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ABSTRACT 

Improved healthcare and increases in life expectancy have led to people working later in 

life, leading to increased numbers of workers who have experienced career transitions. 

Consequently, workers in midlife must consider how to spend their remaining years of 

productivity in order to meet generativity needs.  This qualitative study investigated midlife 

career transition and identity in a volunteer sample of eight adults who had experienced midlife 

career transition.  Participants, ranging from approximately 40 to 60 years of age, were recruited 

from among the staff, faculty, alumni, and graduate student population at a small, Midwestern 

liberal arts college.  Study interventions consisted of in-depth semistructured interviews and the 

researcher’s engagement in visual journaling.  Open-ended interview questions yielded thick data 

of the participants’ experiences of midlife career transition.  The researcher’s visual journal 

responses to the same questions yielded metaverbal and written data of her experience during 

midlife career transition.  Analysis of interview data and the researcher’s journal responses 

revealed four categories.  These included (a) accepting uncertainty, (b) increased flexibility (c) 

increased self-awareness, and (d) increased identity congruence. The findings suggest that 

midlife career transition may lead to increased acceptance of uncertainty, increased flexibility, 

increased self-awareness, and increased identity congruence, with future research recommended 

to study the prevalence and scope of career transition issues, as well as the use of visual 

journaling with individuals experiencing career transitions. 

Keywords: midlife career transition, identity congruence, generativity, soul, visual 

journaling, art therapy 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Choosing a career can be a lifelong process, not simply a one-time decision that guides an 

individual’s direction.  Career has been defined as “one’s progress through life or in a particular 

vocation,” as well as “a profession or occupation which one trains for and pursues as a lifework” 

(Guralink, 1980, p. 214).   Calo (2005) described midlife workers’ desires to find meaning in 

work and life as impetus to pursue work that is generative.  Career transitions may be prompted 

by desires to express greater authenticity of the self.  Midlife career change, then, may be led by 

a sense of calling prompted by altruism, as well as the drive for personal satisfaction or intrinsic 

rewards (Ahn, Dik, & Hornback, 2017).   

According to Gysbers, Heppner, and Johnston (2014), career transition may result from a 

drive for healthy connections.  Jordan (2010), a relational-cultural theorist, asserted that growth-

fostering relationships was necessary throughout our lives.  Midlife career transitions may also 

be the result of various prompts, or disorienting dilemmas, including involuntary change of 

employment, change of marital status, or phase of life change (e.g., empty nest).  A disorienting 

dilemma may open new ways for individuals to construct their identity (Hess, 2009).  The 

disorienting dilemma may not be viewed as pleasant or unpleasant; the dilemma “should be 

viewed merely as the switch that turns off one realm (unconsciousness) and turns on another 

(consciousness)” (p. 302).  Hess argued that transformative learning happens at this juncture of 

coming out of a period of unconsciousness. 

According to Harwood (2007), individuals in midlife who seek a career change may be 

working to actualize their authentic self and express their spirituality and concern for community.  

This researcher has experienced midlife career change in pursuit of both altruism and intrinsic 
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rewards.  Increased awareness of the need for connectedness and relationships as important 

contributors to career satisfaction (Gysbers et al., 2014) led to her career transition. 

Problem Statement 

Midlife may be a season of life change, disorienting dilemma, or crisis.  Amidst the life 

change, a drive to find meaning in the latter half of life may lead to career change.  According to 

Trade Schools, Colleges, and Universities (2018), 55 % of working adults in their 40s desired to 

change careers.  Career change can also offer new opportunities for identity development 

(Tieger, Barron, & Tieger, 2014).  Perosa and Perosa’s (1984) study showed midlife individuals 

who changed career scored higher on identity affiliation than individuals who persisted in their 

first career.  Individuals who experienced midlife career change reported numerous positive 

perceptions that they associated to the transition: 65 % reported reduced stress, 87 % reported 

increased happiness, 72 % reported feeling like a new person, and 60 % felt like they were 

following their passion (Trade Schools, Colleges and Universities, 2018).  Despite these positive 

perceptions, increased feelings of stress and anxiety may also occur during transition (Tieger et 

al., 2014).  Art therapy methods, such as visual journaling, may be effective in reducing anxiety 

(Eaton & Tieber, 2017).  It is the researcher’s belief that individuals in career transition may 

benefit from self-reflection on the learning experiences of the transition, such as by visual 

journaling.      

Research Questions 

This study was prompted by the researcher’s interest in the phenomena of midlife career 

transition.  The researcher sought to study midlife career transition and its relationship to identity 

through theoretical grounding in relational-cultural theory, which asserts the importance of 

human connection, and Erikson’s psychosocial stage model of development, which proposes the 
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importance of generativity needs in older adulthood.  This study was guided by the following 

questions: (a) What effect does the career transition experience have on one’s identity? (b) What 

aspect of identity, formation or re-creation, remains difficult, and does length of time in previous 

career affect the identity struggles? (c) How does one need to view oneself differently to 

accomplish the tasks required in the new career? and (d) How can art therapy assist individuals 

in their transition to a new career? 

Basic Assumptions 

 Individuals going through life change, such as career transition, may experience anxiety 

regardless of the voluntary or involuntary nature of the transition (Tieger et al., 2014).  Art 

therapy can help to reduce anxiety, increase emotional regulation, and encourage creativity and 

self-expression (Wadeson, 2010).  Journaling has been found to be an effective method of 

documenting and reflecting on learning and experiences (Hayman, Wilkes, & Jackson, 2012; 

Horowitz, 2008; Van Horn & Freed, 2008).  For example, Hayman et al. (2012) emphasized the 

ability of journaling to capture participants’ experiences within their context.  Visual journaling 

incorporates imagery to enhance self-expression.  Based on these findings, it was assumed that 

individuals going through career transition might experience anxiety and may benefit from 

expression of their experience. 

Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the relationship between midlife 

career transition and identity. Methods of inquiry included in-depth semistructured interviews 

and the researcher’s visual journal.  Results from this study may be used to guide future work 

with individuals experiencing career transition.  The results will add to the body of literature on 

life transition as well as visual journaling. 
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Definition of Terms 

 Art Therapy.  Art therapy is a mental health profession that offers individuals, families 

and communities life enrichment through art-making within a psychotherapeutic relationship 

(AATA, 2018). 

