. Hate 
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Figure 10: Ryan: Necklaces 

 

Figure 11: Ryan: Necklaces 

 

Figure 12: Ryan: Necklaces and Earrings 
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Figure 13: Emily: Untitled 

 

Figure 14: Emily: Through my eyes, Part one 

 

Figure 15: Emily: Through my eyes, Part two 
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Figure 16: Lisa: Natural Escape 

 

Figure 17: Lisa: Transition 

 

Figure 18: Lisa: The rose from concrete 
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Figure 19: Frank: Roman Solider 

 

Figure 20: Frank: Country Apples 

 

Figure 21: Frank: Geometric Circle 
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Figure 22: Damian: Earring/Bracelet set 

 

Figure 23: Damian: Earring/Bracelet set 

 

Figure 24: Damian: The Sherry collection 

 


