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Abstract 

In this research study, it was hypothesized that when circus arts are added to an art therapy 

program, then there would be a positive increase in kinesthetic awareness, emotional regulation, 

and sense of self in the client.  This case study involved a child age 10, who engaged in a variety 

of circus arts, such as juggling, tumbling, unicycling, and some aerial basics, including aerial 

silks, aerial hoop, and trapeze.  This was done in addition to an art directive involving body 

maps, which was used to qualitatively measure emotional regulation.  The results found that the 

participant felt more comfortable with expressing emotional states graphically as opposed to 

verbally and reported a change in mood after engaging in circus arts.  Future research is 

discussed, with considerations to age and gender.  
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CHAPTER 1  

Introduction 

Any creative medium can provide a therapeutic environment that encourages the client to 

explore the self (Malchiodi, 2012).  The circus arts, such as aerial dance, unicycling, juggling, 

and acrobalance, are such mediums.  Circus arts include several clusters of both performance and 

material arts that have evolved over time and that have come together to create the spectacles 

described generally since the mid-18th century as “circus” (Beete, 2005).  

Problem Statement 

 Art, and by extension, art therapy, may not reflect the sociocognitive and functional 

reality of the client (Hocoy, 2011).  Through the concept of intersectionality, individuals have 

been viewed as the interaction(s) between individual, childhood, family, communal, cultural and 

national realities that rippled out in ever-enlarging circles (Huss, 2009).  Through creative 

expression, it has been possible for the therapist and client to explore the many different facets of 

a person’s history and composition.  Multicultural approaches and perspectives of art therapy 

have focused on celebrating cultural differences, while also recognizing the importance of 

challenging all forms of discrimination based on race, gender, age, religion, ability, or sexual 

orientation.  When considering the multicultural perspective, there have been some who believe 

that art therapy may not meet the needs of all individuals, and some may find great shame in 

seeking mental health assistance (Hocoy, 2011).   

It was entirely possible that art therapy may not be the only or best intervention for the 

client (Hocoy, 2011).  As such, expanding the possibilities for different mediums of art, such as 

circus arts, which could be integrated into an art therapy session could provide more avenues of 

creative self-expression.  Certain populations, such as children, may be more inclined and able to 
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participate in circus arts than traditional art therapy activities, due to the physical nature of the 

activities.  Although circus arts may be related to dance and movement, they have allowed for a 

degree of comedy and physical skill to be expressed, which may not be appropriate in other 

mediums.  Combining traditional arts and circus arts could possibly help clients attain better 

therapeutic progress than through traditional art alone. 

Research Question 

 How does adding circus arts to an art therapy program affect a child’s emotional 

regulation?  

Basic Assumptions 

 Traditional art therapy may not work for all populations (Hocoy, 2011).  In instances 

where traditional art therapy may not meet all the needs of the client, expressive art therapy 

could add extra dimensions of creative expression to the visual art field to facilitate growth and 

healing.  By expanding the therapeutic experience beyond visual art alone, expressive art therapy 

can be enhanced in clinical depth and provide multiple avenues of creative expression in a 

manner most appropriate for the client (Malchiodi, 2012).  Consider circus arts in terms of 

expressive art therapy; it is a unique kind of performance art that challenges oneself physically 

and creatively.  The multifaceted nature of circus reveals it to be an art form that it is adaptable 

to almost any situation or any kind of participant (Caldwell, 2014). 

Statement of Purpose  

 The purpose of this study will help art therapists, circus educators and performers with 

psycho-social training, and the community at large see the potential of circus arts as a viable 

medium to employ with clients; potentially leading to the development of an art therapy program 
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involving circus arts.  Clients of art therapy programs may benefit from participation in circus 

arts to supplement their existing art therapy treatment.   

Definition of Terms  

 Circus Arts is a large umbrella term that describes physical performance, focused 

primarily on various aspects of physical movement, strength, and endurance and the ranges 

possible for the human body and physique (Beete, 2005).  

 Social Circus refers to the growing movement toward the use of circus arts as mediums 

for social justice and social wellness.  It uses alternative pedagogical tools to work with youth 

who are marginalized or at social or personal risk (Wood-Babcock, 2004).  

Expressive Art Therapy was a term coined by Shaun McNiff (1981) to describe a form 

of art therapy that involves using art, music, dance/movement, drama, and poetry/writing as 

therapeutic tools.  An expressive art therapist is one who treats the characteristics of clients and 

their work not as intellectually defined symptoms, but as expressive manifestations of one’s state 

of mind (McNiff, 1981).  