 Midlife.  Midlife refers to the period of life beginning at the middle of a person’s 

expected lifespan (Freund & Ritter, 2009).  Midlife corresponds with roughly ages 43-62 years 

old (Strenger & Ruttenberg, 2008). 

 Generativity Versus Stagnation. A stage of Erikson’s (1980) psychosocial model of 

development, generativity vs. stagnation refers to the stage that corresponds roughly to midlife. 

Generativity is characterized as future thinking, caring for others, and seeking to improve one’s 

community or world.  Stagnation is characterized as feelings of disconnection from community 

or society, or failure to be future-oriented.  

 Identity.  Identity has been conceptualized as the condition of being a specific person and 

having individuality (Guralink, 1980).  Identity develops throughout life as one learns to know 

oneself, one’s potential, and one’s purpose. 

 Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT).  RCT developed from psychodynamic and feminist 

theory, with emphasis on human relationships and connections (Jordan, 2010).  Primary theory 

was that humans are born for connections with other humans.    

Soul. The soul has been described as the “spirit or immaterial part of man, the seat of 

human personality, intellect, will, and emotions, regarded as an entity that survives the body after 

death” (Soul, n.d.).  Other words to describe soul include: essence, being, particularity (Soul, 

1977).  
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 Visual Journal.  A visual journal is a journal in which creating art is in the foreground, 

and words are secondary.  The reflective writing elaborates on thoughts and feelings expressed in 

images first (Jacobson-Levy & Foy-Tournay, 2010). 

 Wabi-sabi.  Wabi-sabi is a Japanese aesthetic of finding beauty in accepting imperfection 

in nature and acceptance of the natural cycle of life, growth and death (Buetow & Wallis, 2017). 

Justification of the Study 

 As a member of the Baby Boomer generation, this researcher experienced the desire  

to transition during midlife to a new career.   She entered nursing school immediately after high 

school and became a Registered Nurse at 20 years of age.  Over the next 25 years, she worked in 

a variety of settings, including hospitals, surgeons’ offices, and an internal medicine doctor’s 

office.  The researcher experienced the disorienting dilemma of awakening to the belief that she 

had no desire to work in nursing for another twenty years.  The discovery of art therapy, a field 

which marries the researcher’s passion for art and caring for people while giving them personal 

time, led to the beginning of the researcher’s personal transformative experience.   

 The median age continues to rise in the United States (Appendix A; United States Census 

Bureau, 2016).  Consequently, many individuals in midlife will either consider, or will have 

already made, the transition to a new career.  There is limited research on the phenomena of 

midlife career transition and identity.  Through qualitative interviews, this researcher sought to 

investigate experiences of midlife career transition and its impact on identity. Additionally, 

through the heuristic component of this study, the researcher aimed to examine the benefits of art 

therapy using visual journaling during the researcher’s transition season to a new career.  The 

researcher utilized these methods due to the belief that individuals experiencing midlife career 

transition may benefit from art therapy to assist them with emotional awareness and regulation, 
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self-expression, increased self-esteem, and narrative re-framing of their life stories.  The 

researcher hopes that her findings will add to the body of art therapy literature on the impact of 

career change across the lifespan.   
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

 Improved healthcare and increases in life expectancy have led to people working later in 

life.  One outcome of longer work lives is increased numbers of workers who have experienced 

career transitions.  Statistics on length of work years and frequency of job changes over a 

worker’s lifespan paint a picture of the occurrences of job change, however, these do not 

illuminate the nuances of career change effects on the individual.  Mullins (2009) described 

career change as a (usually) life-altering event, which according to Mezirow (2000), may be 

precipitated by a disorienting dilemma.  While career changes may produce anxiety and 

uncertainty (Tieger et al., 2014), it has also been posited that a process of transformative learning 

occurs during transition from one career to another (Mezirow, 2000).  This literature review 

begins with a summary of the factors involved in midlife career transition, followed by a review 

of theories of identity formation in order to provide theoretical grounding for the researcher’s 

questions pertaining to midlife career transition and its relationship to identity variables.  Next, it 

explores the concept of accepting imperfection and vulnerability to become more authentic.  A 

summary of transformative learning theory, existentialism and self-transcendence describes 

alternate outcomes of life transition.  The review concludes with an exploration of the benefits of 

art therapy for individuals in midlife, with particular focus to visual journaling as an art therapy 

method that holds promise for individuals experiencing career transition.    

Employment in the United States  

 The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) tracks trends in the labor force.  Numbers of 

workers age 55 years and older have been increasing, with the labor force participation rate for 

workers 65 years and older projected to show the fastest increase of all age segments (Toossi & 
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Torpey, 2017).  Rice (2015) stated that 10,000 workers will turn 65 years old every day up until 

2029.  According to the Employee Benefit Research Institute (2014), of those workers turning 65 

years old, 74% plan to work past 65 years of age, and half of those plan to change careers.  Thus, 

planning for career transition in later life has become very important.  The Society for Human 

Resources Management (SHRM) found that individuals in midlife accounted for 60% of those 

seeking to change careers (as cited in Grossman, 2014).  Of note, study findings indicated the 

decision by workers to change careers was motivated by the desire to do something about which 

they were passionate.  Freedman (2007) pointed to social consciousness as a motivating reason 

for many workers who change careers in the second half of life.  He reasoned that baby boomers 

who desired to make a better world during the 1960s may have returned to their ideal after 

having spent decades pursuing financial rewards, thus pursuing goals of social betterment in their 

encore careers.  

Challenges of An Aging Workforce 

 In 2017, The U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reported that about 40 % of people 

55 years of age and older were working.  Toossi and Torpey (2017) identified two reasons that 

people have been working later in life: people are healthier with longer life expectancies than in 

past generations and are better educated.  Contrariwise, older workers face the reality of 

increased health issues.  Older workers also may face the challenge of stereotypes regarding their 

inability to keep up with productivity, or with technological developments and obsolescence of 

their knowledge (Van Dalen, Henkens, & Schippers, 2010).  Comparing age bias to other types 

of bias, Calo (2005) cautioned against ageism in the workplace. Grossman (2014) argued that 

such concerns about older workers, particularly in comparison with younger workers, are 

unfounded myths.  Moreover, he noted that intergenerational workforces have been shown to be 
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an advantage to organizations, though they continue to face more difficulties in the hiring 

process when compared to their younger counterparts.  Rice’s (2015) study of what she termed 

recareering, or career change, found that participants who changed careers later in life did not 

experience indicators of ageism.  

