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ABSTRACT 

This mixed methods study investigated the effectiveness of a group art therapy approach 

utilizing media literacy and narrative therapy in strengthening self-esteem in a sample of adult 

women.  Eating disorders may increase as culture and media impose demands through 

objectification and devaluation.  This study was comprised of a volunteer participant population 

of adult women ranging from 26 to 65 years-of-age.  The study explored body image visual 

journaling and group discussion, along with the educational effects of media literacy on adult 

women in encouraging them to reject the toxic messaging and to develop resistance to media 

pressures.  The results indicated that group art therapy approach utilizing media literacy and 

narrative therapy in strengthening self-esteem in a sample of adult women demonstrated 

effectiveness in increasing self-esteem.  Further art therapy research was recommended to 

include adult female participants with eating disorders to improve the validity of the results.  

 Key words: art therapy, art therapy directive, body image, empowerment, media literacy, 

narrative therapy, objectification, self esteem, thin ideal, visual journaling  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Self-esteem may be defined as strong appreciation of oneself, trusting in personal 

abilities and developing an attitude of self-worth (Woodward, Mcllwain, & Mond, 2017).  

Individuals with eating disorders, who experienced greater differences between themselves and 

their idealized images, demonstrated higher frustration and disturbances in body image and low 

self-esteem (Latzer, Spivak-Lavi, & Katz, 2015).  Improvements in self-esteem were believed to 

be foundational in eating disorder recovery, as individuals with active eating disorders had been 

found to have lower self-esteem than fully recovered and healthy individuals (Bardone-Cone et 

al., 2010).  Creative empowerment in group art therapy provided individuals with a process of 

transformation from victim to survivor (Moon, 2016).  Applying group art therapy to increase 

self-esteem was found to be effective by developing creative mastery, building social connection 

and evoking greater self-awareness (Hartz & Thick, 2005).  This study explored the effectiveness 

of a group art therapy approach utilizing media literacy and narrative therapy in strengthening 

self-esteem in a sample of adult women. 

Problem Statement 

 
The onset of eating disorders usually appeared in adolescence or early adulthood and was 

considered among the most prevalent public health problems facing female adolescents and 

young adults (Latzer et al., 2015). Socio-cultural factors in the form of parents, peers and the 

media, along with appearance comparison and internalization of thin idealism, were the 

precursors of body dissatisfaction (Verplanken & Tangelder, 2011).  Weight-based self-

evaluation and body dissatisfaction may have a negative impact on the self-esteem of individuals 

with eating disorders (Trottier, McFarlane, & Olmsted, 2012).  Self-esteem was understood as a 
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strong appreciation of oneself.  Developing an attitude of self-worth and believing in personal 

strengths and abilities was at the core of an elevated sense of self-esteem (Franklin, 2013).  

Creative self-expression in the presence of others in group art therapy, enabled members to 

reclaim personal power and the accompanying responsibilities that came with this power (Moon, 

2016).  Self-exploration through visual expression in group art therapy, has provided effective 

intervention strategies in improving self-esteem in outpatient individuals with eating disorders 

(Otting & Prosek, 2016). 

Research Questions 

This mixed methods study was guided by the questions: 

1. How effective is group art therapy at increasing self-esteem in adult women? 

2. How does art therapy increase self-esteem in group art therapy in adult women? 

Basic Assumptions 

Eating disorders increased as culture and media imposed demands on women through 

objectification and devaluation (Anderson, Foreyt, Maine, & Cohn, 2017).  Body dissatisfaction 

and disordered eating were found in most of the developed and developing world (Jung & 

Forbes, 2007).  Encouraging media literacy of individuals with eating disorders encouraged the 

rejection of the toxic messaging and built impact resistance (Anderson et al., 2017).  Treating the 

psychological symptoms of patients with eating disorders, led to improved self-esteem which 

was believed to have created beneficial lifestyle changes and improved well-being (Anderson et 

al., 2017).  Adult women with eating disorders may find self-esteem and empowerment through 

narrative therapy and archetypal metaphor in art therapy (Padulo & Rees, 2008).  Creative work 

can promote posttraumatic growth, which can increase an individual’s cultural inclusion, and 

increased self-esteem (Hinz, 2013).   
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 Statement of Purpose 

The results of this study will be used to develop art therapy directives of metaphoric self-

representation for adult women with eating disorders, to increase self-esteem.  This study may 

provide support for the use of art therapy in positively impacting self-esteem development 

through transforming negative effects of visual media messages of objectification and thin ideal, 

for individuals with eating disorders.   

Definition of Terms  

 Art therapy. This was described as an integrative mental health and human services 

profession that enriched the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active art-

making, creative process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a 

psychotherapeutic relationship (American Art Therapy Association [AATA], 2018). 

Art therapy directive. This was a set of specific criteria given to a client by the art 

therapist which defined the media and the expressive theme during an art therapy session. Often 

it was time-limited with an introduction, an exploration of topic, a discussion of what has 

changed and closure (Rozum, 2012). 

Body image. This was defined as how individuals pictured the appearance of their body 

in their mind. Body image encompassed belief in personal appearance, feelings about the body, 

and the physical experience of the body (National Eating Disorders Association [NEDA], 2018). 

Empowerment. This was defined as a process that involved obtaining power on multiple 

levels and through a variety of resources, which gave the individual more control over their 

environment (Latzer et al., 2015). 

Media literacy. This was defined as the ability to access, evaluate, analyze and create 

media in a variety of forms (Center for Media Literacy [CML], 2018). 
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Narrative therapy. This was described as a form of counseling that focused on the 

client’s understanding of their story and how actions, problems and emotions fit into the content 

of the story.  People were viewed separate from their problems, which allowed clients to obtain 

distance from an issue and see how it might be protective instead of harmful.  Clients may be 

empowered to make changes in behavior and thought patterns, to rewrite their life story in 

positive and productive ways (Riley, 2013). 

Objectification.  This has been defined as a process that involves viewing and treating an 

individual as an object devoid of feeling or thought.  Objectification can be targeted at women, 

reducing them to objects of gratification and sexual pleasure (Latzer et al., 2015). 

Objectification theory.  This has been defined as when women took on an observer’s 

perspective of their bodies through self-objectification and undergo a process of control by 

allowing external sources to influence the way they interact with their bodies (Peterson, Grippo, 

& Tantleff-Dunn, 2008). 

 Self-esteem.  This has been defined as strong appreciation of oneself, trusting in personal 

abilities and developing an attitude of self-worth (Woodward et al., 2017).   

Thin ideal.  This has been defined as Western culture’s ultra slender ideal-body image 

portrayed in the media (Verplanken & Tangelder, 2011). 

Visual journaling.  This has been defined as a creative journal that combines images and 

words to convey ideas, understandings, experiences and emotions through mixed media collage 

(Cummings, 2011).   

Justification of the Study 

The researcher’s experience in television art direction along with art therapy and 

counseling experience for eating disorders has inspired this mixed methods research study.  
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Peterson et al. (2008) believed that the consumer-driven culture, advertising, entertainment, 

informational and social media products can promote thin-ideal and impose female 

objectification and devaluation.  Image creation and manipulation can produce body 

dissatisfaction which may have a negative impact on self-esteem and contribute to disordered 

eating (Latzer et al., 2015).  The effectiveness of a group art therapy approach was explored 

utilizing media literacy and narrative therapy in strengthening self-esteem in a sample of adult 

women.  The results from this general population of female adults can be used to inform future 

self-esteem art therapy studies of female adults with eating disorders. 

According to Anderson et al. (2017), increased self-esteem can create protective factors 

in individuals with eating disorders.  By resisting the emphasis placed on physical appearance as 

a determinant of worth, individuals reduced their risk for eating disorders (Trottier et al., 2012).  

There have been no long-term studies of whether media literacy can prevent development of 

negative body image and disordered eating.  However, brief training in media literacy may lessen 

the immediate negative effects of exposure to the thin ideal.  More intensive interventions over 

time can significantly reduce the internalization of the thin ideal (Lopez-Guimera, Levine, 

Sanchez-Carracedo, & Fauquet, 2010).  Art therapy can provide a visual voice for individuals 

who had low self-esteem, instead of using their bodies to speak as a form of visual protest.  Self-

exploration through visual expression in group art therapy, can be effective intervention 

strategies in improving self-esteem in outpatient individuals with eating disorders (Otting & 

Prosek, 2016).  The creation of personal metaphor and symbolism increased self-awareness and 

coping strategies through visual storytelling in individuals with eating disorders (Hinz, 2006).  

Through visual journaling in group art therapy, participants learned about themselves through 

media exploration, the art process and the sharing of the creation with each other (Deaver, 2012).  
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With the art therapist as a witness to the client’s story, narrative therapy combined with art 

therapy, helped the development of a more coherent story and provided an opportunity to 

redirect the narrative (Harber, 2011). 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

This review of the literature defined eating disorders anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, 

binge eating disorder, avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder, and other specified feeding and 

eating disorders, and provided a comparison between clinical populations with eating disorders 

and the current treatments offered.  As stand-alone topics of research, self-esteem, media literacy 

and group art therapy with narrative therapy techniques were shown to have influence on the 

treatment for eating disorders.  This review also highlighted research on the effect of combining 

image-making in group art therapy, and the effects of narrative therapy techniques and media 

literacy for increasing individual self-esteem in adults with eating disorders (Lopez-Guimera et 

al., 2010).  

Individuals and Eating Disorders 

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders DSM-5 

(American Psychological Association [APA], 2013), eating disorders can be difficult to treat, 

pervasive and life-threatening.  Eating disorders were described as an illness and not a lifestyle 

choice. This included anorexia nervosa (AN), bulimia nervosa (BN), binge eating disorder 

(BED), avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder (ARFID) and other specified feeding and eating 

disorder (OSFED) (APA, 2013).  The prevalence of AN and BN, within clinical populations was 

approximately 10:1 female-to-male ratio (APA, 2013).  AN was the third most common chronic 

disease among adolescents and young adults, after type 1 diabetes and asthma, with a 10% 

mortality rate.  One and a half percent of women and 0.5% of men have been diagnosed with BN 

during their lifetime. BED was three times more common than anorexia and bulimia combined, 

with 3.5% of women and 2.0% of men experiencing the disorder.  Adolescent girls from low-
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income families were 153% more likely to be bulimic than girls from wealthy families.  People 

of color were significantly less likely to receive help for their eating issues, compared to 

Caucasians, despite similar rates of eating disorders. There were no significant differences 

between heterosexual women, lesbians and bisexual women in the prevalence of eating 

disorders.  A sense of connectedness to the gay community was related to fewer eating disorders 

and may have a protective effect for this population (NEDA, 2018).  

According to the DSM-5 (APA, 2013), a commonality in the eating disorder population 

was feelings of being overwhelmed with treatment due to adaptive coping systems and elevated 

suicide risk.  In addition, the comorbidity of medical conditions included bipolar, depressive and 

anxiety disorders, obsessive compulsive disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, social anxiety 

disorder, alcohol or substance use disorders, body dysmorphic disorder and personality disorders.   

Anorexia nervosa often begins in adolescence or young adulthood, and rarely before puberty or 

after the age of 40 years.  The semi-starvation of AN, along with purging behaviors, can result in 

potentially life-threatening medical conditions (APA, 2013).  These included all serious 

disorders caused by malnutrition, cardiovascular compromise and irregularities, arrested sexual 

maturity and growth failure, irreversible osteopenia and a high rate of bone fractures, along with 

abnormal CT scans of the brain in 50% of patients with anorexia nervosa (NEDA, 2018).  

Individuals with AN may misuse medications in order to achieve weight loss or avoid weight 

gain. A subgroup of individuals with AN shown excessive level of physical activity which 

accelerated weight loss (APA, 2013). 

 Individuals with bulimia nervosa were often within normal weight or overweight range 

with a minority of crossover cases to anorexia nervosa (APA, 2013).  Bulimia can be triggered 

by the drive for thinness and compulsive dieting which evolved into an addiction to control 
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anxiety and affect.  Large amounts of food may be ingested, which leads to a feeling of loss of 

control, followed by purging, through vomiting, laxative abuse, fasting, enemas and exercise 

(Ticen, 2013). Repeated vomiting produced dehydration, electrolyte abnormalities and damage 

to saliva glands and teeth.  Social anxiety disorder, depression, low self-esteem and weight 

concerns were associated with increased risk for BN. Body ideal internalization, along with 

sexual and physical abuse, were found to increase weight concerns which increased risk for the 

development of BN (APA, 2013).  Since most individuals with bulimia were not as nutritionally 

compromised as individuals with anorexia, cognitive processes were usually clearer, which 

allowed for physiological and psychological achievement of treatment goals (Ticen, 2013).     

 Binge-eating disorder required excessive food consumption with an individual sense of 

lack of control to stop eating or to refrain from eating (APA, 2013).  Often overweight or obese, 

individuals with BED felt uncomfortably full; ate large amounts of food when not feeling 

physically hungry; ate alone because of feeling embarrassed by the amount of food ingested; and 

felt self-disgust, depressed, or guilty after eating.  More than 37.7% of adults in the United States 

were obese.  More than 30% of individuals seeking treatment for weight loss were diagnosed 

with BED.  There was less research on this disorder than on anorexia nervosa and bulimia 

nervosa. Individuals with BED reported feelings of distress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, 

worried about body size and shape and had poor self-esteem (Anderson et al., 2017).  With equal 

occurrence in racial and ethnic groups, BED was distinct from obesity due to the recurrent eating 

behavior and the greater functional impairment and lower quality of life (APA, 2013).  

Current Treatment Modalities 

Recommended treatment for eating disorders was integrative and multimodal, for patients 

of all ages, inpatient, partial inpatient, intensive outpatient and outpatient settings that were 
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individually custom tailored (Yager et al., 2012).  Goland (2013) found that shared 

understanding of eating disorders was essential in effective care.  A multidisciplinary approach 

allowed diagnostic conclusions and the treatment plan to reflect the collaboration and input of 

the team with centralization of documentation (Golan, 2013).  According to NEDA, lasting and 

effective treatment for eating disorders included attention to nutritional and medical needs along 

with psychotherapy, expressive therapies and drug therapy, to address the symptoms and the 

underlying interpersonal, cultural and psychological forces contributing to the eating disorder 

(NEDA, 2018).  Eating disorders reflected a complexity of interdependent causalities.  Major 

risk factors included the adolescent development stage, personal characteristics, exposure to 

harmful media messages and family involvement (Latzer et al., 2015). 