Intermodal Art Therapy is a subset of expressive art therapy which involves integrating 

various art forms into a therapeutic relationship and working within more than one medium 

(Malchiodi, 2012).   

Justification of the Study 

There was a need to study the effects of integrating circus arts as a way of expanding the 

field of expressive art therapy.  While closely tied to dance and movement therapy, circus arts 

offered a level of humor, whimsy, and thrill that might not be as readily accessed by other 

mediums.  By researching the effectiveness of circus arts within the field of art therapy, future art 



THE ROLE OF CIRCUS ARTS                           9 

 
therapy and expressive art therapy programs may begin to incorporate these components as 

another method to assist children.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

This literature review will address previous research that examines the use of circus arts 

as an inclusive tool within the art therapy field. These topics included: foundational treatment 

modalities, children’s participation in circus arts, the history and purpose of body maps in art 

therapy, and the concept of emotional regulation.  

Foundational Treatment Modalities 

Intermodal art therapy is closely tied to expressive art therapy (Malchiodi, 2012).  

Intermodal approaches are used within expressive art therapy, which involved integrating various 

art forms into a therapeutic relationship and working within more than one medium (Malchiodi, 

2012).  Through employing different art mediums, it was possible for the therapist and client to 

explore many different facets of a person’s history and composition (Malchiodi, 2012).  

Natalie Rogers, daughter of Carl Rogers, one of the founders of humanistic psychology, 

integrated person-centered therapy with art and movement (Sommers-Flanagan, 2007).  Starting 

in 1974, she worked with groups of people, improvising with psychodrama, movement, and art 

(Sommers-Flanagan, 2007).  She began asking her clients if they would like to express what they 

were feeling through color or clay, and at the end, debriefed with them about what it meant for 

them.  Because of the understanding that people learn differently, Rogers came to the 

conclusions that people would reach their full potential through different modalities (Sommers-

Flanagan, 2007). 

Shaun McNiff has often been considered as the individual responsible with coining the 

term “expressive arts therapy” in 1981.  Expressive arts therapy involved using art, music, 

dance/movement, drama, and poetry/writing as therapeutic tools (McNiff, 1981).  McNiff (1981) 
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has stated that an expressive art therapist was one who treated the characteristics of clients and 

their work not as intellectually defined symptoms, but as expressive manifestations of one’s state 

of mind (McNiff, 1981).  

Dance and movement therapy (DMT) was the psychotherapeutic use of movement to 

further the emotional, cognitive, physical, and social integration of the individual, regardless of 

age (ADTA, 2016).  Originally developed in the 1950s by Marian Chace, DMT became 

established as a form of psychotherapy in the 1980s after therapists began to experiment with the 

psychotherapeutic applications of dance and movement (Levy, 1988).  Through movement 

observation and interaction, the dance/movement therapist meets the client on a primary, 

nonverbal level, which helps them to develop a positive and realistic self-image (ADTA. 2016).  

Upon entering the child’s symbolic movement world, the therapist helped to expand 

communication skills, creating pathways from nonverbal to verbal dialogues.  Because of this 

process, self-awareness, awareness of others, coping skills, and the ability to form relationships 

could all be improved (ADTA, 2016). 

Children and Circus Arts 

In 2013, David Mason, the director of the Mini Mobile Circus for Children in 

Afghanistan, claimed that social circus could affect young people positively, through analyzing 

effects and examining trust during the training (Caldwell, 2014). The multifaceted nature of 

circus revealed it to be an art form that it was adaptable to almost any situation or any kind of 

participant (Caldwell, 2014).  Whether it was young performers in Ireland, people with learning 

difficulties in Finland, or displaced children in Afghanistan, “circus is being used as an 

empowering and educational form of entertainment with extremely positive results of increased 
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trust through team building, as seen through their communication and decision-making skills” 

(Caldwell, 2014). 