Nevertheless, older workers who desire to change careers need to be self-aware.  

Individuals who change careers due to dissatisfaction should embark on a thorough exploration 

of any underlying elements that may have contributed to the desire to change careers.  Tieger, 

Barron, and Tieger (2014) asserted that almost any occupation can be a good fit for almost any 

personality.  Further, Tieger et al. emphasized the importance of a worker gaining understanding 

about their identity, direction, and purpose.  Exploration of an individual’s strengths, including 

focus on one or two specific strengths, may help an individual to move through career transition 

feeling successful (Handley, 2014).  Understanding personality strengths and weaknesses may 

also lead to more satisfying career choices (Tieger et al., 2014).   

Midlife Career Change 

 Job change can be frequent among workers.  According to data from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (BLS), people change jobs about every 5 years (Toossi & Torpey, 2017).  In 2016, 4% 

of the workforce changed from one type of occupation to another (Torpey, 2017). Changing 

careers, however, is different than simply leaving one job for another, as it involves leaving an 

established occupation for another occupation.  Studies of the frequency of career change are 

lacking.  Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010) and Mullins (2009) described the desire to do more 

meaningful work as among the reasons people may change careers.  Brown (2015) succinctly 

described a facet of midlife as the deep longing to live the life you want to live, which prompts 

many individuals to a career transition.  Other factors that may motivate an individual towards a 
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career change include the pursuit of long-deferred dreams or to explore new interests, as well as 

other factors beyond one’s control, such as a lay-off, a job loss, the loss of a partner, or a change 

of life season, (Mullins, 2009).  Potential deterrents to a midlife career transition may include 

lack of formal education or on-the-job training requirements for the desired position, as well as 

the possibility of a pay decrease in cases where one must start at entry level in the new career 

(Haasler & Barabasch, 2015; Brown, 2016).   

Theories of Identity Formation 

 Various theories of identity have been formulated.  Among them, Freud, Jung, Allport, 

Erikson, and Rogers each postulated differing beliefs about identity formation, as well as 

diverged on hypotheses regarding personality development.   Personality has been described as 

an influence on identity development (Tieger et al., 2014).  

Identity development.  Freud believed identity development was completed by the end 

of adolescence; other personality theorists had differing theories (Hergehhahn & Olson, 1999).  

Jung (1954) claimed that the midlife stage may be characterized as a second adolescence in 

identify formation.  He described this second period of individuation as an inward journey of 

discovery of self (Jung, 1954).   

Growth of personality.  Allport (1961), an early personality theorist, referred to personal 

disposition as the pattern of traits a person possesses.  Allport’s theory of personality emphasized 

the uniqueness of the individual, and the belief that healthy adults were future oriented 

(Hergenhahn & Olson, 1999).  He further described the organizing agent of the personality as the 

proprium.  Hergenhahn and Olson (1999) noted that this agent in ancient times was described as 

the soul, and later, as the self, mind, or ego.  Allport (1961) believed full propriate functioning 

was present only in the final stage of adult development, describing the mature conscience, an 
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ought conscience, as necessary for an individual to attain long-term goals (Hergenhahn & Olson, 

1999).  Allport (1961) believed healthy, mature adults were guided by a major intention, or 

something special for which to live. 

McCrae and Costa (1987) proposed a five-factor model, also known as the Big Five 

(Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Emotional Stability), to describe 

traits of personality.  Whereas Allport believed that one’s personality did not become fully 

developed until later in life, Schwaba and Bleidorn’s (2018) investigation of the Big Five traits 

across the adult life span found relative stability of the personality traits through midlife.  

The concept of Personality Type was developed primarily by Jung and the work of Briggs 

and Briggs Myers (Tieger et al., 2014).  Myers (1998) described the theory of the growth of 

personality throughout the lifespan. Myers and Kirby (1994) further described dominant, 

auxiliary, third, and fourth functions of each personality type.  Tieger et al.’s (2014) experiences 

working with individuals revealed growth of undeveloped (fourth functions of personality) in 

midlife.  The authors delineated midlife as a time when individuals may look over their 

remaining years and reevaluate their values, thereby leading to a change in priorities.  Consistent 

with this view, midlife as a transitional period offers a time of growth in self-awareness and self-

realization (Erikson, 1980). 

Psychosocial theory.  Erikson (1980) emphasized the effect of social and cultural 

influences on human development.  Erikson’s (1980) psychosocial theory of development 

posited that there are eight stages of development that occur throughout the lifespan, each 

characterized by a psychosocial crisis that an individual must resolve in order to adjust and move 

forward to the next stage.  For individuals in midlife (40-65 years of age), he identified the 

psychosocial crisis as that of stagnation versus generativity.  In Erikson’s (1980) conception, 
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individuals who choose to be generative express concern for future generations and seek to find 

meaning in the latter half of life.  In Chen, Krahn, Galambos, and Johnson’s (2019) study of 369 

midlife workers intrinsically rewarding work was positively associated with feelings 

of generativity.  Thus, self-knowledge and self-understanding are key to navigating generativity 

versus stagnation.  A paradoxical outcome of self-understanding, Slater (2003) described 

generativity as becoming less self-focused and becoming more other-focused. Cox, Wilt, Olson, 

and McAdams (2010) found that individuals who experienced generativity also experienced 

more positive societal engagement.  Influenced by Erikson, Gilligan (1982) described women’s 

development as based on relationship and caring, thus concurring that psychosocial development 

continues through midlife into later life as well.  Further, Gilligan proposed that women’s 

development was “characterized by a morality of care” (Jordan, 2010, p.13), which stood in 

contrast to male development models that emphasized abstract principles of justice and rights.  

Humanistic theory.  Maslow has been credited with the development of humanistic 

psychology, which includes the tenets of free will and human beneficence.  Maslow (1987) 

theorized that healthy, mature individuals are those who become their authentic selves.  Maslow 

(1962) proposed that humans are motivated by a hierarchy of needs, which begins with basic 

physiological needs, such as food, water, and shelter, and culminates in self-actualization needs, 

including seeking self-fulfillment and personal growth needs. 

Person-centered.  Rogers promoted the premise of unconditional acceptance in therapy 

as an outgrowth of his belief in the uniqueness of each individual and the need for acceptance in 

order to achieve self-actualization (Palmer & Carr, 1991).  Rogers (1961) described self-

actualization as the process of enriching one’s experiences with new elements to challenge and 
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reach new potentials.  Further, Rogers believed that human behavior arises out of an innate 

striving to enhance one’s life. 