When mental health providers collaborated together, a broader plan of treatment that 

addressed multiple aspects of an individual’s recovery took place (Jackson-Cherry & Erford, 

2018).  Trauma had been recognized as a central factor in many mental health disorders and 

became a defining factor that affected physical, social, psychological and cognitive aspects of 

life (Steele & Malchiodi, 2012).  Trauma-specific interventions were designed to reinforce hope 

into the recovery process, recognize the need for treatment respect and empowerment, and 

emphasized the relationship between trauma and the symptoms of trauma, which included eating 

disorders (Steele & Malchiodi, 2012). A trauma-informed approach considered how the body 

and mind responded to traumatic events, recognized that patient symptoms were adaptive coping 

strategies instead of pathology, emphasized empowerment and cultural sensitivity, and assisted 

individuals to recovery through resilience enhancement, support networks and skill building 

(Steele & Malchiodi, 2012).  Indiana University Health created one example of a treatment 

center for eating disorders that practiced trauma-informed approach providing patients with 
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inpatient hospitalization, partial hospitalization, intensive outpatient and outpatient treatment 

programs.  Integrated treatment plans included medical evaluation and treatment, individual, 

family and group therapies, art and somatic movement therapies, nutritional evaluation and 

counseling, psychological testing, and eating disorder education.  The patients also participated 

in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy, Interpersonal Psychotherapy, 

Feminist Psychotherapy, Person-Centered Therapy, along with Eye Movement Desensitization 

and Reprocessing (EMDR) Therapy. The treatment plans were developed and overseen by a 

multidisciplinary team of physicians, psychologists, dietitians, counselors, nurses, social workers 

and expressive art therapists (IUH, 2018). 

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT).  CBT was an extension of behavior therapy that 

treated thoughts as behaviors that were responsive to behavioral procedures (Wedding & Corsini, 

2014).  CBT was a form of psychological treatment that had been found effective in the 

treatment of eating disorders with an emphasis on individuals learning to change their own 

thinking, problematic emotions and behavior (APA, 2019). CBT core treatment principles 

included psychological problems that were based on faulty ways of thinking, learned patterns of 

unhelpful behavior, and that people could become more effective in their lives by adapting better 

coping skills to relieve disordered symptoms (APA, 2019).  To change thinking patterns, 

individuals learned to recognize distorted thinking and to reevaluate reality, developed problem-

solving coping skills and a greater sense of self-confidence.  To change behavioral patterns, 

individuals learned to face fear instead of avoidance, prepared for potentially problematic 

interactions and learned relaxation techniques (APA, 2019).  

Dialectical behavior therapy (DBT).  DBT combined traditional cognitive-behavioral 

techniques with mindfulness-based methods for accepting distress.  Considered an integrative 
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therapeutic treatment, DBT was used to treat dysfunctional ways of regulating emotions found in 

borderline personality disorder, eating disorders, substance-use disorders and trauma-based 

disorders (Wedding & Corsini, 2014).  The primary dialectical perspective underlying the 

therapeutic group process involved accepting current disorders and altering problem behaviors in 

distress tolerance, emotional regulation, mindfulness and interpersonal effectiveness (Fassbinder 

et al., 2018). 

Interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT).  IPT addresses interpersonally-driven depressive 

and anxiety symptoms of individuals with binge-eating disorders (Shomaker et al., 2017).  Ferizi, 

Mashhadi, Yazdi & Noferesti (2015) stated that triggers for depressive episodes involved 

disruption of significant attachments and social roles in interpersonal disputes, grief, role 

transitions and interpersonal deficits. IPT was based on individual genetic and environmental 

factors that were involved in the prevalence of depression.  Recovery was based on clarifying the 

relationship between the depressive symptoms and the interpersonal problems while building 

interpersonal problem-solving skills (Ferizi et al., 2015).   

Feminist psychotherapy.  This focused on the challenges that women face as a result of 

discrimination, oppression, stereotyping and bias that affect mental health.  Used in the treatment 

of eating disorders, sexual and domestic violence abuse, Feminist Psychotherapy provided 

understanding of contributing social factors that created distress and built on individual strengths 

and empowerment (Wedding & Corsini, 2014).  According to Curtis (2006) there were three 

major principles of Feminist Psychotherapy.  These principles included the personal was 

political, egalitarian interpersonal relationships and women’s perspectives. 

Person-centered therapy.  According to Cloninger and Cloninger (2011), Person-

Centered Therapy was a practical application of the science of well-being that allowed clients to 
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take the lead in the process of healing and self-discovery.  The therapeutic alliance was achieved 

through assessment and treatment using the experiences, goals, and values of each individual.  

For Person-Centered Therapy to be effective, the therapist must have an awareness and respect 

for the whole individual, as opposed to treating only acute symptoms of illness (Cloninger & 

Cloninger, 2011).  Person-Centered Therapy was used for grief, depression, anxiety and abuse in 

building self-confidence, a stronger sense of identity and healthy interpersonal relationships 

(Wedding & Corsini, 2014).   

Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) therapy.  EMDR was an 

integrative psychotherapy particularly indicated for clients with multiple diagnoses and co-

morbid disorders which have not historically responded favorably to conventional 

psychotherapies (Wedding & Corsini, 2014).  Designed to reduce negative emotions and 

symptoms associated with traumatic events, EMDR focused on unprocessed memories and was 

designed to change the way memories are stored which reduced or eliminated the problematic 

symptoms.  The treatment included client left-right eye movement and other rhythmic bilateral 

stimulation, in the treatment of trauma, anxiety, depression and eating disorders to reduce the 

vividness and emotion of the memory (Shapiro, 2017). 

Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem was defined as strong appreciation of oneself, trusting in personal abilities 

and developing an attitude of self-worth (Woodward et al., 2017).  Self-esteem was believed to 

be comprised of both global and domain-specific evaluations.  In adolescent development, self-

esteem had noted patterns of global self-judgements and self-worth in eight separate domains. 

These domains included scholastic competence, behavioral conduct, social acceptance, close 

friendship, physical appearance, athletic ability, romantic appeal, and job competence.  Esteem 
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given by significant others and identification with a referenced group affected global self-esteem 

(Hartz & Thick, 2005).  

Gender impacted the development of self-esteem in individuals.  Girls were found to 

have lower self-worth than boys with a drop of self-esteem during adolescence (Hartz & Thick, 

2005).  While in the Erol and Orth (2011) study, women and men did not differ in their self-

esteem increases.  Emotionally stable, conscientious and extraverted men and women 

experienced higher self-esteem than introverted, less conscientious and emotionally unstable 

individuals (Erol & Orth, 2011).  In female college students, women showed greater negative 

feelings toward their bodies with an increased drive for thinness and lower self-esteem 

(Fernandez & Prichard, 2012).  Confronted with societal sexism, young women became 

vulnerable to internalizing media messaging that objectified and devalued women (Hartz & 

Thick, 2005).  Women with greater media exposure reported lower levels of social competence 

along with more appearance dissatisfaction (Fernandex & Prichard, 2012), while women who 

were protected from media exposure reported positive self-esteem, body satisfaction and did not 

internalize the thin-ideal (Want, 2009).  In addition, women in later adulthood and girls as young 

as 5-years-of-age, experienced negative media exposure effect (Halliwell, 2013).  Men also 

reported negative body image and lower self-esteem following exposure to media depicting 

fitness, weight and muscularity (Hobza & Rochlen, 2009).  For both women and men, media was 

the primary predictor for motivation for thinness and self-esteem.  For women, the secondary 

predictor was social pressure and for men it was media internalization (Fernandez & Prichard, 

2012).      

Providing a sense of confidence and resiliency to life’s challenges, self-esteem was an 

important aspect of self-development because judgement of one’s competencies affected future 
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behavior, emotional experiences and psychological adjustments (Hartz & Thick, 2005).  Loss, 

abuse and trauma has been found to obstruct self-esteem development creating a strong 

identification with feelings of helplessness, abnormality, worthlessness, guilt, and shame (Ticen, 

2013).  Research has shown that female adolescents with low self-esteem were associated with 

the development of eating pathology.  In eating disorders, self-esteem was related with self-

perceptions of shape and body weight (Brockeyer et al., 2013).  Evidence has shown that 

individuals with restricting symptoms reported higher self-esteem than those presenting binge-

purge symptoms.  This difference in self-esteem was likely due to low weight achievement 

experienced in restrictive behaviors (Obeid, Buchholz, Boerner, Henderson, & Norris, 2013).  

Individuals recovered from eating disorders displayed higher self-esteem than individuals who 

had an active disorder (Brockeyer et al., 2013).  

Self-esteem developed from a sense of self-competence and positive social interactions 

(Hartz & Thick, 2005).  Empowerment was related to self-esteem with a belief that achievement 

of positive outcomes was under personal control.  A sense of empowerment and personal 

abilities for self-identity, critical thinking and decision-making have been associated with lower 

disordered eating pathology and healthy body image.  Empowerment has been found to be a 

critical principle in the prevention and treatment of body image disturbances and disordered 

eating (Latzer et al., 2015).  In a longitudinal study, Hispanics had lower self-esteem in 

adolescences than Blacks and Whites, but the self-esteem of Hispanics increased over time.  Erol 

and Orth (2011) found that by the age of 30 years, Hispanics reported a higher self-esteem than 

Whites, with a high sense of mastery, low risk taking and better health (Erol & Orth, 2011).   

Developmental Theory 
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Erikson’s (1950, 1968) Theory of Psychosocial Development identified eight stages that 

the healthy individual passes through from infancy to late adulthood, based on nature and 

environment.  New challenges, or biological and sociocultural forces, were presented at each 

stage of development that required successful completion or the results could be problematic for 

the individual in the future. Each stage was defined by a psychosocial crisis of two forces which 

included (a) hope: trust vs. mistrust, (b) will: autonomy vs. shame/doubt, (c) purpose: initiative 

vs. guilt, (d) competence: industry vs. inferiority, (e) fidelity: identity vs. role confusion, (f) love: 

intimacy vs. isolation, (g) care: generativity vs. stagnation, and (h) wisdom: ego integrity vs. 

despair.  Mastery of each stage was not required in order to advance and the outcomes of each 

stage could be modified by later life experiences (Erikson, 1968). 

Erikson’s identity vs. role confusion occurred (1950, 1968) in adolescents and emerging 

adulthood.  Erikson suggested that this was the primary developmental period to resolve the 

identity tension.  There were differences in the length and intensity with which individuals 

experienced each crisis.  In adolescence, identities were not always achieved or completed 

following young adulthood with normative and non-normative events creating identity 

negotiation later in adulthood (Erikson, 1968).  Adolescents who achieved their identities or 

were actively seeking them, had higher self-worth.  Individuals who obtained identity through 

conforming with the values of significant others, adopting societal roles or through foreclosure 

had lower self-esteem.  Individuals with undetermined identity had the lowest self-esteem (Hartz 

& Thick, 2005).  

For this study, these developmental stages included:  

Fidelity and identity vs. role confusion.  Erikson (1950, 1968) assigned this stage to 

individuals aged between 12 years to 19 years of age, and it often extends into the late twenties.  
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Individuals may ask the existential question; Who am I and what can I be? (Newman & 

Newman, 2018).  Concerned with how individuals appeared to others, this stage of development 

marked the transition from childhood to adulthood facing the crisis of who the individual has 

come to be and the person society expects one to become.   

Intimacy vs isolation.  This stage encompassed those aged between the ages of 19-35 

years of age where individuals may ask the existential question; Can I be loved? (Newman & 

Newman, 2018).  Concerned with fitting in, individuals with established identities sought to 

make long-term commitments with others and willingly made sacrifices to maintain the 

relationships.  Isolation can occur if intimate relationships was not established.   

Generativity vs. stagnation.  For those aged between 35-65 years-of-age individuals 

may ask the existential question; Can I make my life count? (Newman & Newman, 2018). This 

stage was concerned with guiding the next generation, making a contribution to society through 

parenting or work, and provided a sense of accomplishment, creativity and productivity.  

Stagnation, with a lack of productivity, can develop in individuals who were unable or unwilling 

to help improve society (Newman & Newman, 2018).   

The impact of sexism and internalized media messaging that objectified and devalued 

individuals was studied, along with the effects of loss, abuse and trauma in obstructing self-

esteem development (Fernandez & Prichard, 2012; Fredickson & Roberts, 1997; Halliwell, 2013; 

Steele & Malchiodi, 2012).  The relationship between self-esteem and self-development with the 

effects on future behavioral, emotional and psychological adjustment were reviewed (Lopez-

Guimera et al., 2010; Newman & Newman, 2018; Obeid et al., 2013; Woodward et al., 2017).  

Found to be in relationship were self-esteem and self-perceptions of shape and body weight for 

individuals with eating disorders (Latzer et al., 2015; Trottier et al., 2012; Verplanken & 
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Tangelder, 2011).  The prevention and treatment of body image disturbances and disordered 

eating was examined through the application of empowerment and the relationship to self-esteem 

(Peterson et al., 2008). 

Media Literacy 

The definition of media literacy was the ability to evaluate, analyze, access and create 

media in multiple forms (CML, 2018).  A contributing factor to body image and eating 

disturbance was the objectification that women encounter in both the media and in everyday life 

(Latzer et al., 2015).  Many gender differences were not related to the biological body and were 

constructed through sociocultural practices and discourses, which in turn shaped the gendered 

experience.  Through objectification, women and girls were often acculturated to internalize the 

observer’s point of view as their primary vision of their physical appearance (Fredrickson & 

Roberts, 1997).  According to Fredrickson and Roberts’ self-objectification theory, 

objectification perspective can lead to distorted body image, increased anxiety and shame, 

reduced states of motivational behavior and diminished awareness of internal body states.  The 

theorists believed that an accumulation of these experiences may account for the mental health 

risks that affected females with depression, eating disorders and sexual dysfunction.  In addition, 

mental health risks often occurred in step with developmental changes in the female body.  The 

foundational base to sexual objectification was the negative treatment experience related to the 

body which was valued predominantly for the consumption by others (Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997).  Latzer et al. (2015) found that media messages that emphasize thin ideal may cause 

women to objectify their bodies which may lead to the development of eating disorders, distorted 

body image and low self-esteem. 
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Latzer et al. (2015) research findings showed that offensive comments about appearance 

over the Internet and exposure to pictures negatively affected the body image and self esteem of 

female individuals.  This understanding was significant given that negative body image and low 

self esteem were the most significant predictors of eating disorders.  Research results 

demonstrated the need of prevention programs that empowered individuals and encouraged 

adoption of healthy media practices (Latzer et al., 2015).  Empowerment programs of 

intervention that included media literacy regarding the negative impact of the thin ideal, and the 

development of skills that included self-esteem, stress management and positive body image, 

may assist women in overcoming the societal objectification of their bodies and self-

objectification (Peterson et al., 2008). 

Media literacy was defined and combined with an exploration of self-objectification and 

the thin ideal messaging in media, and the relationship to distorted body image and low self-

esteem (Latzer et al., 2015).  This review detailed that obsession with weight and body image 

were attempts to cope with emotional feelings (Peterson et al., 2008).  Through art therapy, food 

focus could transfer to creative engagement to utilize visual language in expressing unconscious 

feelings that drive an eating disorder.  In turn, there was examination on how the creative 

therapeutic process facilitated self-awareness, emotional experience and promoted self-efficacy 

and new insights (Otting & Prosek, 2016).  

Art Therapy with Individuals with Eating Disorders 

The art therapy practice was described as a hybrid practice based primarily on the fields 

of art and psychology (Moon, 2008), which created a framework for assessment and treatment 

(Hinz, 2006).  Bringing something new into the world through creativity helped participants 

explore emotional resistance and offered multiple avenues for positive identity development 
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(Hartz & Thick, 2005).  Art therapy was found to be beneficial for individuals in life stage 

transitions, developmental stagnation and particularly those with suicide ideation.  The tangible 

qualities of art provided a focus on the internal and external tensions of life (Van Lith, 2008).  