One extensive case study, done with the Palestinian Circus School (PCS), discovered 

how circus arts empowered youth using circus workshops in areas affected by war (Biquet & 

Parker, 2014).  PCS included seven circus clubs – five introductory groups, one preparatory 

group and the ‘Jenin girls’ group (referencing location) – located in different cities of the West 

Bank: Hebron, Ramallah, Jenin, Al Faara Refugee Camp and Birzeit.  The number of students 

registered in 2013 rose to 120 - 59 female students and 61 male students - aged between 10 and 

27 (Biquet & Parker, 2014).  The preparatory groups included both sexes in Ramallah and 

Hebron, while boys and girls were in separated groups.  The circus workshops took place once a 

week in the different cities and last for three hours (Biquet & Parker, 2014).  During the 

workshops, the students were introduced to trust games, basic or intermediate level of juggling, 

acro-lifting, acrobatics, aerials, stilts, dance and theatre.  At the end of the year, the participants 

had the opportunity to present what they had learned in a show in front of the community (Biquet 

& Parker, 2014).  

Narrative data gathered from this qualitative study found five major themes in how the 

circus impacted the daily lives of the youth of Palestine.  These included a constructive hobby, a 

restoration of hope and self-confidence, a federating project, a cultural resistance against the 

occupation of Palestine, and a gradual social change in a traditional society (Biquet & Parker, 

2014).  In addition, the researchers learned that circus practice helped rebuilding young 

Palestinians’ trust in themselves, their peers, and their future.  Performing circus also represented 

a constructive way for young Palestinians to channel their negative energy in a positive and civic 

project.  Some of these constructive insights included, circus taught life skills, encouraged more 
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collaboration and equality between genders, as well as collective values, which participated in 

the reweaving of the Palestinian social fabric (Biquet & Parker, 2014).  

 Similar circus-centric studies have taken place in the United States.  The American Youth 

Circus Organization (AYCO) conducted research to determine if social and emotional learning 

behavioral skills grew during circus arts programs.  The study showed that youth in these social 

circus programs made positive and substantial progress in the development of social and 

emotional skills.  Some of these skills included emotional knowledge, understanding of social 

roles, emotional regulation, and goal-driven decision making (Weikart Center for Youth Program 

Quality [WCYPQ], 2017).  For example, the percentage of social circus youth struggling to 

demonstrate self-regulatory skills improved from 53% to only 19% by the end of the program 

(WCYPQ, 2017).  These social skills impacted were at the level of a comparison group of eight 

exemplary youth development programs and well ahead of social skill impacts found in a non-

selective comparison group of over 350 other after-school youth programs previously studied by 

the Weikart Center (WCYPQ, 2017).  

Body Maps 

 Body-mapping was an arts-based intervention that helped clients visualize perception, 

understanding and experience of their own body.  Body mapping originated in the early 1990s 

(Solomon, 2007).  It was originally used with women in Uganda who suffered from HIV and 

AIDS through creating a relationship between art and the patient's body, leading to greater 

understand of the effects of the disease and stimulating creative responses to it (Solomon, 2007).  

The use of the body maps allowed participants a means of expressing themselves non-verbally at 

first with an aim of building confidence and sense of self-worth enough to allow vocalization of 

hopes and fears (Solomon, 2007).  Body-mapping had been implemented through group-work, 
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and helped build local psychosocial support networks.  In a recent UK study examining pain 

location and widespread pain among youth, the body mapping process demonstrated adequate 

reliability, descriptive validity, and associative validity (Foxen-Craft, et al., 2018).  The 

reliability was supported by the low discrepancies found after a test-retest procedure with the 

participants after surgery.  While most body maps are understood to possess face validity, 

researchers also found certain degrees of descriptive and associative validity with the use of 

body-mapping (Foxen-Craft, et al., 2018).  In this study, the descriptive validity referred to the 

degree to which the youth identified pain location agreed with underlying diagnostic sites; 

associative validity referred to the degree in which total body map scores and widespread pain 

correlated with the concurrent measures of pain intensity, pain interference, and other self-

reported measures (Foxen-Craft, et al., 2018). One study used body-mapping with individuals 

with fibromyalgia to investigate interactions had healthcare providers (Skop, 2016).  Many 

participants reported that the process of body mapping increased their sense of social connection 

because it was the first time they realized that they were not alone in suffering and that others 

had similar symptoms and healthcare struggles (Skop, 2016). 

 Body-mapping had since been used as a form of narrative therapy and as a teaching tool 

for communication and examining embodied experience in physical space.  Integrating body-

mapping and story-telling had the potential to connect times and spaces in people’s lives that 

were otherwise seen as separate and distal in more traditional, linear accounts (Gastaldo, 

Magalhães, Carrasco & Davy, 2012).  Body-mapping had been favored for use with children and 

adolescents as it avoided imposing adult conceptions on the image (de Jager, Tewson, Ludlow & 

Boydell, 2016).  In the context of therapy, the use of a creative visual process appeared to be 

helpful for children for several reasons.  Drawing or painting activities were likely to be familiar 
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and therefore less anxiety-provoking to children, who were likely to have been exposed to 

similar tasks at home or at school.  The age and developmental stage of child was also relevant 

(due to the child’s graphic development depicted in the map), with body-mapping that offered a 

more accessible means of depicting events that are difficult to verbalize (de Jager et. al., 2016).  