Existential.  Existentialist theory emphasizes the anxiety and despair that individuals may 

experience as they become aware of the human condition, including the reality of death and 

nothingness (Winston, 2015).  According to existentialism, basic sources of anxiety arise from 

awareness of isolation, loneliness, despair, and inevitable death.  Existentialists believe that 

experiences of anxiety may lead an individual to constructive growth as they seek meaning for 

life (Yalom, 1980).  Therapists who operate from an existentialist theoretical lens seek to assist 

clients in finding meaning in life even as they face anxiety.  From an existential framework, the 

finite nature of physical life serves as a prime motivator for midlife transitions.  As individuals 

confront the reality that time is limited, acceptance of finality may lead individuals in midlife to 

re-prioritize, take responsibility, and make more personally authentic choices (Becker, 2006).  

 Relational-Cultural Theory.  Relational-cultural theory (RCT) posits that human beings 

are born seeking connection, and are thus, interdependent (Jordan, 2010).  The development of 

RCT is attributed to the work of psychodynamic and feminist theorists (Gilligan, 1982; Jordan, 

2010; Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, & Surrey, 1991; Miller, 1976), who emphasized the 

importance of healing through human relationships and connections.  RCT theorists contradicted 

commonly held beliefs in human striving for independence or autonomy by declaring that human 

beings, at core, desire to move towards authenticity, shared empathy, and mutual empowerment 

through relational connections (Jordan, 2010).  Other important tenets of RCT include the 

opposition of power imbalances and oppression by dominant cultures (Jordan, 2000), as well as 

the belief that a culture of disconnection has led to physical and social distress, with increases in 

isolation and violence and decreases in community involvement (Putnam, 2000).  RCT 
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practitioners promote a mission of social action: healing in connection leads to healing others in 

connection (Jordan, 2010).   

Wabi-sabi and Vulnerability  

 In further contrast to theories of personality as growth toward self-actualization, Wabi-

sabi is a Japanese aesthetic of finding beauty in accepting imperfection in nature, as well as 

acceptance of the natural cycle of life, growth, and death.  It leads to the encouragement to 

accept one’s imperfections, limitations, and impermanence (Buetow & Wallis, 2017).  While 

personal losses may lead to feelings of brokenness, a transformative viewpoint is believed to lead 

to authenticity.  Kintsugi, or the 16th century Japanese tradition of repairing broken pottery 

vessels and highlighting the repairs with veins of gold lacquer, focused on mending brokenness 

by highlighting what was broken, thus honoring authenticity (Buetow & Wallis, 2017). 

 Brown’s (2012) work in the areas of human connection, courage, vulnerability, shame 

and empathy has illuminated the links between connection and vulnerability.  Brown (2010) 

described wholehearted individuals (those who are resilient to the shame that interferes with 

connections) as those who are vulnerable.  In Brown’s view, human vulnerability is expressed in 

the courage to be imperfect, compassion for self and others, and the desire to be connected to 

others through authenticity.   Additionally, Brown (2010) also described self-acceptance of one’s 

vulnerability as the birthplace of joy, creativity and feelings of belonging.  Empirical 

investigations of the construct of vulnerability found that hope and resilience served as a 

mediator of psychological vulnerability (Satici, 2016), as well as concluded that it was a 

necessary component in nurses’ work with patients to avoid dehumanizing patients (Daniel, 

1998).   
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Transformative Learning Theory and Existentialism  

 Mezirow (2000), known as the developer of transformative learning theory, believed that 

individuals search for purpose, often through meaningful work, in a process he referred to as 

transformative learning.  Mezirow’s conceptualization of transformation depends on one’s 

ability to critically reflect on rational and non-rational beliefs about him or herself.  Willis (2012) 

expanded on Mezirow’s concept of the disorienting dilemma (involuntary change of job, change 

of marital status, or phase of life change, etc.) from that of a cognitive framework to a focus on 

“the processes of human being and becoming” (p. 212).  Willis further stated that individuals 

must come to a challenge of the schemas, or internal beliefs, they held.  Transformative learning 

is not simply a change in cognitive perspective, but moving toward feelings of personal growth, 

and becoming more alive and complete. 

 Willis (2012) believed individuals encounter changes that contradict their life choices, 

which in turn, may lead them to a crossroads.  When one seeks to transcend or go beyond 

circumstances, rather than exist in the difficult circumstances, such a dilemma may lead to 

transformative learning experiences.  In contrast, Cooper and Mackenzie (2011) suggested that 

occupational embeddedness, or the idea that one is unable to move out of a present career, may 

serve as an obstacle to career change for some individuals.    

Self-transcendence.  Self-transcendence has been conceptualized as the “capacity to 

reach out beyond oneself and discover or make meaning of experience through broadened 

perspectives and behaviors” (Wiggs, 2010, p. 220). Self-transcendence, which is associated with 

continued developmental growth, has been theorized to correspond with emotional well-being, 

including during times of life crisis (Wiggs, 2010).  Wiggs believed that times of crisis may be 

instrumental in leading individuals on a path towards transformation, self-renewal, and making 
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positive life changes.  Based on a review of prior research, Verhaeghen (2017) concluded that 

practicing mindfulness and self-transcendence has been found to decrease stress, depression, and 

anxiety, while also improving psychological well-being.  Grushka’s (2005) study found that art 

making combined with self-reflective practices led to experiences of self-transcendence in a 

sample of seven participants. 

 Art Therapy 

Art therapy is a mental health and human services profession that offers individuals, 

families and communities life enrichment through art-making within a psychotherapeutic 

relationship (AATA, 2017).  Art therapy is believed to benefit individuals in a variety of ways, 

including for purposes of self-expression, identity development, and self-advocacy, as well as for 

catharsis, soothing, and enhanced insight (Carr, 2014; Fenton, 2008; Wadeson, 2010).  Accessing 

creativity through various media and art therapy methods has also been described as a 

pleasurable way of reconnecting with the soul and connecting to Creation itself that can lead to 

health and maturation, especially when done in community with others (Hyatt, 2007).   