Through group art therapy interventions there was physical and psychological mastery, expanded 

self-awareness, increased self-approval, social skill development and validation beyond physical 

appearance.  Research indicated the link between art therapy and factors recognized in the 

development of self-esteem.  Identification of feelings and the experience of comfort and safety 

in self-expression were important treatment advances which reflected as greater self-awareness 

and self-approval (Hartz & Thick, 2005).  Empowerment was a key component in the treatment 

and prevention of negative body image and distorted eating pathology among women.  Research 

indicated that empowerment-based eating disorder prevention programs showed improvement in 

self-esteem and body image and reduced the internalization of the ideal of thinness (Latzer et al., 

2015).  Empowerment has been shown to be a potential protective factor in reducing self-

objectification, body image and eating disturbance in a sample of United States women (Peterson 

et al., 2008).  Acts of creation that examine emotional content can be an integrative body-mind 

experience that clarified meaning and brought understanding to the unknown.  Art-making 

connected individuals to their own experiences and joined individuals to each other (Potash, 

2009).  Potash found that young women responded favorably to art therapy because it honored 

the inner voice.  Art therapy was found to be well-suited to young women through minimizing 

resistance and offering areas for positive development (Hartz & Thick, 2005). 

Young adults with eating disorders often experienced challenging and conflicting 

thoughts, distorted identities, and oppressive external forces (Bailey & Ricciardelli, 2009). 

According to the AATA (2012), art therapy was found effective in addressing the treatment 
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goals of individuals with eating disorders.  Obsession with weight and body image may be 

attempts to cope with rage, loss, depression and powerlessness (Hinz, 2006).  When the focus of 

food was transferred to creative engagement with art media, the individual utilized visual 

language to express unconscious feelings that drove the eating disorder (AATA, 2012).  When 

applying art therapy, patients with eating disorders used art instead of food to purge challenging 

feelings and thoughts (Hinz, 2006).  According to Golan (2013), multidisciplinary care of 

patients with eating disorders, art therapy was included in the treatment plan to enhance an 

improved emotional state and introduce meaning-making as acceptance and change.  The worth 

of the individual was validated and mindfulness skills were practiced in order to substitute the 

sensual activities of art for food satisfaction (Golan, 2013).  Hinz (2006), wrote that as the 

therapeutic process unfolded, the patients can be encouraged to utilize art in the development and 

communication of ideas.  The art held the therapeutic answers, literally and symbolically, 

coming from within the patients and not through the art therapist (Hinz, 2006).  The creative 

therapeutic process can facilitate in individuals with eating disorders, self-awareness, identify 

and express emotional experience, along with promoting self-efficacy, trust, and new insights 

(AATA, 2012).  Hinz (2006), found in the treatment of eating disorders, that therapeutic art 

making can help individuals express complex ideas when words were inadequate and can help 

express emotions that patients were afraid to communicate or experience.  Art making aided in 

community building, allowed patients to exchange universal symbols and shared experience 

(Hinz, 2006).  Art therapy provided freedom of expression, presented a conduit for confronting 

maladaptive belief systems about food and body image, while introducing a metaphorical and 

concrete outlet of self-expression (AATA, 2018). 
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Visual Journaling 

 The term visual journal referred to notebooks which combined text and image for art 

therapy and as a research tool.  According to Messenger (2016), promoting knowledge creation 

through combining feeling, thinking, sensing and doing, visual journaling became a useful 

research tool.  Visualization simultaneously showed multiple messages and revealed self-

awareness for knowledge development, while scattered concepts gained coherence, encouraged 

communication and supported the process to remake connections (Messenger, 2016).  Messenger 

defined art-based research as a systematic use of the artistic process to examine and understand 

the experience of the participants and the researcher.  Visual journaling used in therapy was 

beneficial in expressing difficult life changes and challenges by expressing emotions, needs and 

clarification of options safely (Van Lith, 2008).  Cummings (2011), believed that participants, 

through visual journaling, found self-discovery through inquiry of social and personal issues and 

became actively engaged in learning through reflection and decision-making.  Messenger (2016), 

considered visual journals as a means for revealing patterns and organizing hidden issues, 

challenges and key influences.  Through the visual and verbal communicative process of group 

art therapy, the participant created a reactive perspective to findings and ideas, which in turn 

informed and persuaded others (Cummings, 2011).  Van Lith (2008) found that multimodal 

exploration occurred when participants combined verbal discussion about their image-making 

with written responses after art making. 

Social Constructionism and Narrative Therapy 

 Through the post-modern philosophy of social constructionism, narrative therapy focused 

on the client’s understanding of their story and how actions, problems and emotions fit into the 

content of the story (Riley, 2013).  Narrative therapy encouraged collaboration, evocation, 
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autonomy and compassion through open ended questions, affirmations, reflections and 

summarizing (Golan, 2013).  Clients were empowered to make changes in behavior and thought 

patterns, and to rewrite their life story in positive and productive ways.  In de-pathologizing the 

therapeutic relationship and assessment, behaviors were not embedded in the client’s personality 

but instead were distinct from the outward performance (Riley, 2013).  Social constructionists 

believed memories, ideas and concepts come from social interchange and were mediated through 

language by organizing the lived experience (Gergen, 2015).  Believing that individuals had the 

power to solve their problems, narrative therapists learned from clients in how they perceived the 

world while offering non-judgmental observation within the concepts.  Together the client and 

the therapist co-constructed a more creative life meaning (Riley, 2013).  In the treatment of 

eating disorders, narrative therapy situated the client and family in the position of power with 

respect to the problem instead of the position of victims.  Therapists were seen as influential and 

equal to the client and family members which increased the ownership of treatment and outcome, 

plus strengthened the therapeutic bond (Golan, 2013). 

Art and Narrative Therapy Combined 

Through the social constructionist philosophy, art therapy and narrative therapy 

combined did not search for pathology in the art and did not interpret the content separate from 

the verbal story (Riley, 2013).  Patients expanded their worldview, explored multiple identities 

and advanced their creative self-effectiveness (Otting & Prosek, 2016).  Combining art therapy 

and narrative therapy was relevant for art therapists focused on short-term treatment.  When an 

individual externalized a problem through art expression, emotions and experience could be 

observed and reinvented with a more favorable outcome (Riley, 2013).  The art therapist 

encouraged the client to experiment and change the art product which metaphorically inferred 
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new resolutions from dysfunctional life-scripts.  Metaphorical visual communication and 

learning originated from art expression and co-created a therapeutic path for both the client and 

the therapist (Otting & Prosek, 2016).  Through visual journaling with multi-media collage, the 

participants in art therapy learned about themselves in relationship to others.  The artwork and 

storytelling became a source of reflection and narrative which lead to increased self-awareness 

and a different personal sense for each participant (Deaver, 2012).  The same externalized results 

found in art therapy were also found in narrative therapy, but through spoken instead of visual 

language.  By revisiting a trauma in story form, the individual created emotional distance and 

provided an opportunity for shifting entrenched behavior (Harber, 2011).  Combining art therapy 

and narrative therapy often resulted in an accelerated and successful therapeutic resolution 

(Riley, 2013).   

Resonance and repair can be integrated into the therapeutic encounter through the 

combination of both spoken and visual communication.  Through art therapy and narrative 

therapy, patients can address self-esteem, societal context, gender issues and power differentials 

(Otting & Prosek, 2016).  A client’s narrative often was not a linear story.  Therefore, it was 

important for the clinician to listen to the details within the fragmented words and disconnected 

images to find the underlying meaning.  Through detail observation in art making, the clinician 

could be both supportive of the client and also interpretive of the client’s needs.  Narrative 

therapy helped clients to integrate life experiences while art therapy further defined the narrative 

visually for the advancement of communication and social skills (Harber, 2011).   

Summary 

In summary, eating disorders were determined to be life-threatening and a pervasive 

illness that was challenging to treat (APA, 2013), requiring an integrative and multimodal trauma 
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focused therapeutic approach (Goland, 2013; NEDA, 2018; Yager et al., 2012).  Biological and 

sociocultural forces such as media messages, personal characteristics, developmental stages and 

family affected the development of individuals (Bailey & Ricciardelli, 2009; Latzer et al., 2015; 

Lopez-Guimera et al., 2010; McIIwain & Mond, 2017; Newman, 2018; Steele & Malchiodi, 

2012; Woodward et al., 2017).  Women with greater media exposure reported lower levels of 

social competence along with more appearance dissatisfaction, while women who were protected 

from media exposure reported positive self-esteem, body satisfaction and did not internalize the 

thin-ideal and objectification (Fernandez & Prichard, 2012; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Latzer 

et al., 2015).  Women with low self-esteem were associated with the development of eating 

pathology and empowerment was principle in the prevention and treatment of disordered eating 

(Brockeyer et al., 2013; Erol & Orth, 2011; Hartz & Thick, 2005; Ticen, 2013; Woodward et al., 

2017).   

The examined results demonstrated the need for empowerment programs of intervention 

for individuals with eating disorders that included media literacy regarding the negative impact 

of the thin ideal, and the evolution of skills that included self-esteem and positive body image 

(Latzer et al., 2015; Otting & Prosek, 2016; Peterson et al., 2008).  This development may assist 

individuals in overcoming the societal objectification of their bodies and self-objectification 

(Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Otting & Prosek, 2016).  Group art therapy interventions 

provided physical and psychological mastery, expanded self-awareness, provided comfort and 

safety in self-expression, revealed hidden influences and issues, increased self-approval and 

social development (AATA, 2012, 2018; Golan, 2013; Hartz & Thick, 2005; Hinz, 2006; Potash, 

2009; Van Lith, 2008).  Through visual journaling, participants found self-discovery through 

exploration of social and personal issues and became engaged in learning through reflection and 
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decision-making.  Visual journals were a means for revealing patterns and organizing hidden 

issues and key influences (Cummings, 2011; Messenger, 2016; Van Lith, 2008), while narrative 

therapy brought understanding to life stories, actions and emotions while encouraging 

collaboration, autonomy and compassion through open ended questions, affirmations and 

reflections (Deaver, 2012, Harber, 2011; Golan, 2013; Otting & Prosek, 2016; Riley, 2013). 

A study of the literature indicated no researched programs that combined art therapy and 

narrative therapy, with an emphasis on media literacy for improving self-esteem, had been 

designed for individuals with eating disorders.  The results of this study can be applied to further 

research of group art therapy for adult women with eating disorders.  The expectation was that 

image-making through visual journaling in group art therapy, and using narrative therapy 

techniques and media literacy education, would be effective in increasing self-esteem in adult 

women. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

This study utilized a mixed-methods approach to investigate the effectiveness of a group 

art therapy program to increase self-esteem in sample of adult women.  This section included a 

brief discussion of the research study’s participant population and single subject design 

methodology for a five-week group art therapy study.  In addition, the research instruments were 

discussed which included the pre- and post- Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), the Self 

Esteem Post Study Survey and the participants’ artwork.  The data was collected through 

facilitated questions, observations and document analysis over a five-week period of time.  

Finally, the research ethics and bias of the study were reviewed. 

Participants  

The participants were eight Midwestern United States adult females, two African 

Americans and six Caucasians, 26-65 years-of-age, approximately $30,000-$500,000 annual 

income, living partnered, partnered with children and single household arrangements.  Women 

18-65 years of age were recruited to participate in the five-week study to explore the 

effectiveness of a group art therapy approach utilizing media literacy and narrative therapy in 

strengthening self-esteem in a sample of adult women.  The participants were informed of their 

engagement in the creation of multi-media visual art journals, along with their exploration of 

personal body image and their educational experience through media literacy.  The recruited 

women were informed of their expected personal narrative participation within the group art 

therapy experience, along with the study location, dates and time.  The participants signed 

consent forms that also informed them that the results of the study would remain confidential and 

only used for research purposes.    
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Research Design 

Through image-making in group art therapy, and using narrative therapy techniques and 

media literacy education, the research design examined the effectiveness of increasing adult 

female self-esteem.  The researcher utilized a narrative, person-centered therapeutic approach in 

five consecutive two hour weekly confidential group art therapy sessions.  The topic of 

improving body image was introduced by discussing the definition of negative body image 

through distorted perception, and uncomfortable thoughts of failure and shame.  Examples of 

visual journaling topics were shown by the researcher at the beginning of each session, and 

participants shared their visual journaling each week at the end of each session.   

Based on Davis’ (2010) group therapy, Improving Body Image: Nine Steps for Positive 

Change, week one’s directive My Body’s Relationship (Davis, 2010) focused on personal body 

balance.  There was a 30-minute welcome to the research art therapy group where participants 

were given the Participant Consent Form for signature and date.  The participants were informed 

verbally about consent at the first session of the study by the researcher and they could withdraw 

at any time for any reason from the study.  Participants were introduced to and given the 

Photography Consent Form for signature and date.  There was a brief check in on feelings and a 

completion of the pre- RSES (Rosenberg, 1965) with examples of visual journaling multi-media 

collage shown. 

During the art directive, participants were provided 45-minutes on visual journaling the 

topic My Body Relationship (Davis, 2010) where they created a multi-media collage of feelings 

about their favorite body parts and the experience.  In 15-minutes, participants created a written 

explanation of the visual journal image meaning along with the art materials that were most and 
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least helpful in self-expression by using the document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of 

Meaning and Art Materials Week 1 (see Appendix A).  The researcher facilitated a 30-minute 

discussion on feelings about body relationship through individual artwork sharing within the 

group where narrative therapy techniques were applied. 

During week two’s directive, there was a brief check in on feelings with a viewing and 

discussion of a 3-minute edited video on media manipulation of body image (Antwon Maxwell 

Photography, 2016; Bollinger, 2005; iGirlTelevision, 2013; PetaPixel, 2018; Piper, 2006).  The 

researcher facilitated a 25-minute discussion of Media and Your Body Image One-Sheet (NEDA, 

2017).  During the art directive, participants were provided 45-minutes of visual journaling on 

the topic Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions (Davis, 2010). They created a multi-

media collage of significant people, events and outside social influences that were contributing 

factors to personal body opinions.  In 15-minutes, participants created a written explanation of 

the visual journal image meaning along with the art materials that were most and least helpful in 

self-expression by using the document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art 

Materials Week 2 (see Appendix B).  The researcher facilitated a 30-minute discussion on 

experiences and messages contributing to personal body opinions through individual artwork 

sharing within the group, with narrative therapy techniques applied. 