Case Studies 

 Case studies are a type of methodology “in which a single individual, group, or important 

example is studied extensively, and varied data are collected and used to formulate 

interpretations applicable to the specific case … or to provide useful generalizations” (Fraenkel 

& Wallen, 2009).  Case studies have been useful in suggesting new research questions and for 

illustrating general principles.  They can also help researchers understand rare phenomena, such 

as the effects of damage to a specific part of the human brain (Price, Jhangiani, & Chiang, 2015).  

Several single cases have been combined to strengthen an overall hypothesis, by adding 

participants, or changing behaviors or settings (Gussak, 2016).  If used correctly, a properly 

implemented case study can provide valuable, in-depth, exploratory results; such information can 

provide the scaffolding for future investigations.   

In general, single-subject designs have been shown to reduce interpretation bias for 

counselors when doing therapy (Moran & Tai, 2001).  Many early art therapy publications relied 

on case studies and presentations to investigate art therapy in many settings, with various clinical 

and medical populations.  In these instances, as Kapitan (2010) pointed out, the researcher was 

“… interested in discovering what can be learned from a particular encounter or encounters in 

the field that have bearing on art therapy practice” (p. 103).  Often questioned for their validity 

as a form of scientific enquiry, case studies have been effective, provided that the focus was on 

people and their interactions (Kapitan, 2010).   
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It was important to note some of the limitations of implementing a single case study 

design.  Research designs were traditionally preplanned so that most of the details about to 

whom and when the intervention would be introduced were decided prior to the beginning of the 

study.  However, in single case study designs, these decisions were often made as the data were 

collected (Kazdin, 1982).  In addition, there are no widely agreed-upon rules for altering phases; 

this could lead to conflicting ideas as to how a research experiment should be conducted in single 

case study designs (Kazdin, 1982).  One of the major criticisms of using a single case study 

design included ethical problems related to withdrawing treatment if there was a withdrawal 

component to the research design.  When combined with a participant who was a child, certain 

precautions must be taken into consideration.  The need for single case studies to be conducted 

with children was growing, as research tended to inquire into children's lives through the 

perspectives of parents or other significant adults (Christensen & James, 2000).  Developments 

in childhood studies had seen a paradigmatic shift from constructions of children and childhood 

framed in terms of vulnerability, dependency and immaturity, to perspectives that highlight 

competence and agency that led to increased emphasis on accessing and listening to children's 

views (Woodhead, 2009). Consequently, there was considerably more involvement of children 

and young people in research with a range of well-documented research approaches and methods 

to engage them actively (Gallagher, 2009).  Ultimately, the case study was an adaptable 

approach that centered on the human element when numbers may not be enough.   

Emotional Regulation 

Emotion regulation consisted of the intrinsic and extrinsic processes responsible for 

monitoring, evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions (Gross, 2015).  Most individuals used 

a variety of emotion regulation strategies and were able to apply them to different situations in 
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order to adapt to the demands of the environment (Zeman Cassano, Perry-Parrish, & Stegall, 

2006).  Healthy coping strategies, such as managing stress with a walking program, were not 

seen to cause harm.  Unhealthy coping strategies included poor diet and nutrition to sustain 

throughout the day.  The variety of expressed coping skills helped to diffuse strong emotions, 

often allowing for a greater understanding of what led to the emotional experience (Zeman et. al, 

2006). 

 The study of emotion regulation had its origins in the psychoanalytic approach to stress 

and coping traditions.  Increased interest in emotion regulation had led to crucial boundary 

ambiguities that threatened progress in this domain.  It was argued that distinctions needed to be 

made between (1) regulation of emotion and regulation by emotion; (2) emotion regulation in 

self and emotion regulation in others; and (3) conscious and nonconscious emotion regulation 

(Gross, 2015).  

Childhood was also a critical time period where distress tolerance skills were acquired.  