Art therapy in midlife.  Cruickshank (2009) posited that creativity may serve generative 

needs, and as such, is a way of shaping ongoing development.  Further, Cruickshank advocated 

for positivity in age as stimulation for new growth.  de Guzman et al. (2011) described the 

benefit of art therapy in maintaining ego integrity in populations even beyond midlife.    Art 

therapy allows expression of wisdom and hope of later years.  Messman (2004) believed that, 

through art therapy, individuals may gain creative energy that they can use to explore their 

legacy.  Moreover, Scope, Uttley, and Sutton’s (2017) metareview of 12 studies found that 

relationship building, both with the art therapist and group members, was listed as among the 

most important benefits of art therapy.  This finding serves to support the idea that art therapy 
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can be an important means of working with individuals in midlife career transition, as a drive for 

healthy connections has been surmised as an underlying motivation for midlife career (Gysbers 

et al., 2014).  

Visual Journaling  

Visual journaling has been described as a platform for expression of thoughts and 

feelings through use of imagery (Chilton & Leavy, 2014).  Visual journaling has also been 

described as a collection of representations of an individual’s thoughts and feelings, wherein 

understanding is gained beyond the written word through use of imagery that may lead to the 

emergence of new questions (Scott-Shields, 2016).  From this perspective, the focus of visual 

journaling is not to solely to answer questions, but to use the question(s) to launch an inquiry for 

new understandings. In this way, images may allow expression of answers to questions or 

concerns of the creator.   

Visual journaling may be used as a vehicle for reflection on identity transformation 

(Dyment & O’Connell, 2011; O'Connell & Dyment, 2011; Van Horn & Freed, 2008), as well as 

to foster both self-acceptance and self-discovery through symbolism (Jacobson-Levy & Foy-

Tornay, 2010).  Ganim and Fox (1999) proposed that imagery created in visual journaling may 

express the inner voice of the soul.  In their study, they found that participants who used visual 

journaling to externalize emotions and stressors experienced increased feelings of calmness.  

They also reported that participants discovered inner messages to themselves that they perceived 

to guide career decisions.  Visual journaling was also found to reduce stress in both medical 

students (Mercer, Warson, & Zhao, 2010) and graduate student interns (Deaver & McAuliffe, 

2009).  Moreover, making art and reflecting upon the image with written text was believed to 

lead to insights into participants’ experiences (Deaver & McAuliffe, 2009; Sinner, 2011).  Thus, 
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visual journaling may similarly be useful in reducing the expected stress of career transition 

through the process of visually narrating and reframing one’s experiences.   

In summary, literature pertaining to employment in the United States was first reviewed, 

with specific attention to midlife workers and their experiences.  Following this, brief summaries 

of theories of identity formation, transformative learning theory and existentialism, and self-

transcendence were explored in order to provide theoretical grounding in areas of identity and 

transformation deemed relevant to the researcher’s questions. Finally, literature describing the 

use of art therapy, art therapy in midlife, and visual journaling was synthesized to explore the 

available research and writings on these topics for application with the study population. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 This study utilized qualitative and heuristic methods to investigate research questions 

related to midlife career transition and identity transformation (Creswell, 2014).  In-depth 

interviews and the researcher’s visual journal responses to the same set of interview questions 

were used to investigate the participants’ lived experiences pertinent to midlife career transition. 

Participants 

Eight individuals were recruited from among the staff, faculty, or graduate students at a 

midwestern liberal arts college.  This college offers on-campus undergraduate studies, as well as 

several on-line and hybrid graduate study programs.  Participants were recruited electronically 

through the college’s email system (Appendix B) and were requested to participate in one in-

depth semistructured interview conducted by the researcher.  Each interview lasted 

approximately 30 minutes in length, during which participants were asked a series of seven open 

ended questions pertaining to their experiences of midlife career transition, its impact on identity, 

and their use of art making (Appendix C).  Though demographic variables were not specifically 

requested, participants appeared to range in age from early 40s to late 60s.  Participants 

identified having held past careers in academic, commercial, professional, industrial and service 

fields.  Informed consents were obtained from all participants prior to the interviews, which were 

approved by the SWMC institutional research review board.  Participants were informed that 

they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty or fear of reprisal. 

At the time of the study, this researcher was experiencing career transition.  She had 

worked in health care as a registered nurse for more than three decades.  At 50 years of age, she 

returned to school to pursue a master’s degree in Art Therapy.  The researcher served as the 
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participant for the heuristic component of the study, using a visual journal to reflect on her 

experiences in response to the same set of interview questions posed to the participants.  She 

addressed each question in collage and free art making, as well as utilized reflective response 

writing (Appendix D).   

Research Design 

The researcher employed a descriptive, single-subject case study design to explore the 

phenomena of midlife career transition and its impact on identity in the real-life context of 

participants’ lived experiences (Yin, 2003). To this end, the researcher used a phenomenological 

interview approach (Giorgi, 2014) to inquire about participants’ lived experiences of midlife 

career transition through one-time semistructured interviews with each participant.  The 

qualitative research design was also emergent: the open-ended interview questions occasionally 

led to further questions during some of the interviews.   Throughout the research process, the 

researcher was attentive to the meaning that participants ascribed to the phenomena under 

investigation, which provided the raw data for the study.  Additionally, heuristic inquiry involved 

the researcher’s engagement in visual journaling, after which content analysis was performed to 

reveal in-depth meaning from this art-based research approach (Kapitan, 2010). 

Research Instruments 

Interviews.   A semistructured interview format, consisting of seven open-ended 

questions, was utilized for all eight interviews.  A semi-structured interview format using open-

ended questions was chosen in order to elicit in-depth participant responses, while also enabling 

the researcher to follow up with additional probes, as needed.  The interview questions were 

designed to allow description of the participant’s thoughts and feelings on their career transition.  

The researcher also asked questions about the use of art during the career transition and the 
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participants’ relationship to art.  All interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes in length and 

were conducted by the researcher.  All eight interviews were conducted face to face and took 

place in a quiet and private location at a small, Midwestern liberal arts college.   All participants 

gave written consent prior to participation.   

 Visual journaling.  The researcher used visual journaling to explore the research 

questions asked in this study by means of responding to each of the seven open-ended questions 

from the participant interview protocol.  For seven weeks, the researcher addressed each of the 

open-ended questions from the interview protocol, using the following additional prompts as 

guidance in the visual journaling process: 

 Step 1. Focus on the question as the intention for image making.  

 Step 2. Make a collage image response to the question. 