During week three’s directive there was a brief check in on feelings where participants 

watch and discuss a three-minute edited video on media manipulation of body image 

(Aravantinos, 2018; C’MOI, 2015; Infectious Perfection 2015; Vane22april, 2016).  The 

researcher spoke of her experience in Photoshop image manipulation and showed examples for 

25-minutes.  During the art directive, participants were provided 50-minutes of visual journaling 

on the topic Body Talk: Messages Inside My Head (Davis, 2010).  They created a multi-media 
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collage that visualized the messages of internal body talk and the feelings this generated.  In 15-

minutes, participants created a written explanation of the visual journal image meaning along 

with the art materials that were most and least helpful in self-expression by using the document 

Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials Week 3 (see Appendix C).  The 

researcher facilitated a 30-minute discussion on internal talk and the effect it had upon feelings 

through individual artwork sharing within the group, with narrative therapy techniques applied. 

During week four’s directive, there was 15-minutes given to a brief check in on feelings 

and a discussion to help participants recognize their authentic selves inside their body as a 

container.  With paper and pen for 10-minutes, participants were asked to create a top ten list of 

things they liked about themselves that were not related to body appearance.  These could be 

passions, abilities, relationships, compliments, and qualities of character.  During the art 

directive, participants were provided 50-minutes of visual journaling on the topic Body as 

Container (Davis, 2010).  They created a multi-media collage of interests and passions, and 

relationships that mattered most or qualities of character the participants admired in 

themselves.  In 15-minutes, participants created a written explanation of the visual journal image 

meaning, along with the art materials that were most and least helpful in self-expression by using 

the document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials Week 4 (see 

Appendix D).  The researcher facilitated a 30-minute discussion on the internal essence of self 

that lives inside the body through individual artwork sharing within the group, with narrative 

therapy techniques applied. 

During week five’s directive there was a brief check in on feelings along with a 20-

minute discussion on advocacy for positive body talk.  Participants received a copy of Get Real: 

Digital Media Literacy Toolkit (NEDA, 2017).  In reviewing the toolkit document, participants 
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were encouraged to select media wisely that supported their values and built self-esteem and 

body confidence.  Social media was discussed on how to compliment authentic body messages 

and how to criticize unrealistic body ideas.  During the art directive, participants visual journaled 

for 40-minutes on the topic Body Respect (Davis, 2010).  They created a multi-media collage of 

chosen ways to respect and care for the body.  In 15-minutes, participants created a written 

explanation of the visual journal image meaning, along with the art materials that were most and 

least helpful in self-expression by using the document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of 

Meaning and Art Materials Week 5 (see Appendix E).  The researcher facilitated a 25-minute 

discussion on the ways participants respect and care for their bodies through individual artwork 

sharing within the group, with narrative therapy techniques applied.  The participants completed 

the post- Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) at the end of week five’s session along 

with the completion of two questions of the author’s Self-Esteem Post Study Survey (see 

Appendix F). 

Research Instruments  

Self esteem measurement.  Participants filled out a pre- and post- self esteem measure. 

The RSES (Rosenberg, 1965) was selected as a reliable and valid quantitative tool for mental 

health self-esteem assessment designed for optimized ease of administration, economy of time 

and unidimensionality (Tinakon & Nahathai, 2012).  In addition, a measurement for esteem 

increase was executed using the author’s Self Esteem Post Study Survey (see Appendix F) by 

each participant at the end of the study.  This instrument requested participants to answer two 

questions in their own words, at the end of the five-week study.  The questions were (a) was 

group art therapy effective in increasing your self-esteem?  Please explain, and (b) How did or 

did not group art therapy increase your self-esteem? 
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 The RSES (Rosenberg, 1965) is a self-report measure of ten self esteem items.  Internal 

consistency for the RSE range from 0.77 to 0.88.  Test-retest reliability for the RSE range from 

0.82 to 0.85.  Criterion validity = 0.55.  Construct validity = correlated with anxiety (- 0.64), 

depression (- 0.54), and anomie (- 0.43). (Rosenberg, 1965).   

RSES (Rosenberg, 1965) questions were (a) I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on 

an equal plane with others, (c) I feel I have a number of good qualities, (c) all in all, I am 

inclined to feel that I am a failure, (d) I am able to do things as well as most people, (e) I feel I do 

not have much to be proud of, (f) I take a positive attitude toward myself, (g) on the whole, I am 

satisfied with myself, (h) I wish I could have more respect for myself, (i) I certainly feel useless 

at times, and (j) at times I think that I am no good at all.  Results scored 0-15 low self esteem, 

15-25 normal self esteem, and 25-30 high self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965). 

Art images and materials.  Research participants created personal portfolios of visual 

journal pages with corresponding written explanations of meaning of the five art therapy 

directives (a) My Body Relationship, (b) Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions, (c) 

Body Talk: Messages Inside My Head, (d) Body as Container, and (e) Body Respect (Davis, 

2010).  Participants self-expressed emergent relationships and themes were compared over time 

allowing the researcher to identify meanings and details of the self-esteem experience of art 

therapy (Creswell, 2014).  Norland (2006) stated that imagery interpretation was an important 

tool for marginalized groups to speak for themselves and avoided research surveys and 

questionnaires that may be culturally biased. 

According to McNiff (2013), what was unique to art therapy research was the presence of 

the art object and the actions of creation was used as objects of questioning and methods of 

investigation.  Kaplan (1998) believed that art therapists have a responsibility to clients to 
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provide treatment that enhances quality of life through aesthetic experiences while remaining 

grounded in science.  McNiff (2013) recommended the consideration of portfolios of imagery as 

comprehensive documentation to assess change over time.  Work at the beginning can be 

compared to what was generated at the conclusion of the therapeutic experience which enabled 

the assessment process to document change (McNiff, 2013).  Leavy (2009) noted that visual 

methods of analysis and interpretation called attention to the interpretive phase of research.  

Narrative accounts of the interactions with participants identified emergent themes bringing 

coherency to the range research elements (Leavy, 2009).   

The Expressive Theories Continuum (Hinz, 2009), was used to identify the media 

properties preferences of the participants and their influence on the art process and the final 

product of visual journaling.  Materials chosen that were more solid was consisted resistive, 

requiring application of pressure and provided resistance to pressure which elicited a cognitive 

response.  Art materials chosen with less structure were fluid and flowed easily during the 

creative process which elicited an emotional response (Hinz, 2009).  In this research, art material 

choices preferred and not preferred, at the beginning of the study were compared to what was 

selected at the conclusion of the therapeutic experience, which enabled the assessment process to 

document change over time in the participant’s cognitive and emotional responses.  Individual 

and group participant patterns of art material preference and non-preference were evaluated 

using the interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) lived experience technique (Creswell, 

2014).    

Self-esteem post-study survey.  In addition to the visual journaling, participants were 

asked to complete a two-question Post Study Survey at the end of the five-week study.  The 

questions were (a) was group art therapy effective in increasing your self-esteem?  Please 
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explain, and (b) how did or did not group art therapy increase your self-esteem?  The complete 

post-study survey is shown in Appendix F and the participant responses in Tables 2 and 3.   

Data Collection 

The researcher collected data over a five-week period, within two-hour weekly group art 

therapy sessions through image creation, descriptive author-composed Visual Journal Art: 

Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials (see Appendices A through E, Tables 4 through 12), 

and notation of participants’ verbal visual journal narratives.   

Facilitation notations were recorded in a field notebook of participants’ verbal responses, 

along with observations and perceptions throughout the five art therapy sessions.  A stamp 

symbol for each participant was provided and used for identification on the survey information to 

maintain confidentiality.  The participants were assigned the symbol stamps, Panda, Pineapple, 

Heart, Fox, Puppy, Rabbit, Llama and Unicorn.  The stored data was destroyed after three years. 

Data Analysis  

Using qualitative thematic analysis, the data from the art therapy study was reviewed, 

assigned preliminary codes in order to describe the content, search for participants’ patterns or 

themes, and then name and define each of the themes identified for the results (Creswell, 2014).  

To establish research findings, quotes from the participants were utilized from their visual 

journals, post-study survey, and pre-and post-assessments.  

In order to determine the themes, the researcher entered the data into the participants’ 

individual Excel spreadsheets on a weekly basis, after each of the five art therapy sessions.  Once 

the study was completed, each individual’s five sessions of data were coded and added in 

columns to one comprehensive Excel spreadsheet for the researcher’s comparison in order to 

name and define each of the themes.  The common themes, along with the related coded 
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statements were constructed into a Thematic Analysis Chart (Figure 1) where the themes, sub 

themes and coded statements were easily edited as the research progressed.  The themes included 

(a) increased self-esteem, (b) increased body image with sub-themes of relationship awareness, 

media literacy and self-identity, (c) expressive therapies continuum with sub-themes of ETC 

media properties and ETC components, along with (d) emotional response with sub-themes of 

negative and positive responses.

 

Figure 1.  Thematic Analysis Chart 

 By examining the common themes and coded statements, the researcher found that 

group art therapy with visual journaling expanded the participants’ understanding of body 
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image through increased self-awareness along with the opportunity to express personal life 

experience, issues and emotions.  Media literacy education increased self esteem through 

awareness of the thin-ideal messaging and the impact of societal and self-objectification upon 

participants’ bodies.  Narrative therapy increased self esteem through group participants 

collaboratively sharing their life stories and making changes in behaviors and thought patterns to 

rewrite life stories in positive and productive ways.   

Validity and Reliability 

The primary process used in this study to ensure validity and reliability is data collected 

through facilitated questions, observation and document analysis to cross verify credibility and 

reliability plus capture different dimensions of the same experience.  The primary process to be 

used in this study to ensure external validity was the provision of detailed in-depth research 

descriptions for future research transferability (Creswell, 2014).  One technique to ensure 

reliability was triangulation of data which included multiple materials, methods and theories in 

the research study.  The triangulation of data was subdivided into four techniques which included 

data source triangulation, researcher triangulation, methodology triangulation and theory 

triangulation (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius. DiCensco, Blythe, Neville, 2014).  The second technique 

to ensure reliability was the clarification of the researcher’s bias articulated in writing under the 

heading of Research Bias (Creswell, 2014). 

Ethical Implications 

The researcher had an obligation to respect the rights, values, desires and needs of the 

participants.  Safeguards were applied to protect the participants rights.  These included (a) 

following the institutionally-approved protocol during the research process, (b) seeking ethical 

advice of qualified professionals not involved in the research, (c) stating the research objectives 
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verbally and in writing so they were clearly understood by the participants, (d) receiving written 

permission to participate in the research from the participants, (e) receiving written permission 

for researcher to photograph and reproduce participants’ artwork, (f) respecting participants’ 

freedom to decline from participation at anytime during the research, (g) de-identifying and 

securely storing all original artwork and digital photographs of artwork along with participants 

documentation, and (h) following the academic institutional laws and regulations that pertain to 

duration and location of retaining raw data (AATA, 2013). 

Researcher Bias  

The researcher’s biases include a belief in art therapy effectiveness, along with a belief 

that metaphorical self-reflection through visual art could be healing and transformative for 

patients with eating disorders.  The researcher had previous experience in the media as a 

television art director designing and altering photographic and video imagery.  Finally, the 

researcher was an art therapy intern at the Midwestern clinical site for eating disorders. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results  

An analysis of the research data indicated five main themes which included a) 

increased understanding of body image with relationship to sub themes of media literacy, self 

identity and relationship awareness, b) increased self esteem, c) emotional response with 

relationship to sub themes of both positive and negative factors, and (d) responses to media 

properties and ETC components. 

Increased Self-Esteem  

In reviewing the data from the pre- and post- RSES, out of eight participants, four 

members of the art therapy study group reported an increase in self esteem, which was comprised 

of two participants who were African American and two who were Caucasian. The additional 

four Caucasian participants remained at the same level of self esteem, with no participant 

reporting a measurement of loss.  In a Rosenberg Scale breakdown, two participants scored a 

two-point increase in self esteem, two scored a one-point increase in self esteem, and four 

reported no changes in self esteem.  Three of the participants with no change reported a score of 

17, which, according to RESE (see Table 1), was a normal level of self esteem.  In comparing 

age, the youngest 26-year-old Caucasian participant remained a low self esteem score of 13, 

while the oldest 65-year-old Caucasian participant remained at a normal self esteem score of 17 

with neither participant showing an increase in the post-RSES.  In comparing the two 

participants who experienced a two-point increase in self esteem, the Caucasian participant 

moved from normal scores of 18 to 20 points, while the African American participant moved 

from a low score of 13 points to a normal score of 15 points. 
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When reviewing the eight Self Esteem Post Study Survey responses (see Table 2), four 

participants were indefinite to answering the question “Was group art therapy effective in 

increasing your self-esteem?”  They responded “I believe so”, “I suppose”, “I’m not sure”, and 

“Probably not”.  The additional four participants had definite “yes” responses to group art 

therapy being effective in increasing their self-esteem. 

When comparing the participants’ Self Esteem Post Study Survey results, with the RSES 

results, there were accurate comparisons along with inconsistencies.  For example, two 

participants Self Esteem Post Study Survey responses to self esteem increases were indefinite 

with responses of  “I believe so” and “I suppose”, while their pre- and post- RSES Scales showed 

a two-point increase.  In comparison, two additional participants’ Post Study Survey responses 

were a definite “yes”, while their pre- and post- RSES demonstrated no increases. 

Out of the six positive participant responses to self-esteem growth in the Post Study 

Survey, the common categories demonstrated were (a) awareness of self-care and external 

societal influences, (b) resiliency to false media appearance, (c) cognitive body image 

understanding through visual journaling, (d) identifying negative and positive thoughts for 

reevaluation and resiliency (e) and shared communal vulnerability and connection through group 

art therapy.  Resiliency to false media appearance as an important influence was mentioned by 

all six of the women who measured positive in self-esteem growth (see Tables 2-3).  One 

participant stated,  “art therapy reinforced my decision to never compare myself to others, 

especially in regard to appearance with those in television, movies or in print.”  A second 

participant wrote, “realization of the excessive fakeness of our media makes me feel a lot better 

about myself.  What is Photoshop I attributed to plastic surgery on all those my own age.”   
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Four of the positive participant responses to self-esteem growth, in the Self Esteem Post 

Study Survey, stated that community building with women sharing a vulnerable process of 

concerns and feelings was an important aspect (see Table 3).  One participant stated,  

learning about images and media was helpful, but mostly it was being in a group of 

women all sharing their doubts, concerns, feelings of lack-knowing I wasn’t alone or 

crazy.  Looking at beautiful women and hearing them say they aren’t beautiful made me 

reevaluate my inner voice and self criticism.   

Four of the positive participant responses stated that identifying negative and positive 

internal thoughts for revaluation and for building resiliency was a factor to self-esteem growth 

(see Table 3).  One participant stated, “It helped me to go deeper, harvest my negative thoughts, 

question them and turn them around.”  A second participant wrote, “it really called up the feeling 

that I am perfectly and uniquely me and that’s just great!” 

Three of the positive participants responses highlighted that cognitive body image 

understanding through visual journaling influenced their self-esteem growth (see Table 3).  One 

participant stated, “using hands-on to create body image journals and sharing with the group 

gave a richer insight into the media and society influences.”  A second participate shared, “time 

spent on visual journaling was reflective, self-examining and very powerful.”   