The ability to self-soothe was learnt overtime in a child’s development, through factors such as 

parents’ interventions to manage emotion and the broader emotional climate of the family unit 

(Gross, 2015).  Children who spent early portions of their lives in institutions or those maltreated 

in families of origin were at risk for developing emotional and behavioral problems that reflected 

disorders of emotion and attention regulation (Loman & Gunnar, 2010). 

Emotional regulation had been difficult to measure in children, primarily because they 

examined largely unselected age groups, and utilized overlapping coping categories (Zimmer-

Gembeck & Skinner, 2010).  In past research, it had been observed that developmental patterns 

in coping (e.g., problem-solving, distraction, support-seeking, escape) changed in response to 

age.  Two kinds of age trends were discerned.  One reflected increases in coping capacities, as 
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seen in support-seeking (from reliance on adults to more self-reliance), problem-solving (from 

instrumental action to planful problem-solving), and distraction (adding cognitive to behavioral 

strategies); and the other reflected improvements in the deployment of different coping strategies 

according to effectiveness in dealing with specific kinds of stressors (Zimmer-Gembeck & 

Skinner, 2010).  

The cumulative learning from these topics has influenced this research study.  Expressive 

arts therapy modalities, the history of children’s involvement with circus arts, body-mapping, the 

history of case studies, and emotional regulation are quite different from one another; yet the 

aspects of each of these eventually link together and build upon one another.  This research study 

answered the research question by using the expressive arts therapy modality of art therapy and 

combining different art forms and interventions.  These include the use of circus arts activities 

and the use of body maps, with the purpose of measuring a child’s ability to emotionally regulate 

oneself in a case study approach.  While there are still gaps in the research, the information 

gathered from the review of the literature has started to lay the framework to be built upon 

further.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

The question guiding this study was: How does adding circus arts to an art therapy 

program affect a child’s emotional regulation?  This research implemented a qualitative 

approach.  An art directive involved body maps to qualitatively measure emotional regulation. 

Participant  

This case study focused on one 10-year-old child, Ian.  Ian was an intermediate aerial arts 

student and had been practicing intermittently for approximately two years.  He reported that his 

favorite aerial apparatus was the static trapeze, although he did know how to perform a few 

tricks on other apparatuses, such as the aerial silks or aerial hoop.  He was recruited through a 

local aerial arts studio that will be assisting with the research.  Ian was a current aerial arts 

student of the studio, and his mother contacted the facilitator through the informational flyers 

hung in the studio space.  The research topic was presented to Ian and his parents to determine 

initial interest.  Afterwards, the parents worked with the art therapy facilitator to coordinate the 

individual sessions.  

Research Design  

 The study took place within one day, in two separate sessions.  During first session, Ian 

was asked to participate in the body map art directive.  The body map directive asked the 

participant to indicate with art materials where emotion manifested in the body, by using various 

colors to represent different emotional states and coloring the various parts of the body to show 

where those emotions were felt physically.  After completing the art directive, Ian met with the 

art therapy facilitator one-on-one to discuss the artwork by following a list of questions designed 

for qualitative analysis.  During the second session, Ian worked with the circus arts instructors in 
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a variety of activities, such as juggling, tumbling, unicycling, and some aerial basics, including 

aerial silks, aerial hoop, and trapeze for approximately an hour.  After completing the circus arts 

portion, he completed the same art directive and met with the art therapy facilitator to discuss the 

artwork one on one.  

Research Instruments  

Body Maps. The participant was given an 8.5”x11” sheet of paper, with a pre-printed 

basic body shape on it.  A box of 24 woodless colored pencils was provided as well.  The 

participant was instructed the following:  

List the emotions that you feel most often, and then assign a color to each emotion.  Take 

a minute to think about how you feel that emotion in your body.  Color inside the outline 

of the body where you feel each emotion.   

The participant was given 15 minutes to complete the directive.  

Data Collection 

 At the end of each session, the resulting artwork was gathered and stored in a locked 

briefcase owned by the research facilitator.  The participant interview was conducted regarding 

the participant’s experience completing a body map.  Participant self-reported about the body 

map experience and was asked to explain the art to the research facilitator in order to measure 

change qualitatively.   

Data Analysis 

After completing the body map, the participant met with the research facilitator to discuss 

the art.  The participant was asked a series of questions regarding the body maps, the answers 

were transcribed for data collection.  The questions included the following:  

Please describe your body map to me.   
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Can you tell what emotions you depicted in your body map, and explain why you chose 

the colors you used?   

Which emotion(s) tend to occur most often?   

How does mapping out your emotions change your understanding of them?” 