 Step 3. On a separate day, again focus on the question as the intention for art-making, 

 then make an image with any choice of art media in response to the question. 

 Step 4. On a third day, write a reflective response to the collage image, and the free 

 choice image.   

Data Collection 

 Participants’ confidentiality and anonymity were protected by assigning a code  

to each participant that corresponded to the interview notes.  Only the participant, co-researcher, 

and principal researcher had access to the interview notes, transcripts, and audio recordings, 

which were stored as encrypted documents on a password protected computer.  Hard copies of 

the interview transcripts were kept in a locked cabinet.  Participants were informed that all data, 

including interview notes, transcripts, and audio recordings, would be destroyed after a period of 

three years from the publication date of this study.  



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  27 

Data Analysis 

 Qualitative data content analysis.  The data for this study included eight interviews and 

the researcher’s visual journal.  The researcher transcribed each interview verbatim.  After all 

transcriptions were complete, the researcher manually performed data analysis and hand coding, 

analyzing the data for categories common across the interviews (Green & Thorogood, 2004).  

The researcher performed inductive content analysis through open coding of the data.  The 

researcher’s visual journal was also transcribed, photographed, and analyzed.  Inductive content 

analysis proceeded from verbatim transcription of each interview, initially with an on-line 

service, TRINT, then each transcript was checked for accuracy by listening to the interview and 

making corrections as needed.  After transcription was completed, the typed transcript was sent 

to the participants for approval of accuracy.  Once approval of the transcript was received from 

the participants, the researcher began to read and re-read each interview.  To immerse herself in 

the data (Polit & Beck, 2003), the researcher listened to the audio recorded interviews several 

times and read the transcripts several times while thinking about the interviews almost daily.  As 

she read the transcripts, she began manual open coding by highlighting sections of text and 

noting in the margins keywords or codes related to the section of text.  After highlighting and 

coding within the texts, the researcher wrote out the codes and clustered related codes.  The 

codes were then aggregated into a small number of categories and sub-categories.  (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Content analysis categories chart. 

Validity and Reliability 

Validity of the findings were enhanced through data triangulation and researcher 

reflexivity through visual journaling (Creswell, 2014).  Interview data was not subject to internal 

validity threats due to the one-time collection. Additionally, the validity of gathering data via 

interviews was addressed as the researcher was transparent in her description of bias.  Detailed 

descriptions of the participants’ experiences in midlife career transition contributed to data 
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validity.  Reliability of data was increased by a member check when transcripts of the interviews 

were emailed to the participants to check for accuracy (Barker, Pistrang, & Elliott, 2002).    

Ethical Implications 

 Risks involved in participating in this study were minimal.  All participants were 

informed in advance of the purpose and procedures of the study, which were initially explained 

in the email invitation and again just prior to the interview. Prior to the interview, informed 

consent was obtained and participants’ questions about the study were answered.   

The study was conducted in accordance with the Ethical Principles for Art Therapists 

(AATA, 2013) and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College, 

which approved this study on July 2018.   

1. Each participant was offered, in writing, the option to decline or withdraw consent to 

participate in the study (Section 9.3).  

2. No identifying information was collected, and interviews were assigned a code to 

maintain confidentiality (Section 9.4).  

3. Raw data will be maintained for three years after the publication of the study (Section 

9.7).  

4. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval of this study from Saint Mary-of-the-Woods 

College was granted. 

Researcher Bias 

 This study was conceived through theoretical underpinnings in developmental theory and 

relational-cultural theory (RCT), as well as the researcher’s personal experience of midlife career 

transition.  As RCT tenets emphasize mutuality and connection, as opposed to individuality and 

independence, one bias held by the researcher is the assumption that most individuals who 
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experience midlife career transition do so for purposes of personal growth and expression of 

altruistic passions.  In order to manage this bias, the researcher consciously cleared her mind of 

assumptions or knowledge of her experience when conducting the participant interviews in order 

to accept the data from the participants instead of imposing her experience on the data.  The 

researcher employed a separate reflective journal throughout data collection and content analysis 

to clarify bias arising from her background, culture, and socioeconomic status (Creswell, 2014).   

The researcher approached the question of career transition as experienced by individuals 

who had the accessibility and affordability (affluence) to follow their desires.  Flores (2014) 

wrote that “the luxury of choosing a career to fulfill one’s personal identity or to express one’s 

interests is usually reserved for the college educated or financial elite” (p. 55).  Thus, many 

individuals who desire career transition may not have the freedom to pursue it.  Finally, the 

researcher bears the bias of belief in the uniqueness and value of each individual soul from 

conception (Psalm 139:1, 13-18), which informs her worldview of identity. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Qualitative descriptive content analysis of the interview data, as well as data from the 

researcher’s visual journal, yielded four overarching categories of experience.  These descriptive 

categories included (a) accepting uncertainty, (b) increased flexibility, (c) increased self-

awareness, and (d) increased identity congruence.   

Accepting Uncertainty 

Descriptions related to the activating event or disorienting dilemma for the career 

transition were sometimes abrupt, such as a lay-off, a life-threatening event, or a long recovery 

from a physical injury.  Some participants made the career transition after several years of 

dissatisfaction with their previous career.  One participant stated, “I wasn’t happy with what I 

was doing, who I was working with, the people I was associating with.  It was just not feeding 

my soul.  I didn’t feel connected to a bigger purpose…I was asked, ‘What are you waiting for?’”  

One of the participants transitioned after retirement from a previously satisfying job that had run 

its course and was less fulfilling at the end.  Identity transformation was described by 

participants and the researcher often as an “emergence,” a being “more fully myself,” and being 

“who I was supposed to be.”   

One transition was prompted by job loss from a down-sizing, which “devastated (me)…I 

felt I had no identity.”  Systems that did not fit ones’ values led to transitions for two of the 

participants.  One participant described feeling like “an abuse situation, working for a system 

that my ideals, my morality, my ethics do not line up with.”  This participant’s experience 

echoed the experience of the researcher.  Another participant shared similar thoughts as she 

described “not want(ing) to be part of an organization that did that sort of thing” (laid off 114 
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personnel at a hospital with no notice).  Though she was not laid off, the experience affected her 

deeply.  She continued, “It took (a) most dramatic situation to shake the rust off of me.” 