Finally, three of the positive participants found that awareness of self-care and external 

societal influences were an important aspect in their self-esteem growth (see Table 3).  One 

participant wrote, “it increased my awareness of societal images and how I was influenced in 

choices I was making regarding my physical appearance and thinking.”  A second participant 

shared,  “I am certainly more aware of the external influences on my thinking about my body.” 
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The two participants who stated “uncertainty” or “probably not” to self esteem growth 

did find the overall experience of group art therapy to be helpful (see Table 2).  The “probably 

not” participant, who was also the oldest stated, “probably not.  I think it probably would have if 

I had at a younger age-high school or junior high.”  The uncertain participant stated, “it did help 

me identify what I need to do to provide self-care.” 

The visual, written and verbal data study demonstrated that, the 26 year-old-participant, 

was facing Erik Erikson’s developmental existential questions of  “who am I and what can I be?” 

and “can I be loved?”.  The remaining participants, 50-65 years-of-age, demonstrated Erikson’s 

developmental existential question of  “can I make my life count?”  Examining female 

adolescent participants 12-18, adult participants 19-39-year-old, and adult participants 40-65-

year-old would provide additional self esteem measurement on the differential impact of the 

three developmental age groups.     

Increased Understanding of Body Image 

 Group art therapy with visual journaling expanded understanding of body image 

through increased self-awareness along with the opportunity to express personal life 

experience and issues.  One participant stated,  

I am wearing so many faces and I don't know who I am.  It's all based on thinking 

whether I’m beautiful or not.  Learning about images and media was helpful.  Time 

spent on visual journaling was reflective, self-examining and very powerful.   

Media literacy education increased self esteem through awareness of the thin-ideal messaging 

and the impact of societal and self-objectification upon participants’ bodies.  Narrative therapy 

increased self esteem through group participants collaboratively sharing their life stories and 

making changes in behaviors and thought patterns to rewrite life stories in positive and 
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productive ways.  Within theme of Increased Understanding of Body Image, the participant 

responses were divided further into sub-themes of a) media literacy, b) self-identity, and c) 

relationship awareness  

 Media literacy.  Participant expressions of celebrities, magazines, political messaging, 

selfies and social media, negative music lyrics and fake imagery were categorized as being 

related categories to the increased body image sub-theme of media literacy (Figure 1).  During 

Week 2, Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions and Week 3, Body Talk: Messages 

Inside My Head, two three-minute media literacy videos were shown displaying body-image 

presentation and manipulation.  From the researcher’s observations, after the participants viewed 

the videos, the categories of celebrities, magazines and fake imagery were expressed most often 

as contributing factors for increased awareness of body image through the sub-category of media 

literacy. Two quotes on media influence stated, “I discovered that the illusions of beauty seen in 

print, television, videos and movies have contributed to feelings of rejection by others.” 

“Magazines of Ebony and Jet influenced my look.  Jet’s “Beauty of the Month” played a huge 

role in how I saw myself.” (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Participant’s artwork, Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions. 
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On visually journaling about contributing factors to body image, two participants stated 

about celebrities, “I wanted to look Californian and not Plain Jane Midwest boring.  I thought 

Jennifer Aniston from “Friends” was beautiful and I wanted to look just like her.”  “My look was 

Madonna’ish and I loved “witchy” Stevie Nicks.” (Figure 3).   

 

Figure 3. Participant’s artwork, Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions. 

 Self identity.  Participant expressions of makeup and hair image, clothing image, 

sexuality expression, social and community engagement, motherhood, caregiver, partner, 

daughter, creator of food, creator of home, spiritual beliefs, guardian and problem-solver, along 

with vocation were categorized as being related to the increased understanding of body image 

sub-theme of self identity.  Out of the eight participants, three were currently employed with 

professional vocations which only they expressed as part of their self-identity.  Generating the 

largest sub-theme list within the body image theme, the researcher observed that all five weeks 

of the study’s group art therapy directives equally contributed to participant self identity 

exploration and the development of the sub-theme preferences.  Clothing image, creator of food 

and home, guardian and problem-solver, motherhood, and social and community engagement  



SELF-ESTEEM: GROUP ART THERAPY FOR ADULT FEMALES  

 

50 

were expressed most often as contributing factors for increased awareness of body image 

through self identity.  One participant wrote, “I was always looking for a style or look, and at 

some point, decided to put attention on the inner working of my body.” (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4. Participant’s artwork, Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions. 
 

A second quoted example on clothing image stated, “my look changed with my first 

pregnancy.  I developed the “hippy” look while exploring myself and my loves.  It did not match 

my husband’s expectations, and I had to balance him and what I wanted.”  A second participant 

expressed, “I’ve always eaten really well and I love to cook.  I love feeding the family and I like 

to know how they feel about it.  I’m sharing my gift.”  In the area of social and community 

engagement influence, one quoted example shared was, “I loved the theatre and singing 

community because I could be myself while also being in character, and it was accepted.”    

 Relationship awareness.  Participant expressions of partners and friends, religious 

community, female family members, school bullies and childhood discomfort, workplace 

colleagues, and generational social movements were categorized as being related to the increased 
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body image sub-theme of relationship awareness.  All eight participants referred to their 

relationship awareness of their body image to female relatives, particularly mothers.  One 

participant stated, “My mom had multiple plastic surgeries and my grandmother was a beautician 

and a pinup girl in World War II.  Both were super skinny.  Size, what you ate, modesty and how 

you dressed were incredibly important to them.”  A second quoted example stated, “the Avon 

lady would come to the house with samples and lipstick.  It was so exciting!  One of my aunts 

had a beauty shop with wigs and makeup.  It was like making art but adorning myself.” 

Workplace colleagues also played an influential roll in all eight participants’ body image 

formation.  One participant shared, “when I entered the workforce, I used my looks to my 

advantage.  It was a man’s world and I used sex to sell product.  It was a big part of my work 

life.” (Figure 5).  A second quoted example stated, “I wanted six inch heals to look men in the 

eye.”   

 

Figure 5. Participant’s artwork, Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions. 
 

The category of School bullies and childhood discomfort was mentioned as relationship 

awareness by five of the participants.  Two quoted examples were, “when I was in the first grade 
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I had asthma and they gave me steroids.  I gained 25 pounds and was bullied by the older girls.”  

“I was made fun of by the boys in middle school as the “Great American Flatlands”  and “Ape 

Woman” because of my small breasts and body hair.”   

In the area of religious community, spiritual groups were expressed by four of the 

participants as influential in relationship awareness.  Two quoted examples stated, “Unitarian 

Universalists (UUs) and National Public Radio (NPR) influenced my look” and “I was 

influenced by my Wiccan community.  I wanted to be a witch.  Coming home from Philadelphia 

I wanted to shock my family in Indiana with my look.”   

Finally, generational social movements were mentioned by three participants as 

influential in relationship awareness.  Two quotes shared stated, “political rights were my reason 

for not caring about my look.  I wore ripped up jeans and t-shirts, very little makeup and went 

barefoot” (Figure 6).  “I was a Hippie silly and free.  Not made up and forced.  Natural.” 

 

Figure 6. Participant’s artwork, Contributing Factors to Personal Body Opinions. 
 
 The participants’ visual journals, the researcher’s notation of the verbal narrative, along 

with the written participants’ comments from the Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning 
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and Art Materials Week 1-5, revealed that there were race differences in the influence of food 

and family, thin-ideal messaging, self esteem, and the societal effects of racism on body image. 

Compared to the Caucasian participants, African American participants expressed a greater 

acceptance of body appearance and self-expression, and a greater positive relationship with 

family meals and food.  Caucasian participants expressed a greater emphasis on conforming to or 

rebelling against overall American culture, bullying and adolescent discomfort, maternity 

influence, and childhood female family influence in appearance and dieting. 

Emotional response 

Exploring and sharing a vulnerable process of concerns and feelings through five weeks 

of body image topics were an important aspect of group art therapy in building self esteem.  One 

participant reflected this observation with, “It was powerful to realize that we all have 

insecurities about our body.”  Within the study theme of emotional response, the participants’ 

feelings were divided further into sub-themes of a) negative emotion, and b) positive emotion. 

 Negative emotion.  Participant self expression of disrespect, aging, plastic surgery, 

mirror negativity, excessive exercise, diet restriction, restless, tiredness, lack of confidence, 

health concern, perfectionism, anxiety, frustration, appearance competitiveness, shame, anger, 

and cynicism were categorized as being related to the emotional response sub-theme of negative 

emotion.  Diet restriction, excessive exercise, aging, perfectionism, health concern, shame and 

anger were the most expressed negative emotions.  Two quotes shared stated, “I literally feel like 

puking when I realize the massive manipulation of my “self” and the false-ness that I am 

bombarded with.  Green Puke.”  Her visual journal expressed,  

You have cellulite-no swimsuit for you!  You need breast implants-not a real woman.  

Older women are stupid, ditzy, controlling bitches.  Those veins on your hands are ugly.  
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Dark circles, dark circles, dark circles.  WTH?  Ain’t no one gonna wanna see pain pump.  

OMG.  You need a facelift bulldog.  

A second participant stated, “I have hair loss under the afro and hot flashes are causing issues 

with hats and wigs.  I’m stressed out over what to do.  Is it time to go natural?” (Figure 7).  A 

third participant commented on perfectionism, “I spoiled a selfie with my husband.  I felt 

awkward doing this but I enlarged the photo to look for flaws and I spoiled the moment.  This is 

self-confidence turned upside down.” 

 

Figure 7. Participant’s artwork, Body Talk: Messages Inside My Head. 
 

Weight gain was a common negative emotion for all of the Caucasian participants.  Two 

examples stated, “I do all the right things and I still gain weight.  I do nothing but work out and 

I’m exhausted.  I have a love hate thing with food and this anti-aging diet is crazy.” and  

I constantly look at myself in the mirror.  I feel like all eyes are watching me.  I’m obsessed with 

what I wear and how I look.  I’ll eat salad because it makes you feel like you’re in better shape.” 

(Figure 8).   
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In contrast, weight was not mentioned as a negative emotion by the two African 

American participants.  Two examples stated, “I love a cute swimsuit.  I’ve been heavy and 

smaller and I still wore bikinis.  I really don’t care.” and “food was big growing up.  I never 

called it soul food in my family but it fed my soul.  My partner’s great at pasta and cooking.” 

 

 
 
Figure 8. Participant’s artwork, Body Talk: Messages Inside My Head. 
 
 Positive emotion.  Participants’ self expression of spiritual and inner peace, creative and 

self-expression, intelligent, strong, resilient, happy, independence, curious and exploration, 

optimistic, healthy and well being, sensory pleasure, grateful and fun loving were categorized as 

being related to the emotional response sub-theme of positive emotion.  Resiliency was 

mentioned most often as a positive emotion by all of the participants.  One participant stated, 

“resilience is something I sometimes have.  I surround myself with things I love and that I’m 

good at.”  A second participant stated, “I love Iris Apfel and how she has aged.  I’m living in my 

skin and its all connected.  I’m ageless.  Stay is the new everything.”  A participant’s visual 
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journal page illustrated, “the Good News.  Even with the bombards of media bullshit, I’m still 

okay.  Not all from media but from ME!” (Figure 9). 

 

Figure 9. Participant’s artwork, Body Talk: Messages Inside My Head. 
 
 Creativity and self-expression was also mentioned by all of the participants as a category 

of positive emotion.  When speaking about her journal illustration, a participant exclaimed, “I’m 

giving birth to something.  Something loud.  Circles, everything is round and mostly yellow.  My 

strengths are my hair, creativity, intellect, eyes and smile.  I created a whole lot of sun” (Figure 

10).  A second participate shared her journal page declaring, “The last seven years I came 

through this dark valley.  I’m creating a new identity.  I’m having to find a new me.  Who we 

think we are is not permanent and I’m a shape shifter.”  A third participant shared, “I love 

making food.  Eat, drink and be merry.  This is the artist in me.”  
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Figure 10. Participant’s artwork, My Body Relationship. 
 
 Demonstrating Erikson’s stages of development, spirituality and inner peace was the third 

category mentioned by all participants but the youngest, as a positive emotion.  One participant 

stated, “I’m practicing none-violence within myself.  Body respect is walking in the park and 

being in nature.”  In speaking about her visual collage, one participant stated, “thinking about 

time.  Thinking about the lack thereof  and how to live in the present.  I don’t have time to walk 

or crawl.  I’m on my way up.” 
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Figure 11. Participant’s artwork, Body as Container. 
 
Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) 

 The ETC is a framework which encompassed the many ways that art functions 

therapeutically.  The media properties, and the sensational through cognitive component 

processing promote the therapeutic progress and enhanced individual growth.  The researcher 

provided a wide variety of art materials that provide the full spectrum of media properties (see 

Table 13).  One participant stated, “having a multitude of colors and media to be able to 

represent the words and emotions behind the body talk was very helpful.  While the same 

participant expressed three weeks later, “it was easy to just get everything from images to words 

to phrases in the magazines.”  The dominate art materials selected by all eight of the participants 

over the five-week study period, were cut magazine photography and typography using scissors 

and glue sticks, while creating topical collages within blank 8.5”x11” journal pages.  According 



SELF-ESTEEM: GROUP ART THERAPY FOR ADULT FEMALES  

 

59 

to ETC framework, the cognitive collage process increased awareness and the problem-solving 

abilities of the participants.  The cognitive healing function of collage was the participants’ 

ability to focus on the five visual journal topics and the relationships among the component parts 

to the overall topic of body image.  Participants were provided the opportunity to think through 

their past events while relating them to their present and future behaviors.  The emergent 

function of the cognitive collage process was the emphasis placed on problem-solving, an 

increased awareness of cause and effect, along with an increased awareness in cultural and 

family dynamics.   

Within the study theme of ETC, the participants’ interaction with the art materials in 

visual journal making were divided further into sub-themes of a) ETC media properties and 

experience, b) ETC levels and components.  The researcher observed that out of the six 

participants who expressed a positive increase in self esteem, five of these participants 

experimented with either or both the ETC media properties and experience, and the ETC levels 

and components.  From the researcher’s observations and the application of the ETC, this 

experimental experience may have achieved greater emotional self-awareness and in turn, 

promoted more self-esteem growth than if the participants had only utilized the cognitive process 

of cut paper collage.  The two participants that expressed no increase in self esteem remained in 

both the same ETC sub-themes throughout the study.  One participant in this pair stated, “I enjoy 

cutting out images from magazines but it’s hard to find the perfect picture!”.  

 ETC media properties and experience.  The ETC media properties and experience 

categorized two-dimensional and three-dimensional media on continua from fluid to resistive; 

and image formation and information processing, using the media on a continua, from an 

affective experience to a cognitive experience.  The ETC media properties and experience 
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subcategory, when applied to the participants’ visual journaling breaks out into a) five 

participants displayed resistive media experiences, b) one participant displayed resistive, to 

medium fluid, to resistive media experience, c) one participant displayed a fluid, to resistive 

media experience, and d) one participant displayed a medium fluid, to resistive media 

experience.   