Validity and Reliability 

 Due to the single case study format of this study, it was difficult to determine the 

reliability of this study. If this study were to be conducted again with the same participant, 

perhaps as a longitudinal study, the reliability may become more evident.  The study contains 

evidence of and descriptive validity through the body-mapping method, as the participant had to 

identify and elaborate upon the visual representations of his emotional states.  

Ethical Implications  

 Due to working with a research participant under the age of 18, parental consent was 

required.  Informed consents were explained to both the child and the parent.  A liability waiver 

was provided to the parent(s) of the participant to read over and sign prior to any physical 

activity.  The participant was already enrolled with the local aerial arts studio as a student, and 

had some basic understanding of circus arts, and therefore knew what to expect from the 

instructors. Instructors at the circus arts studio worked with the participant just as they did during 

any other aerial arts class, per the guidelines provided to them by the New England Center for 

Circus Arts (NECCA).  

Researcher Bias  

 There was some inherent bias in this research study, due to the way that that participant 

was recruited.  Since the participant was already a student through the aerial arts studio from 

which they were recruited, he would already have had some previous experience with circus arts.  
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While this may have been beneficial when he participated in the circus arts activities during the 

study, it may have predisposed viewing those activities in a more positive light.  The research 

facilitator, such as the circus arts instructors and art therapy student, may have been biased 

towards circus arts since they had previous experience.  Even though the research facilitator 

bracketed the personal understandings and presented the circus arts activities as neutrally as can 

be, bias may still be implicit.  One other possible bias would be that the data collection was not 

be gathered by a third party, eliminating personal interest.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

This study asked the following question: How does adding circus arts to an art therapy 

program affect a child’s emotional regulation?  It was anticipated that if circus arts were added to 

an art therapy program, then there would be a positive increase in kinesthetic awareness, 

emotional regulation, and sense of self in the client.  The research participant was asked to 

complete body map directives and answer questions about how his experience of the circus arts 

made him feel.  

First Session  

In the first session’s art directive as seen in Figure 1, Ian depicted five emotions on his 

body map: sad, happy, anger, anxious, and annoyed.  He used red for happy on the head, light 

blue for sad on the left leg, black for anger on the right arm, dark blue for anxious on the right 

leg, and orange for annoyed throughout the whole body.  In his body map, he drew a hard outline 

around select areas of the body with his choice of colors, and then filled in those areas with the 

same colors, using lighter pressure.   
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Figure 1. First Session body map and key 

 Circus activities.  At the start of the session, the instructor and Ian began with a warmup, 

including some light cardio and stretching.  This lasted approximately 15 minutes.  During this 

time, Ian was very resistant to participating.  The instructor was informed by his mother that he 

was not in a good mood when he came to the studio that day and would tell her that he “didn’t 

want to do aerial today”.  

However, after the warm up, he began to engage.  He started working on handstands and 

tumbles on the mats, before moving on to the aerial apparatuses.  He started with the single-point 

trapeze.  He practiced getting up into the trapeze, hanging from the bar, and performing a trick 

called candlestick, wherein he hooked one leg on the bar and the other on one of the ropes and 
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hung upside down.  He then proceeded to move on to the aerial silks.  More specifically, he was 

drawn to the aerial sling, an aerial silk that was rigged like a hammock.  He stated that he 

enjoyed stretching out in the sling and inverting.  At the end of the session, he and the instructor 

cooled down with some stretching.  

Second Session 

Once he was done with the circus session, Ian met with the research facilitator to conduct 

the second half of the research.  The research facilitator reviewed what they did in their first 

session, to ensure that Ian remembered the process of completing the body map intervention.  In 

his second body map as seen in Figure 2, he used four colors to depict three emotional states.  He 

used red, which was concentrated on the left side of the figure and was layered over the right 
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side of the figure with black.  Lastly, he decided to layer green and orange in the head region to 

indicate happiness.  

Figure 2. Second session body map and key 

Results of Body Map Questioning 

First Session. When asked why he chose those colors for those emotions, he said that he 

chose red for happy because it was his favorite color.  He also stated that black was another one 

of his favorite colors.  Ian stated that when he feels anxious, he noticed that his feet heated up 
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and hurt.  When he felt sad, Ian felt like his feet were “falling asleep” or going numb.  When 

feeling angry, he noticed that his hands became clammy.  Lastly, he stated that when he felt 

happy, he showed it through facial expressions.  He said that he liked to make “weird faces” 

when he was in a good mood.  When asked which emotion he tended to experience most often, 

he stated that he felt annoyed frequently.  That was his reasoning for using the orange across the 

entire body.  He indicated some of the triggers that caused him to feel annoyed, including 

interactions at school and home.  