Increased Flexibility 

One participant explained that “change is painful,” as she reflected on what she learned 

during transition.  “The sooner you can open yourself to the change, the uncomfortable feelings, 

you can start flushing through them.”  She continued, “I’m in anticipation as I know something 

better will come even in the pain.  I always know now I will invite it in, and then flush it out.”    

Another participant stated, “I’m realizing things happen when they happen.  I’m ready now.”  A 

third participant asserted the transition came out of “a lot of soul searching…coalescing into who 

really I was supposed to become.  I was in kind of an incubator phase, and I was able to come 

out of that.”  

Discovering new flexibility in art making.  Another participant declared that “art 

making is the best thing in the transition period, it brings awareness of constructs.  It’s freeing.”  

Another used art such as collage “when conflicted or confused, collage shows what I need.”  One 

participant explained that art journaling was “a very insightful and enlightening process.”  

Another participant described the change her relationship to art had made during the transition.  

She stated, “I am more relaxed and really enjoying doing my art.  My art felt and looked dull 

before.  It was more like work before…now I don’t feel that way…it’s part of being with this 

community of sharing and putting more feeling into my art.”  She continued to describe the 

change in her relationship to art making: “Going into this field has allowed me to respond 

quickly: do smaller work, do art,” as opposed to the formal planned out art she had made prior to 

her career transition.  In her visual journaling process, the researcher described instinctually 

finger-painting in response to the question “What led to career transition?”  She reflected on this 
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free art choice as a desire “to be in touch with the media as I longed to be in touch with patients 

when I felt frustrated distancing (sic) in the healthcare system” (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Instinctual art making.  

Outcomes of art making.  A participant described reconnection with a lost part of self 

through art: “I think as children we are more in touch with who we are as people.  I’ve realized I 

lost that part in my childhood.  I lost my ability to get in touch with me.  I’m kind of 

rediscovering her.  And she knows answers.  She knows!”  For another participant, art making 

was a “grounding experience, because it would take me out of the tumultuous turmoil, the 

toxicity of the workplace.  It (art) became a safe place for me to go…I always feel really relaxed 

after going through the art making process.”  One participant stated that art-making  

 “gives me a connection with clients, community and my Creator—it is my soul work.”  The 

researcher reflected that a collage response to the question of what aspects of identity formation 

or re-creation remain difficult in the experience of the career transition, spoke to her of calm 

versus anxiety, of “accepting, trusting the process as I grow in competence in this new field” 

(Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Trusting the process, acceptance. 

Increased Self-Awareness 

 One participant stated she was “excited taking this step and really embrac(ing) that part 

of me that I haven’t really ever embraced, even though it’s always been there.”  Two participants 

expressed gratitude for the crises that propelled them into transition.  One proclaimed “I feel 

grateful for that job loss!”  She described the self-esteem she experienced, “I am now the one 

who provides comfort and information.”  Reflecting on imperfections, after repairing a stained-

glass box as response art, the researcher noted “I recognize, now, that my human frailties and 

imperfections are God’s gifts to me to meet clients where they are.  To see, feel, hear their 

humanness and need and accept them as they are” (Figure 4).  Another participant proclaimed the 

transition experience has “given me a grounding, a sense of self, and a sense of confidence.”  A 

participant described the positive feelings after completing the transition, “I like having more 

credibility…I get a little more respect than I did…it helps you get stuff done.”  In conclusion, the 

participant exclaimed, “it (the new career) sounded challenging! I like challenges!” 
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Figure 4. Accept imperfections, kintsugi, repaired stained-glass box. 

 As well as expressions of strengths, participants and the researcher also identified 

weaknesses during their career transition.  This included negative emotions such as 

feelings of worthlessness, depression, frustration, incompetence.  Vulnerability was expressed in 

descriptions of difficulty trusting others and of being a novice after years of experience in their 

previous career. 

One participant expressed feelings of worthlessness, which swung into depression at the 

start of the transition.  Another participant held continued negative feelings toward the 

organization she left.  Yet another participant described “feelings of despair…entrenched in a 

vocation which often feels ingenuine.”  Immediately after her job loss, one participant described 

loss of feelings of self-worth.  For another participant who transitioned several years ago, she 

wrote that she felt “like an imposter” in the new role.  She didn’t see herself as competent, 

though “I know I am” she concluded.  Another expressed a feeling of having “one eye open, one 

eye closed” as she began the transition.  Her transition at the time of the interview was “in its 
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infancy.”  Yet another participant described the stages of transition as “kind of frustrating…but 

pressure makes diamonds, it turns coal into diamonds.” 

 For one participant, “Trust and being vulnerable is difficult” and, “it’s still a new 

environment.”  She was gaining confidence, though, as she was no longer afraid or ashamed to 

ask questions.  Another participant expressed initial fears as the new career “seems bigger than 

me.”  She compared her experience in her previous career to the new field: “I was a senior 

person, now I feel like I am the baby again.  Now I don’t know the answers.  Will I be good 

enough?”  Another participant stated she thought she had security and stability in the previous 

career, but “it was an illusion.”  Deconstruction and reconstruction, in art making, led to 

enhanced expression of creativity and acceptance of vulnerability for the researcher.  She made 

an image with alcohol inks, cut it into abstract pieces and butterfly shapes, and reconstructed a 

new image.  She viewed the re-making of an original image into a new image as symbolic of her 

being open to the vulnerability of “being re-shaped” (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Deconstruction, reconstruction. 
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Increased Identity Congruence 

 Repeatedly participants described a belief that they were more fully the person they were 

meant to be.  Their words express this: “I believe I am doing the work that my soul wants me to 

do, because of the steady deep serenity I experience every day,” “I’m using my whole authentic 

self now, not just a part,” “I’m coming into my own sense of self,” “…solidified my identity as a 

helper,” and “I’m a little bit of all of my past, my new career takes little parts of what I’ve done 

for years and years.”  Other participants stated that (their) “identity is coming together--

coalescing into who really I was supposed to become.  I’m more caring and compassionate, I’m 

feeling better about myself, feeling better about the world I am in,” “I was in kind of an 

incubator phase, and I was able to come out of that,” “my identity is in an emergence, it’s 

coming up,” and “I know that I’m doing what my soul wants me to do, and my heart’s just so full 

of gratitude.  I’m no longer recreating myself, now I am discovering my genuine self.” 