The participant who was resistive/medium fluid/resistive in her art making experience 

(Figure 12) wrote on the first week, “I would like to paint next time or try without the magazines 

to see what comes out.”  On week two she wrote, “I loved the pastels!! + collage.  I would like 

for people to do more than collage for art therapy.”  On week three she wrote, “I really loved the 

pastels-colors and smooshy texture.  Felt like it flowed with my thoughts.  Started chopping from 

magazines with a clear intention but my unconscious was talking.”  On week four she wrote, 

“Used scrapbook paper and LOTS of magazines.” and on week five the 

participant shared, “I had out the paints and pastels but I ran out of time to use them.  I like the 

magazines but they are distracting.  I would love a group without them.” 

 

Figure 12.  Participant’s artwork displaying Cognitive/Symbolic to Perceptual/Affective to 
Cognitive/Symbolic ETC (Hinz, 2009) levels and components.  Artwork displays resistive to 
medium fluid to resistive media experience.  
 

ETC levels and components.  ETC levels and components categorized art making on a 

continua from Kinesthetic/Sensory level to Perceptual/Affective level to Cognitive/Symbolic 

level to Creative level.  Each of these levels and components have distinct properties that can be 



SELF-ESTEEM: GROUP ART THERAPY FOR ADULT FEMALES  

 

61 

used in therapeutic healing.  The ETC levels and components subcategory, when applied to the 

participants’ visual journaling breaks out into a) five participants displayed Cognitive/Symbolic 

levels, b) one participant displayed Cognitive/Symbolic level to Perceptual/Affective level to 

Cognitive/Symbolic level, c) one participant displayed Kinesthetic/Sensory to 

Cognitive/Symbolic level, and d) one participant displayed Perceptual/Affective level to 

Cognitive/Symbolic level. 

 The participant who displayed kinesthetic/sensory level to cognitive/symbolic level in her 

art making experience (Figure 13) described her first week’s artwork, “I just came from 

teaching art with kids and started doodling.  I would love a journal that can handle wet material 

better.” On the second week she described her process as “I splattered watercolor of many colors 

along with magazine photos.”   

  

 

Figure 13. Participant’s artwork displaying Kinesthetic/Sensory to Cognitive/Symbolic ETC 
levels and components.  Artwork displayed fluid to resistive media experience. 
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By the fifth week, the participant laid out her collage of cut magazine photography across 

the tabletop in front of her, more than three times the size of her two journal pages (Figure 14).  

She condensed her images into the journal.  

 
 
Figure 14. Participant’s “table top collaging” who displayed Kinesthetic/Sensory to 
Cognitive/Symbolic ETC levels and components. 
 
 In summary, applying group art therapy to increase self-esteem was found to be effective 

by creative visual self-expression, building media literacy skills, sharing communal narratives on 

body image and evoking greater self-awareness.  Group art therapy increased six participants 

self esteem and eight participants awareness of body image, along with providing the 

opportunity to express personal issues and emotions.  Through verbal and written narrative, the 

five-week process demonstrated changes in participants’ thought patterns in order to rewrite life 

stories in positive and productive ways.  In applying the ETC framework, research findings 

suggested that utilizing a greater variety of art materials and experiencing emotional sensations 

to cognitive understanding through journal making, aided in self-awareness and self-esteem 

building.   
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

Improvements in self-esteem were believed to be foundational in eating disorder 

recovery, as individuals with active eating disorders have been found to have lower self-esteem 

than fully recovered and healthy individuals (Bardone-Cone et al., 2010).  This mixed-methods 

study was guided by the questions how effective was group art therapy at increasing self esteem 

in a sample of adult women and how did art therapy increase self-esteem in this population?  

Through visual journaling in an adult group art therapy approach, utilizing media literacy and 

narrative therapy, the effectiveness of these techniques in strengthening self esteem was 

explored.   

Increased Self-Esteem 

Eating disorders were considered among the most prevalent public health problems 

facing female adolescents and young adults (Latzer et al., 2015).  Women with low self-esteem 

were associated with the development of eating pathology and empowerment was important in 

the prevention and treatment of disordered eating (Brockeyer et al., 2013; Erol & Orth, 2011; 

Hartz & Thick, 2005; Ticen, 2013; Woodward et al., 2017).  Research indicated a link between 

art therapy and the development of self-esteem (Hartz & Thick, 2005; Otting & Prosek, 2016; 

Potash, 2009), which the results of the study confirmed with an increase of self-esteem in six out 

of eight of the participants.  The study’s findings were in agreement with the research of  Denver 

(2012), Otting & Prosek, (2016) and Riley (2013) that sharing communal vulnerability and 

connection through narrative therapy increased self esteem.  The process encouraged changes in 

the participants’ behaviors and thought patterns in order to rewrite life stories in positive and 

productive ways.   
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Increased Understanding of Body Image 

The study’s findings were consistent with Verplanken and Tangelder (2011) study in 

that socio-cultural factors in the form of parents, peers and the media, along with appearance 

comparison and internalization of thin idealism, were the precursors of body dissatisfaction.  An 

empowerment-based eating disorder prevention program demonstrating improvement in self-

esteem and body image while reducing the internalization of the ideal of thinness, was 

demonstrated in this study as previously shown in the research of Latzer et al. (2015) and 

Peterson et al., (2008).  Consistent with AATA (2018), Golan (2013), and Hinz (2006) 

research, art therapy provided study participants freedom of expression, presented a conduit for 

confronting maladaptive belief systems about body image, while introducing a metaphorical and 

concrete outlet of self-expression. 

Media literacy.  Eating disorders increased as culture and media imposed demands 

through objectification and devaluation (Anderson et al., 2017).  Reflecting the research of 

Troitter et al. (2012) with individuals with eating disorders, the study with adult women showed 

that weight-based self-evaluation and body dissatisfaction may have a negative impact on the 

self-esteem (Trottier et al., 2012).  Negative treatment experience related to the body, which was 

valued predominantly for the consumption by others, was the foundational base to sexual 

objectification (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997).  From the participants shared expressions, the 

study found that media did promote objectification which lead to distorted body image and 

increased anxiety over time, confirming Fredrickson and Roberts’ (1997) self-objectification 

theory and research.  This study’s results supported Latzer et al. research (2015) in that media 

messages that emphasize thin ideal may cause female participants to objectify their bodies, 
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which in turn, may lead to the development of distorted body image, restrictive eating, excessive 

exercise, and low self-esteem.  Consistent with the eating disorder research of Anderson et al. 

(2017), Latzer, et al. (2015), Otting and Prosek (2016), and Peterson et al. (2008), the study with 

adult women confirmed for six out of eight participants, that encouraging media literacy 

motivated the rejection of the toxic messaging and built impact resistance.  The study 

demonstrated Peterson et al. (2008) research that empowerment programs of intervention that 

included media literacy and the development of skills that included self-esteem, stress 

management and positive body image, may have assisted the female participants in overcoming 

the societal objectification of their bodies and self-objectification. 

Self identity.  Consistent with Potash’s research (2009), art-making connected 

individuals to their own experiences and joined individuals to each other.  As found in the Van 

Lith (2008) research, the study found therapeutic journaling to be beneficial for the participants 

in expressing difficult life changes and challenges by expressing emotions, needs and 

clarification of options safely.  Participants, through visual journaling, found self-discovery 

through inquiry of social and personal issues and became actively engaged in learning through 

reflection and decision-making, as found in the visual journaling research of Messenger (2016) 

and Cummings (2011).  Consistent with Riley’s (2013) research findings, an accelerated and 

successful therapeutic resolution resulted when art and narrative therapies were combined which 

provided the participants with the ability to express a problem through art expression and 

narrative.  As found in Riley’s (2013) research, the art therapist assisted the study participants to 

externalize problems through art expression, emotions and experience in order to observe and 

reinvent dysfunctional life-scripts with a more favorable outcome. 
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Relationship awareness.  Consistent with Davis’ study (2010), the participants’ artwork 

confirmed Verplanken and Tangelder’s (2011) findings by displaying common patterns and 

themes in visual journaling that included childhood female family members, school experience, 

community influence, religious belief, employment influence, maternity and media influence.  

As found in the Otting and Prosek (2016) research, the study demonstrated that by combining 

group art therapy and narrative therapy, the participants were able to address self-esteem, and 

gain relationship awareness in societal context, gender issues and power differentials.  Through 

this developmental process, the participants expanded their worldview, explored multiple 

identities and advanced their creative self-effectiveness. 

Emotional Response 

The study confirmed Hartz and Thick’s research (2005) that identification of negative 

and positive thoughts for reevaluation and transformation along with the experience of comfort 

and safety in self-expression provided greater self-awareness and self-approval.  As indicated by 

the AATA (2012), the study confirmed that group art therapy increased six participants self 

esteem and eight participants awareness of body image, along with providing the opportunity 

to express personal issues and emotions.  The participants’ visual journals, along with written 

and verbal expression displayed physical and psychological mastery, expanded self-awareness, 

social skill development, validation beyond physical appearance and increased self-approval, as 

found in the research of Otting and Prosek (2016), Riley (2013) and Hinz (2006).   

Expressive Therapies Continuum 

Lusebrink and Hinz (2016), proposed that the different levels of the ETC, which are 

Kinesthetic/Sensory, Perceptual/Affective, and Cognitive/Symbolic, parallel the brain areas and 

functions involved in the creation and processing of visual expressions, based on Fuster’s (2003) 
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brain classification involved in the processing of sensory information.  The left side of the ETC 

levels incorporated the activity in the brain involved in perception and expression of visual forms 

which in turn created opportunity for cognitive processing.  The right side of the ETC levels 

represented the experiences of emotion within the brain which in turn formed symbolic images 

(Lusebrink & Hinz, 2016).  Hypothesized by Lusebrink and Hinz (2016), individual resources 

and shortcomings demonstrated in the ETC component processing reflected preferences in the 

processing and expression of information and emotion in other areas of life.  In using the ETC 

(Hinz, 2009) as a framework for therapy in this study, the researcher observed that the 

participants who were rational and analytical demonstrated a preference for Cognitive processes 

and resistive materials.  Participants who were emotional and expressive favored Affective 

processes and more fluid materials.  According to Lusebrink (2010), changes in imagery may 

have reflected internal movement while fixed unchanging images may have represented areas of 

emotional rigidity and conflict.     

ETC media properties and experiences.  According to Lusebrink (2010), images, 

feelings, thoughts and experiences were expressed using art elements in different combinations 

through visual journaling, while demonstrating the weaknesses and strengths of the study’s 

participants.  The dominate art media selected by all eight of the participants over the five-week 

study period, was collage which provided a resistive media experience.  Three of the participants 

who demonstrated increases in self esteem, utilized more fluid media along with the resistive 

collage, exploring more ETC media properties and experiences.  According to Hinz (2009), the 

more fluid materials were likely to have elicited emotional responses while resistive materials 

provided cognitive responses.  The Kinesthetic, Perceptual and Cognitive components of the 

ETC tend to be enhanced through resistive media.  The Sensory, Affective and Symbolic 
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components tend to be enhanced through the use of more fluid media (Hinz, 2009, Lusebrink, 

2010). Increased choices in media may have enhanced the change of ETC levels in the 

participants’ visual journaling, which may have contributed to changes in pathways used in the 

processing of information (Lusebrink, 2010).  Pascual-Leone (2006) stated that alterations in 

activity to the neural network of the brain may be able to build new patterns of brain activation 

and function.     

According to Kagin and Lusebrink (1978), when the physical properties of media-

imposed boundaries limited the expressive potential, they were considered to be boundary 

determined.  Media with tighter boundaries, such as cut paper collage, did not eliminate the 

expression of emotion but it did contain it safely, compared to watercolor and chalk pastel with 

more open emotional expression (Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  According to Hinz (2009), the 

participants use of tools in the creation of their visual journals provided reflective distance as 

mediators, allowing time to think about the meaning of their expressive events.  Only one 

participant splashed and dripped paint in the creation of her journal providing a more expressive 

and less reflective experience (Hinz, 2009).  To encourage the additional five participants to 

explore more of the ETC beyond the Cognitive component and the resistive media experience, 

the process could have been done gradually by the art therapist, using media to emphasis the 

horizontal and vertical transitions between the components and levels (Hinz, 2009; Lusebrink, 

2010). 

ETC levels and components.  According to the ETC framework (Lusebrink, 2010), the 

cognitive collage process falls within the Cogitative/Symbolic level of the ETC, which increased 

awareness and the problem-solving abilities of all eight of the participants.  According to 

Lusebrink and Hinz (2016), collage materials required multiple steps to reach a finished product 
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activating the participants’ Cognitive component.  The participants’ ability to focus on the five 

topics and the relationships among the component parts to the overall topic of body image was 

the Cognitive component’s healing function (Hinz, 2009).  According to Hinz, participants were 

provided the opportunity to think through their past events while relating them to their present 

and future behaviors.  The emergent function of the cognitive collage process was the emphasis 

placed on problem-solving, an increased awareness of cause and effect, along with an increased 

awareness in cultural and family dynamics. 

The participants that incorporated medium fluid to fluid art materials displayed more of 

the ETC levels and components beyond their Cognitive/Symbolic counterparts.  One participant 

displayed movement along the continuum of Cognitive/Symbolic level to Perceptual/Affective 

level to Cognitive/Symbolic level while the second participant displayed Perceptual/Affective 

level movement to the Cognitive/Symbolic level. Finally, the third participant displayed 

movement along the continuum from Kinesthetic/Sensory to Cognitive/Symbolic level.  In the 

case of the first and second participants, according to Lusebrink, (2010), the Perceptual/Affective 

level increased the participants’ perceptual ability to use visual imagery to represent their 

internal felt experiences.  The Affective component energized the participants and gave 

motivation to the perceptual art making (Hinz, 2009).  As the first and second participants 

progressed through the five weeks of art therapy, they returned to the Cognitive/Symbolic level 

for reflection and problem-solving (Lusebrink, 2010).  The Perceptual component’s healing 

function was self-understanding and the development of new levels of empathy for self and 

others.  The Affective component’s healing function was the ability to gain reflective distance 

from an emotional experience in order to think and learn from it.  In the case of the third 

participant, according to Hinz, the Kinesthetic component’s healing function helped the 
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participant find her inner rhythm and release energy.  The Sensory component’s healing function 

was the development of slow rhythm and a gained awareness of the participant’s internal 

sensations.  From the researcher’s observation, the three participants, who expressed an increase 

in self-esteem, experienced internal sensations with visual journaling and evolved to cognitive 

image-making processes as their body image reflection and understanding began to increase 

overtime.  The participants who remained in the Symbolic/Cognitive level (Hinz, 2009) 

throughout the study, did not experience internal sensations with their image making.  Within 

this group of participants, two members stated they did not experience an increase in self esteem.   

Limitations 

Results from the group art therapy study demonstrated that a longer study will be 

required to measure the effectiveness of a group art therapy approach utilizing media literacy and 

narrative therapy in strengthening self-esteem in a sample of adult women.  The study length of 

five weeks, the small number of participants, and the narrow age range, created limitations 

that potentially restrained the validity of the results.    