Second Session.  Ian used four colors to represent three emotional states.  He stated that 

black represented the feeling of excitement, red represented the feeling of being tired, and the 

mix of green and orange represented happiness.  Prior to the second body map, Ian was resistant 

to participating in the circus arts activities.  The research facilitator asked him about why he was 

resistant to participating at first.  Ian explained that he was tired for a few reasons.  The day 

before he had gone hiking, and his legs were already sore.  Also, the circus session was held in 

the morning.  However, he said that once he started doing some handstands and tumbling on the 

mats, that he began to get into the flow of the circus activities.  Ian was also asked about what he 

currently utilizes as his coping skills for his daily life.  He had stated that he typically would 

watch a variety of anime videos on YouTube when he felt annoyed or upset.  He reported that he 

particularly enjoyed watching fight scenes from anime shows.  

 Ian had completed the body mapping process and answered the questions with little to no 

difficulty. The body maps and the answers he had provided were used to understand the 

implications of participating in circus arts.  The coincidence of the state of his mood at the start 

of the second session had helped to observe the shifts that Ian had depicted in his body maps.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion 

 This study sought to examine how the addition of circus arts to an art therapy directive 

affected a child’s emotional regulation.  It was anticipated that if circus arts were added to an art 

therapy program, then there would be a positive increase in kinesthetic awareness, emotional 

regulation, and sense of self in the participant.  The participant was asked to complete two body 

map directives, with one of those body maps happening directly after engaging in some circus 

arts activities.  Through the body maps and post-art interviews with the participant, it was found 

that there was some evidence to support the presence of the circus arts components leading to 

increased kinesthetic awareness, emotional regulation skills, and sense of self.  

Kinesthetic Awareness  

The primary purpose for using the body maps as the research tool was to observe how the 

inclusion of physical activity could affect a child’s emotional state.  The body map activity 

encouraged the participant to think more critically about the sensations in the body, and how to 

best communicate this with others.  One observation made by Ian during the post-art interviews 

was that using the body map to explain his emotions was “easier” than talking about them.  

When asked to clarify what he meant by “easier”, he said that he didn’t feel as “awkward” when 

drawing the emotions on the body map, a phenomenon noticed with other youths when creating 

body maps (de Jager et. al., 2016).  This observation may be considered an indicator for the 

effectiveness of body maps, and Ian’s ability to communicate his internal feelings and 

sensations.  Ian’s ability to communicate his physical status through the use of a body map spoke 

to skills of becoming mindful about his body, thus indicating a higher kinesthetic awareness (de 

Jager et. al., 2016). 
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Emotional Regulation 

Improved Communication. When Ian spoke about his feelings towards circus arts and 

how he physically engaged with the circus arts equipment, the word choice, length of sentence, 

and inflection in his voice indicated a shift in mood.  During the first session, Ian was short with 

his responses, using “yes” and “no” a lot to answer a majority of the questions.  The research 

facilitator implemented some motivational interviewing techniques to get him to answer the 

questions more in depth.  This could be due to the amount of rapport established prior to the 

research session.  During the second research session, Ian was more forthcoming with his 

answers.  He was more relaxed in general, through his open body language and the presence of 

laughter.  He spoke at length about his previous experiences in with circus arts activities and 

boasted about some of his physical achievements.  This ability to communicate and express his 

emotional states may have been stimulated from the use of the creative coping strategies 

examined here (Zeman et. al, 2006).   

Physical Activity as Coping.  During the circus arts portion of the study, one key 

observation was made in regard to Ian’s mood.  As noted earlier, he came to the studio exhibiting 

standoffish behavior, and tried to exclude himself from the activities.  His mother corroborated 

this, informing the research facilitator that he was refusing to participate in the research session 

whatsoever.  However, after the warm up, he started to join in with the activities.  When given 

the chance to demonstrate his physical skills, his demeanor changed overall, including his body 

language and tone of voice.  By the end of the physical activities, his mood and behavior had 

shifted significantly.  He was more cheerful and social with the research facilitator, the circus 

instructors, and his mother.  Ian confirmed this change in his attitude with his body maps, and the 

large presence of the feelings of “excited” and “happy” on his human figure outline.   The use of 
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circus arts as a means of coping has been used with youth in the past, with significant behavioral 

changes (Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality [WCYPQ], 2017).  

It was important to note that engaging in the circus arts activities may not have been the 

only reason for Ian’s shift in mood.  As mentioned earlier, he had explained to the research 

facilitator that he was tired upon coming to the studio.  Just as his lack of energy partially 

contributed to his irritated mood and affect, his physical involvement with the circus instructors 

and the apparatuses may have only worked to a certain extent to impact Ian’s mood.   

Sense of Self 

It was thought that engaging in circus arts may lead to an increased sense of self, perhaps 

due to the confidence that may have been boosted during the session, which has been an 

observable pattern in previous studies (Biquet & Parker, 2014).  However, this was found to be 

challenging to pinpoint and adequately measure, given the research instruments and analysis 

methods.  While the body map was able to help determine how Ian’s emotional states changed, it 

was not effective in examining his self-esteem.  For this to be measured, additional questions 

would have to have been added to the data analysis interview with the participant to gather his 

perceptions of his sense of self.  

Use with Children 

While this research study could be applied to other age groups, this was more relatable to 

children due to developmental stage.  As children mature, the ability to communicate effectively 

with other improves, including ability to express emotional states in an appropriate manner.  The 

use of a creative visual process appeared to be helpful for children; artistic activities were likely 

to be familiar and therefore less anxiety-provoking to children (de Jager et. al., 2016).  The body-

mapping process offered a more accessible means of depicting events that were difficult to 
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verbalize (de Jager et. al., 2016).  In this study, the participant explicitly stated that using the 

body map to express his emotional states caused less distress than verbally expression.   

Another reason for working with children for this study was due to the development of 

emotional regulation skills.  The development of coping skills was necessary for successfully 

navigating the world and interacting with others, and this learning process was seen to begin at 

an early age.  The development of emotional regulation skills was influenced by family influence 

and the emotional climate surrounding the individual (Gross, 2015).  Opening the channels of 

communication with the participant about his coping skills helped to continue to develop more 

refined emotional regulation techniques that may be implemented in the future.  

This case study had garnered certain findings that support the use of circus arts in the 

greater art therapy realm.  In this study, the participant had experienced improvements in his 

kinesthetic awareness and emotional regulation skills, demonstrated by the body map process 

and his answers to the data analysis queries.  This study was inconclusive, however, in 

attempting to find any correlation with an increased sense of self, which was something could 

have been determined if additional questions were asked of the participant.  

Limitations 

         This was a qualitative, single case study, and there were already a number of limitations 

associated with the design.  This study spanned the course of one day, which could have 

impacted how the participant reacted to the interventions used.  The way in which the case study 

participant was selected was not randomized, because he has a previously established connection 

to the aerial arts studio.  Another limitation was the possibility of replicating this study in other 

areas or offering it elsewhere.  Circus arts studios had not been accessible to all, and recruitment 

of participants may be limited by this factor.  
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Recommendations  

 This initial study focused on how circus arts affected children in regard to their emotional 

regulation.  Adding more participants and a quantitative component to the research design may 

help to add more substantial data to the information already gathered.  Working with other 

populations and age groups could show to enlighten researchers as to how circus arts could affect 

their collective emotional regulation.  Comparing gender differences may be useful in the future 

in determining the benefits of circus arts.  Studying mindfulness may also play a part in the 

effectiveness of circus arts, due to the emphasis of body awareness.  Researching the 

physiological benefits of exercise and other physical activity may also be beneficial in 

understanding the positive effects of adding circus arts to a therapy session.  Certain aspects of 

this study could also be used as a foundational tool for those with limited mobility, such as the 

types of circus activities that are taught to the participants, and how they are taught.  

Conclusion 

 This case study added to the culminating research of the use of multiple modalities in a 

therapeutic context.  With the variety of talents and interests that each person possessed, it came 

as no surprise that one therapeutic outlet may not fit everyone.  One of the greatest traits of art 

therapy was its ability to incorporate a multitude of mediums.  By allowing clients to include the 

use of more than one medium in an art therapy session, they may be better suited to grow, and 

process more compared to being confined solely to one option.  With the combination of 

traditional art mediums, such as pencil and markers, and circus arts, like tumbling, acro-balance, 

and juggling, children could learn about this different approach to therapy.  This approach may 

eventually draw in more clientele that may be initially resistant to visual arts, but still wish to 

benefit from art therapy while fully engaging their bodies.  
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