Recommendations and Future Studies 

By lengthening the research from a five-week study to a nine-week study, more inclusion 

of media literacy education can be presented along with the addition of four art therapy visual 

journal sessions and narrative discussions to impact participants and increase self esteem.  The 

additional visual journal sessions, based on Davis’ (2010) Nine-Week Body Image Program, can 

include a) Body Vision: How do participants feel inside their bodies?  b) Body as Camouflage: 

What do participants hide with their bodies?  c) Body as Vehicle: What can participants do and 

experience, thanks to the body?  d) Body as Wisdom: What can participants learn if they slow 

down and listen to their bodies?   
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Expanding the group art therapy research study to include adult female participants with 

eating disorders to improve the validity of the results was recommended.  The outcome from the 

group art therapy study revealed there are differences in body image and self esteem depending 

on the age and life-development of the participants.  From the researcher’s verbal notation, there 

were self esteem benefits in having a multi-generational art therapy group with members from 26 

years-of-age to 65 years-of-age because of the wide expanse of life topics and experiences 

shared.  Expanding the group art therapy research study into focused Erikson’s developmental 

categories of fidelity: identity vs. role confusion, love: intimacy vs. isolation, and care: 

generativity vs. stagnation was recommended for exploring like-minded topical depth for 

increasing self-esteem (Erikson, 1950, 1968).   

Women with greater media exposure reported lower levels of social competence along 

with more appearance dissatisfaction, while women who were protected from media exposure 

reported positive self-esteem, body satisfaction and did not internalize the thin-ideal and 

objectification (Fernandez & Prichard, 2012; Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Latzer et al., 2015).  

From examining the study data, the researcher found variations in participant media usage.  In 

future studies, surveying the participants’ amount of media exposure is recommended in order to 

determine if this effects self esteem and body satisfaction. 

Based on Marques et al. (2011) and Gordon, Castro, Stnikov, Holm-Denoma, (2010) 

findings, studies demonstrated that researchers were less likely to recognize eating disorders in 

ethnic minority women than in Caucasian women because ethnic minority groups reported lower 

rates of body dissatisfaction and disorder symptomatology and sought less disordered treatment.  

Comparing research results between an ethnic minority group art therapy study and a Caucasian 

group art therapy study, based on body image and self-esteem increase, is recommended.   
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Finally, developing a research study comparing a cognitive behavioral therapy group for 

increasing self esteem, to an art therapy group with the integration of narrative therapy and 

media literacy is also recommended.  Through this study process, a measurement can be 

conducted on the differential impact of the two therapy approaches on participants’ self-esteem.  

Conclusion 

Eating disorders were considered among one of the most prevalent public health 

problems facing female adolescents and young adults (Latzer et al., 2015) and improvements in 

self-esteem were believed to be foundational in eating disorder recovery (Woodward et al, 2017; 

Ticen, 2013; Bardone-Cone et al., 2010).  Applying group art therapy to increase self-esteem was 

found to be effective by developing creative mastery, building social connection and evoking 

greater self-awareness (AATA, 2012; Golan, 2013; Hartz & Thick, 2005; Potash, 2009; Van 

Lith, 2008).  Through visual journaling on the topics Contributing Factors to Personal Body 

Opinions (Davis, 2010), participants described in writing, using a provided author-composed 

Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials, an explanation of meaning 

behind each of the five visual journal images that they completed during the study.  Additionally, 

participants were asked to list and explain what art materials were most helpful and least helpful 

in their self-expression.  Empowerment programs of intervention that included media literacy 

regarding the negative impact of the thin ideal, and the development of skills that included self-

esteem, stress management and positive body image, may assist women in overcoming the 

societal objectification of their bodies and self-objectification (Fredickson & Roberts, 1997; 

Peterson et al., 2008).  Through the narrative therapy process of open ended questions, 

affirmations, reflections and summarizing (Otting & Prosek, 2016; Golan, 2013; Denver, 2012), 

clients were empowered to make changes in behavior and thought patterns, to rewrite their life 
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story in positive and productive ways (Harber 2011; Riley, 2013).  Through combining these 

research findings, the group art therapy approach utilizing media literacy and narrative therapy 

in strengthening self-esteem in a sample of adult women demonstrated effectiveness in 

increasing self-esteem.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Week 1: Visual Journal: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials 

 

 

Appendix B 
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Week 2: Visual Journal: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials 
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Appendix C 

Week 3: Visual Journal: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials 

 

Appendix D 
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Week 4: Visual Journal: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials 
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Appendix E 

Week 5: Visual Journal: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials 

 

Appendix F 
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Self-Esteem Post Study Survey 
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Appendix G 

The Five-Week Group Art Therapy Program: 
 

Week 1: Activity: 30-minute welcome to the research art therapy group, brief check in on  

feelings, and complete the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965, Appendix C).  

Show examples of visual journaling multi-media collage. 

Art Directive:  Provide 45-minutes on visual journaling the topic My Body Relationship 

(Davis, 2010).  Create multi-media collage of feelings about a favorite body part and the 

experience. In 15-minutes, create a written explanation of the visual journal image 

meaning along with the art materials that were most and least helpful in self-expression 

by using the document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials 

(see Appendix D). 

Art Discussion: Facilitate a 30-minute discussion on feelings about body relationship 

through individual artwork sharing within the group. Narrative therapy techniques are 

applied. 

Week 2: Activity:  Brief check in on feelings.  Watch and discuss a three-minute edited 

video on media manipulation of body image (PetaPixel, 2018; Antwon Maxwell 

Photography, 2016; iGirlTelevision, 2013; Piper, 2006; Bollinger, 2005).  Facilitate a 25-

minute discussion of Media and Your Body Image One-Sheet (NEDA, 2017, Appendix 

E). 

Art Directive: Provide 45-minutes of visual journaling on the topic Contributing Factors 

to Personal Body Opinions (Davis, 2010).  Create a collage of significant people, events 

and outside social influences that may be a contributing factor to personal body opinions. 

In 15-minutes, create a written explanation of the visual journal image meaning along 
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with the art materials that were most and least helpful in self-expression by using the 

document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials (see Appendix 

F). 

Art Discussion: Facilitate a 30-minute discussion on experiences and messages 

contributing to personal body opinions through individual artwork sharing within the 

group.  Narrative therapy techniques are applied. 

Week 3 Activity: Brief check in on feelings.  Watch and discuss a three-minute edited video on  

media manipulation of body image (Aravantinos, 2018; Vane22april, 2016; C’MOI, 

2015; Infectious Perfection 2015).  Co-researcher speaks of her experience in Photoshop 

image manipulation and shows examples. 30 minutes. 

Art Directive: Provide 45-minutes of visual journaling on the topic Body Talk: Messages 

Inside My Head (Davis, 2010).  Create a collage that visualizes the messages of internal 

body talk and the feelings this generated.  In 15-minutes, create a written explanation of 

the visual journal image meaning along with the art materials that are most and least 

helpful in self-expression by using the document Visual Journal Art: Explanation of 

Meaning and Art Materials (see Appendix G). 

Art Discussion: Facilitate a 30-minute discussion on internal talk and the effect it has 

upon feelings through individual artwork sharing within the group.  Narrative therapy 

techniques are applied. 

Week 4 Activity: Brief check in on feelings.  Discussion to help participants recognize their true 

selves inside their body as a container.  With paper and pen, participants create top ten 

lists of things they like about themselves that are not related to body appearance. These 

can be passions, abilities, relationships, compliments, qualities of character.  30 minutes. 
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Art Directive: 45-minutes of visual journaling on the topic Body as Container (Davis, 

2010). Create a multi-media collage of interests and passions, relationships that matter 

most, qualities of character the participants admired in themselves. In 15 minutes, create 

a written explanation the visual journal image meaning along with the art materials that 

were most and least helpful in self-expression by using the document Visual Journal Art: 

Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials (see Appendix H). 

Art Discussion: Facilitate a 30-minute discussion on the internal essence of self that 

lives inside the body through individual artwork sharing within the group. Narrative 

therapy techniques are applied. 

Week 5 Activity: Brief check in on feelings.  Participants receive a copy of Get Real: Digital  

Media Literacy Toolkit as discussion reference (NEDA, 2017).  Discuss advocacy for 

positive body talk and the selection of media that supports participants’ values and builds 

self-esteem and body confidence.  Use social media to compliment authentic body 

messages and criticize unrealistic body ideas.  20 minutes. 

Art Directive: 40-minutes of visual journaling on the topic Body Respect (Davis, 2010). 

Created a collage of chosen ways to respect and care for the body.  In 15 minutes, create 

a written explanation of the visual journal image meaning along with the art materials 

that were most and least helpful in self-expression by using the document Visual Journal 

Art: Explanation of Meaning and Art Materials (see Appendix I). 

Art Discussion: Facilitate a 25-minute discussion on the ways participants respect and 

care for their bodies through individual artwork sharing within the group. Narrative 

therapy techniques are applied. 
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Activity: Complete the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965, Appendix C). 

Complete Self-Esteem Post Study Survey (Appendix J). 20 minutes. 
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TABLES 

Table 1   

Participants Pre- and Post- Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale Results 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Participant       Race             Pre-Scale      Post-Scale   Results_________ 

     Llama   Caucasian    18 Normal   20 Normal      2 Point Increase  

     Rabbit   African Am.    13 Low   15 Low/Normal    2 Point Increase  

     Heart    African Am.    14 Low   15 Low/Normal    1 Point Increase  

     Fox    Caucasian         16 Normal   17 Normal     1 Point Increase  

     Puppy   Caucasian    17 Normal   17 Normal     No Change 

     Panda    Caucasian    17 Normal   17 Normal     No Change 

     Unicorn   Caucasian    17 Normal   17 Normal     No Change 

     Pineapple    Caucasian    13 Low    13 Low     No Change 
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Table 2   

Participants’ Responses to the Self Esteem Post Study Survey Question One 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Question One: Was group art therapy effective in increasing your self-esteem? 
Please explain. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Llama 
“I believe so.  I am certainly more aware of the external influences on my thinking about my 
body.  Still processing the extent of media influence.  Shocking…and I thought I was pretty 
aware.” 

 
Rabbit 

“I suppose.  It reinforced my decision to never compare myself to others, especially in regard 
to appearance with those in television, movies or in print.” 

 
Heart 

“Yes.  I increased my awareness of societal images and how I was influenced in choices I 
was making regarding my physical appearance and thinking.” 

Fox 
 “Yes.  I believe so.” 
 

Puppy 
“Probably not.  I think it probably would have if I had (experienced this) at a younger age-
high school or junior high.” 
 

Panda 
“I’m not sure.  It did help me identify what I need to do to provide self-care.” 
 

Unicorn 
“Yes.  It helped me go deeper, harvest my negative thoughts, question them and turn them 
around.” 
 

Pineapple 
“Yes.  It showed me beautiful things about myself physically and internally.” 
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Table 3   

Participants’ Responses to the Self Esteem Post Study Survey Question Two 
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Question Two: How does art therapy  increase self-esteem in group art therapy in adult 
women?  Please explain 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Llama 
“Realization of the excessive fakeness of our media makes me feel better about myself.  What 
is Photoshop I attributed to plastic surgery on all those my own age.” 
 

Rabbit 
“Discovered that the illusions of beauty seen in print, television, videos and movies have 
contributed to feelings of rejection by others.”   
 

Heart 
“Using hands-on to create body image journals and sharing with the group gave a richer 
insight into the media and society influences.  It really called up the feeling that I am perfectly 
and uniquely me and that’s just great!” 
 

Fox 
“Learning about images and media was helpful but mostly it was being in a group of women 
sharing their doubts, concerns, feelings of lack-knowing I wasn’t alone or crazy.  Looking at 
beautiful women and hearing them say they aren’t beautiful made me reevaluate my inner 
voice and self criticism.  Time spent on visual journaling was reflective, self-examining and 
very powerful.” 
 

Puppy 
“It was helpful to take time to think about body issues and to share with other women and see 
and hear their thoughts on issues.  It’s always good to get to know and meet other women.”
  
 

Panda 
“Identifying images, actions and people who are important to me was helpful.  I feel grateful 
for what I can do, my health, things that I really enjoy doing.”  
  

Unicorn 
“We all shared vulnerability and moved through the process together.  It’s powerful to realize 
that we all have insecurities about our body and notice together how media has pressured us 
and we can empower ourselves to see beyond it.  It’s always nice to connect with others.” 
 

Pineapple 
“The visuals and mental stimulation helped to open my mind in ways I had not considered 
previously.” 
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Table 4   

Week One: Participants’ Emergent Patterns, Themes and Deviations  

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Participant 
  and Check-in  Patterns & Common Themes                  Deviations 
 
Llama  
“apprehensive” 

“Strong heart, touching hands, eyes 
of adornment and gazing, small 
boobs, white skin” 

“Blood, teeth, feet, atoms that are all 
of me, spine that carries me”   

 Rabbit     
“anxious” 

“Eyes of expression and beholding, 
voluptuous lips of taste and voice, 
hands to convey thought and 
creatively express”  

“My body would feel invisible 
without lips, hands and eyes.  The 
third eye.  It can be insightful and 
create havoc” 

Heart  
“apprehensive” 

“Lips, voice, skin and hands.  The 
power I perceive that these parts 
show me and the world” 

“Internal physical organs” 

Fox  
“happy” 

“Hair, eyes, smile, heart, mind” “I’m exploding-coming out-
emerging-birthing something new” 

Puppy  
“happy” 
 

“Hands, legs, smile, boobs.  I’m all 
in my head and not in my body.  
This brought out thoughts of 
teenage years when I never felt 
good about my look” 

“Found photos highlighting things I 
don’t like about my body.  Hard to 
admit there are parts I like.  
Embarrassing to brag for what if 
people don’t agree?”   

Panda  
“interested” 

“My hair.  My hair stylist calls it 
“My crown of glory”.  School-age: 
tall and awkward.  I retreated inside 
my head and explored things.  I 
found strength in this” 

List related to Week 4’s directive, 
Body Container.  Attributes of what 
she likes to do and not the physical 
body. 

Unicorn  
“exhilarated” 

“My breasts, heart, hands for touch 
and creativity, mind, my blond hair”  

“My uterus and my clitoris which 
bring pleasure and my children.  My 
whole body” 

Pineapple  
“curious” 

“Hair and tan legs, many layers of 
my mind, strength” 

“My soul” 
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Table 5   

Week Two: Participants’ Emergent Patterns, Themes and Deviations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant 
and Check-in       Patterns & Common Themes                Deviations 
 
Llama  
“restless” 

“Mom, grandmother, aunt influence. 
Beautician. Weight bullying-
elementary school. Adolescence 
discomfort. Celebrity influence.  
Employment community. Maternity.”    

Female shame of the church.  Avon 
lady.  Childhood health-steroid weight 
gain.  Puberty/menopause.  Prefers 
bling, color and glitter.    

Rabbit  
“sore” 

“Magazines.  Artistic community.  
Being creative with my style.  Food 
and family.  Celebrity influence.  
Employment community and 
working with fashion.”   

“Didn’t want to be like my mother. 
Sons influence. Masculine energy.  
Eat well and don’t care what people 
think about my weight.  “I go against 
the grain.”  Current health: Hair loss.”   

Heart  
“satisfied” 

“Food and family.  Always looking 
for ‘style’. I put attention on inner 
working of the body.”   

 

Fox  
“conflicted” 

“Style is easy, comfort, polish, 
natural.  Less is more.  Celebrity 
influence.  Health and self-identity.”   

“I was a hippy and it has influenced 
my style”   

Puppy  
“slow” 
 

“Unitarian Universalist community.  
No makeup.  Self-identity-I wear 
what feels good.  Mom influence.  
Adolescence discomfort.”   

“Political climate put emphasis on my 
casual look from 60’s-80’s.  Went 
through phase of buying expensive 
clothes at 18.” 

Panda  
“mellow” 

“Mom and grandmother influence. 
Beautician. Family dieting.  
Employment community-used 
appearance for advantage. Maternity 
and community influenced relaxed 
dress.  Health and self-identity.”  

“Mom had multiple plastic surgeries.  
Grandma was a pin-up girl. Dress for 
husband’s work career and 
community.  Must be taken seriously. 
Love Ralph Lauren and a good suit.”  
Clothing-plays a role in self-esteem.” 

Unicorn  
“hungry” 

“Mother and Jr./Sr. High friends 
influence.  Mom introduced makeup.  
Media influence.  Body hair and 
breast bullying-by boys. Celebrity 
influence. Maternity.” 

“Wanted to look Californian-Plain 
Jane Midwest boring.  Exotic women 
(multicultural) influence.  Sexy image 
in college.  Uncomfortable with selfies 
and current body image”. 

Pineapple 
none 

“Mom influence.  Adolescence- 
wanted to impress.  Employment, 
Wiccan, and theatre community” 

“Dad influenced me.”  

 
  



SELF-ESTEEM: GROUP ART THERAPY FOR ADULT FEMALES  

 

100 

Table 6   

Week Three: Participants’ Emergent Patterns, Themes and Deviations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant 
and Check-in  Patterns & Common Themes                   Deviations 
 
Llama 
“hyper” 

“Feel like puking over manipulation with 
media.  No swim suit with pain pump.  
Facelift for bulldog.  Cannot compete with 
fake lady ideal.  Feeling ignored.  Grounded 
in self-love of real things.” 

“Election was attack against 
women.  Sad, frustrated.  Will 
things change?  Feeling cynical.  
Negativity wins when I’m in 
pain.” 

Rabbit 
“excited” 

“Love the beach but hair loss is stressful. 
What to do this summer when it’s hot?  Go 
natural?  Influenced by the world even when 
trying to go against the grain.  Trying to 
maintain a healthy mind/body/spirit.” 

“Have three voices inside my 
head: Inner child, business 
woman and spiritual guru.  
Together we decide how to 
express each day.” 

Heart 
“happy” 

“Maintaining the connection between body 
and spirit.  Being aware of my unique vision 
of beauty.  Thinking about aging.  “Stay” is 
the new everything.”   

“Admire how Iris Apfel has 
aged.  Considered reshaping my 
body with breast implants so 
my clothing fits better” 

Fox 
“awesome” 

“Contradictions: I’m beautiful but I also 
believe I’m fat, lazy but superb.  Wearing 
many faces and I don’t know who I am.” 

“Don’t believe I’m getting old 
and then I look in the mirror.” 

Puppy 
“curious” 
 

“Feeling excluded.  Need to exercise, spend 
time with nature and friends.  When I look 
good I feel good + when I feel good I look 
good.” 

“Youth is valued in our culture 
and age is not, especially for 
women.”   

Panda 
“rushed” 

“Changes of ageing and a lack of control. 
Don’t want to keep gaining 3 to 5 pounds 
each year. Love cooking.  It’s who I am. 
Have a love/hate thing with food.  Thinking 
I should be on a diet.”   

“Frustrated feeling healthy and 
strong but people don’t see me 
as healthy and strong.  Do 
nothing but work out.  
Exhausted.” 

Unicorn 
“warm and 
cozy” 

“It’s about perfection of what I should be.  
Body hair is the bane of my existence.  
Cover up varicose legs and non-hourglass 
figure.  Preparing body for summer 
exposure.  What is self-care/self-love?”   

“I blow up images and look for 
flaws in selfies.  Body shame.” 

Pineapple 
“relaxed” 

“One day I feel great, next day it’s jagged 
edge, next day feels like zero.  People look 
and judge.  I eat salad to feel skinny.” 

“Negative music can change 
how I view myself.” 
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Table 7   

Week Four: Participants’ Emergent Patterns, Themes and Deviations   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant 
and Check-in        Patterns & Common Themes                 Deviations 
 
Llama 
“crabby” 

“Gardener, spiritual/theology, resilient, 
friends, creative, animal lover, mother, 
wife, family, strong, curious, learning, 
playful/fun, intelligent”  

“Liaison for people, love awe of 
the little things, dramatic, 
common sense, compassionate, 
blunt”  

Rabbit 
“excited” 

“Spiritualist, mother, caregiver, creative, 
reading/writing, risk taker, friend/female 
relationships”  

“Single (comfortably 
/uncomfortably), entertainer,  
communicator, hair and chair 
lover, being my own “boss” and 
working from home” 

Heart 
“focused” 

“Mom, dabbler in the arts, adventurer,  
playful/fun”   

“Lover, optimist, healer, 
metaphysician, peacemaker, 
massage therapist, work with 
veterans”  

Fox 
“none” 

Absent Absent 

Puppy 
“sleepy” 

“Reading/learning, love animals (Humane 
Society), volunteering, art, nature, 
exercise/self care, mom, partner, family, 
social justice/politics, resilient”   

“Docent, curious” 

Panda 
“ready” 

“Wife, mother, community 
activist/volunteering, cook/baker, artist, 
nature lover/gardener, learning/reading, 
spiritual being” 

 

Unicorn 
“adulting” 

“Mother, family, friends, gardening, 
curiosity, art/creativity, experimenter, 
activism, animal lover, cooking”  

“Dancer, self-inquiry” 

Pineapple 
“tired” 

“Love my family and my relationship, 
volunteering, baker, spiritual/soul 
searching, nature lover, strong, intuitive, 
love animals”   

“Protector of children, 
hardworking” 
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Table 8   

Week Five: Participants’ Emergent Patterns, Themes and Deviations   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant 
and Check-in  Patterns & Common Themes                   Deviations 
 
Llama 
“excited” 

“Play, nature, clothing that feels good, 
experiencing a sense of awe on a summer 
night, healthy eating, focus on the senses, 
community connection”   

“Imagination (I love fairies),  
deal with my grief in my body,  
create strong boundaries, 
leadership” 

Rabbit 
“creative” 

“Rest, appreciation for beautiful things, 
nature (water, trees, flowers), being 
natural internally/externally allows 
minimum stress, creativity, bike riding, 
productivity, meditation, creating my own 
space”  

“Productive digestive system, 
experiencing sensuality-the five 
senses”  

Heart 
“thankful” 

“Generate inner peace, optimistic thinking, 
my work makes me happy (massage 
therapy), my life is easy. Connection with 
my thoughts and how I perceive my body, 
my partner is a great cook. 

“Zero grains of guilt.” 

Fox 
“frazzled” 

“Things that nurture me are slow, natural 
and flow (running water, kayaking, 
driving), The Tao of Pooh, nature-the light 
of the moon at night, community that is 
alive and laughing” 

“Bear hugs”  

Puppy 
“depressed” 

“The natural world, exercise, learning and 
community, creativity” 

“I’m gratitude fit” 

Panda 
“winding 
down” 

“Walking the dogs, jazz concerts, exercise, 
traveling, baking, painting, hiking, 
gardening, learning, reading, journaling, 
my relationship with my husband, creating 
a calm quiet home and yard, respect for 
the earth and social justice” 

“NYT Crossword puzzles and 
scrabble” 

Unicorn 
“open” 

“Walking in the park, nature, photography, 
playfulness, body care/gratitude rituals, 
healthy diet, curiosity driven life, dance 
and listening to music.” 

“Adventurous love, practicing 
none-violence within myself, 
natural medicine/homeopathy.” 

Pineapple 
none 

“Healthy eating, exercise, sleep.  I like my 
work” 

“Hygiene and hydration” 
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Table 9   

Written and Visual Description of Art Materials Used 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant with ETC  Written Description   Visual Description with Check-in 
 
Llama 
 
ETC: 
Cognitive/ 
Symbolic to 
Perceptual/ 
Affective 
to Cognitive/ 
Symbolic 
 
Resistive 
to Medium Fluid 
to Resistive  

WK 1: Like to paint without 
magazines next time to see 
what comes out. 

WK 2: Loved the pastels + 
collage. Would like to see 
more people do more than 
collage for art therapy. 

WK 3: Loved smooshy texture 
of pastels.  Flowed with my 
thoughts.  Unconscious was 
talking on images. 

WK 4: Glitter, scrapbook 
paper, magazines and color 
markers.  Love the feeling.  

WK 5:  Glitter, scrapbook 
paper, magazines and color 
markers.  I would love to work 
without magazines.   

WK 1:  Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued into 
journal pages.  Gel pens and  scrapbook 
paper.  (“apprehensive”) 

WK 2: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued into 
journal pages.  Gel pens and  pastels. 
(“hyper”) 

WK 3: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued into 
journal pages. Gel pens, pastels, and 
colored fine-line markers. (“restless”)  

WK 4: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued into 
journal pages.  Gel pens, scrapbook 
paper, glitter. (“crabby”) 

WK 5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued into 
journal pages. Calendar, fine-line 
markers, glitter paper, foam stars, 
scrapbook paper and gel pens. 
(“excited”)  
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Table 10   

Written and Visual Description of Art Materials Used 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant with ETC           Written Description     Visual Description with Check-in 
 
Rabbit 
 
ETC: 
Cognitive/ 
Symbolic 
 
Resistive 

WK 1: I’m an artsy/fartsy girl.  
Innovative.  I can use pretty much 
anything. 

WK 2: Magazine images, phrases 
and words. 

WK 3: All magazines.  

WK 4: All art options were utilized 
this time.  Mostly magazines. 

WK 5: I only used magazines.  

WK 1:  Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages.  Colored pencils,   
cut and glued patterned scrapbook 
paper. (“anxious”) 

WK 2: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages.  Fine-line 
colored markers. (“physically 
sore”) 

WK 3: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (“excited”) 

WK 4: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages.  Fine-line 
colored markers.  Cut and glued 
scrapbook paper. (“excited”) 

WK 5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (“creative”) 

Heart 
 
ETC: 
Cognitive/ 
Symbolic 
 
Resistive 
 
 

WK 1: Enjoyed cutting images from 
magazines. 

WK 2: Magazines-I love. 

WK 3: Magazine words and images 
which I like. 

WK 4: Magazine cutouts but hard to 
find the perfect image. 

WK 5: Magazine cut outs. Added 
orange pastel to my background. 

WK 1-5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (“apprehensive, 
happy, satisfied, focused, 
thankful”)  

WK 2-3: Added gel pens with 
collage work. (“happy, satisfied”) 
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Table 11 

Written and Visual Description of Art Materials Used 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant with ETC      Written Description       Visual Description with Check-in 
 
Fox 
 
ETC: 
Perceptual/Affective 
to Cognitive/Symbolic 
 
Medium Fluid 
to Resistive 
 

WK 1: Loved chalk and pastel.  
Glitter glue was a bust.  It didn’t 
dry.  I liked having sheets of 
colored paper.  Collaging is 
great.  

WK 2: All collage this week. 
Magazine photos and words. 

WK 3: Having multiple colored 
markers to be able to represent 
the words and emotions behind 
body talk was helpful.  

WK 4: Absent 

WK 5:  I was easy to just get 
everything from magazine 
images and words.  

WK 1: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages.  Chalk pastels, 
oil pastels, cut colored scrapbook 
paper. (happy) 

WK 2:  Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (awesome) 

WK 3: Words and drawings with 
colored fine-line multi-colored 
markers and cut paper photos 
glued on the page. (conflicted) 

WK 4: Absent 

WK 5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (frazzled) 

Puppy 
 
ETC: 
Cognitive/Symbolic 
Resistive 
 

WK 1: Collage. 

WK 2: Collage and text. 

WK 3: Collage and text. 

WK 4: Magazine, glue, scissors. 

WK 5: Magazine, glue, scissors. 

WK 1-5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (happy, 
curious, slow, sleepy, depressed) 

Panda 
 
ETC: 
Cognitive/Symbolic 
Resistive 
 
 

WK 1: Enjoyed cutting images 
from magazines. 

WK 2: Magazines-I love. 

WK 3: Magazine words and 
images which I like. 

WK 4: Magazine cutouts but hard 
to find the perfect image. 

WK 5: Magazine cut outs. 

 WK 1-5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. (interested, 
rushed (late), mellow, ready for 
whatever, winding down) 

WK 2-3: Added gel pens with 
collage work. (rushed (late), 
mellow) 
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Table 12 

Written and Visual Description of Art Materials Used 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant with ETC  Written Description     Visual Description with Check-in 
 
Unicorn 
 
ETC: 
Kinesthetic/Sensory  
to 
Cognitive/Symbolic 
 
Fluid to Resistive 
 

WK 1: Watercolor, oil pastel, 
scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography 
glued into journal pages. 

WK 2: Watercolor and magazine 
photography. 

WK 3: No description written. 

WK 4: Magazine photos and 
text. 

WK 5: Magazines, scissors and 
glue.  

WK 1: Watercolor, oil pastel, scissor-
cut magazine photography and 
typography glued into journal pages. 
(exhilarated) 

WK 2: Watercolor, scissor-cut 
magazine photography and 
typography glued into journal pages. 
(warm and cozy) 

WK 3: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued 
into journal pages. Gel pens. (hungry) 

WK 4 and WK 5: Scissor-cut 
magazine photography and 
typography glued into journal pages. 
(adulting, open)  

Pineapple 
 
ETC: 
Cognitive/Symbolic 
Resistive 
 

WK 1: Collage with visual 
pictures from magazines were 
very helpful. 

WK 2: Collage and colored 
paper.  Always music. 

WK 3: Collage and music.  Tape 
and pen. 

WK 4: Visual pictures and 
messages from magazines.  
Drinks and snacks always help 
my focus. 

WK 5: Magazines and ads. 

WK 1-WK 5: Scissor-cut magazine 
photography and typography glued into 
journal pages. (curious, relaxed, no 
check-in, tired/drained, no check-in)  

WK 3 only: Black gel pen and tape 
added. (no check-in) 
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Table 13   

Media Provided for the Five-Week Group Art Therapy Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Week 1, “Body Relationship” (Davis, 2010) collage page by “Puppy” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.5” x 11” blank journals   Fine-line markers 

Watercolor paints    Drawing and watercolor paper 

Foam Brushes     Scissors 

Matte Mod Podge    Black ink pens and notepaper 

Magazines     Paint brushes of various sizes  

Water containers/palettes   Glue sticks 

Patterned scrapbook paper   Glitter glue 

Colored pencils    Gel pens 

Oil pastels     Drawing pencils and kneaded eraser 

Scotch tape 

 