Art making, and art therapy were described as a very personal or private activity during 

transition by a few of the participants.  One participant also used collage to answer questions.  In 

response to the questions related to how the researcher used art therapy during/after the transition 

period, and about the researcher’s relationship to art, the researcher described the collage making 

and free art making experiences as times when “the images answered my questions and led to 

new questions.”  An encapsulated landscape became a dividing line as the researcher compared 

her previous career concerns with present career concerns (Figure 6). 

Desired authenticity.  One participant described her previous career: “it was not a good 

fit…doesn’t match me.”  Another said she felt “trapped,” and several participants expressed 

dissatisfaction or boredom with their previous career.  In collage, the researcher reflected the  
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Figure 6. Images led to new questions.  

desire to be true to self in her career goals.  The core of self, the soul, was a dominant feature for 

several participants’ transitions.  Variously the previous career was “not using the creativity I felt 

at my soul,” “weighed on my soul,” or was “not feeding my soul” and “sucked my soul away.”  

And loss of a job was “soul-shattering…overwhelming waves of torrential grief attacked my 

soul.”   

 After the decision to pursue career transition, several participants described a sense of 

increased authenticity.  “It was a pivotal moment when I ‘woke up’, I feel like this spiritual 

thread that is meaning, drive and purpose…will carry through the pains of this transition,” 

explained one participant.  In reflection on a mixed media image with layers of paint, pastel, 

sheer paper, and collage cutouts, the researcher described the new identity as “emerging with my 

innate human creativity (coming out) into a new freer form of self” (Figure 7).  
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Figure 7.  Emerging identity. 

 The researcher summed up the effect the career transition has had on her identity in her 

reflection on a free art making image, which incorporated tracings of her hand that overlapped 

and “changed” color where they overlapped.  The image thus represented the interconnectedness 

she experienced working with clients (Figure 8).  “I am made for connection with others and I’ve 

changed in response to interactions with clients during and through art making.” 

 

Figure 8. Change. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

The researcher’s content analysis of the interviews and her own visual journal generated 

descriptive categories of participants’ experiences related to transformation of identity in 

response to the disorienting dilemma as part of career transition.  For all participants, this 

included accepting uncertainty, recognition of personal strengths, and positive emotions.  During 

transition, some participants expressed awareness of vulnerability and continued negative 

emotions.  Overall, most of the participants expressed feelings of increased identity congruity or 

soul authenticity because of the career transition experience (Hyatt, 2007; Fenton, 2008; Jordan, 

2010).  Increased self-awareness was evident as the participants reflected on the career transition 

they had experienced or were experiencing.   

Accepting Uncertainty 

 Growth in accepting uncertainty was verbalized by participants as they described their 

experiences of before and after transition.  For two of the participants, growth through the pain of 

the disorienting dilemma brought them a transformed view of the event.  This was consistent 

with transformative learning as they transcended the crisis (Mezirow, 2000; Willis, 2012).  The 

disorienting dilemmas that led to career transition ranged from loss of a job, physical injury, a 

life-threatening event, employers who laid co-workers off without warning, or a mis-match of 

values between the participant and the job.  These were congruent with precipitating events for 

career change found by Mullins (2009) and Ibarra and Barbulescu (2010).  As described by 

Allport’s theory (Hergenhahn & Olson, 1999), several participants expressed future oriented 

viewpoints as they entered their new career.  Six participants and the researcher demonstrated 

Erikson’s (1980) developmental task of generativity as they experienced voluntary career 
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transition to seek more meaningful work, even as they chose to experience the uncertainty of 

change.  Their career change choice seemed consistent with Roger’s (1961) belief in humans’ 

inborn desire to enhance their lives.  Finally, the researcher’s journal notes on “being re-shaped” 

explored her willingness to experience vulnerability in transformation in a manner similar to 

what Brown (2012) described, as well as reflected a belief in the acceptance of uncertainty, 

corroborating the findings of Deaver and McAuliffe (2009) and Sinner (2011).   

Increased Flexibility 

 Participants identified experiencing discomfort with change, reflected by the 

uncomfortable feelings they associated with the career transition.  Acceptance of limitations and 

imperfections appeared reflective of Wabi-sabi, the Japanese aesthetic of finding beauty in 

accepting imperfection in nature and acceptance of the natural cycle of life, growth, and death 

(Buetow & Wallis, 2017).  However, only the researcher’s journal and art responses noted an 

acceptance of these human imperfections as a form of vulnerability (Brown, 2012).  Though 

participants viewed the career transition experience as growth in flexibility, they did not mention 

experiencing brokenness as a result of the original disorienting dilemma.  This appears consistent 

with Satici’s (2016) findings, in that participants’ experiences of resilience and hope appeared 

more important than acceptance of vulnerability. 

Art making.  Increased self-awareness through art making was reported by one 

participant, which was consistent with Jacobson-Levy and Foy-Tornay’s (2010) study on 

transition and self-discovery.  Many participants stated art making yielded feelings of grounding 

and safety, as well as relaxation during the transition as reported by Eaton and Tieber (2017).  

This was also consistent with Wadeson’s (2010) findings on the benefits of art therapy.  Creative 

identity growth was described by participants consistent with Ganim and Fox’s findings (1999).  
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Continued art making led to changes in the relationship that participants experienced with their 

art.  For one participant, a prior focus to the fine art product yielded to a process in which 

quicker, smaller, more spontaneous artmaking became dominant.  Her description of her process 

echoed Messman’s (2004) beliefs pertaining to the increased creative energy involved in art 

making.  This participant may have experienced increased positivity from her creative process, 

which in turn, may have contributed to her growth (Cruickshank, 2009). 

Outcomes of art making.  Participants and the researcher expressed increased feelings 

of connection with self and community through art making.  Feelings of greater connection with 

self, community, and Creator, or what one participant described as soul work, was consistent 

with Hyatt’s (2007) belief in the benefits of living in authentic connection.  For one participant, 

art making was experienced as grounding, safe, and relaxing, which may have been indicative of 

a reduction in stress similar to the experiences of participants in prior studies examining the 

benefits of visual journaling (Deaver & McAuliffe, 2009; Mercer et al., 2010).  Additionally, 

participants identified that the use of collage and visual journaling led to new questions, as well 

as increased feelings of acceptance, consistent with previous findings of Ganim and Fox (1999) 

and Mercer et al. (2010).   

Increased Self-Awareness 

  One participant indicated that the loss of a job, which she initially described as 

devastating, propelled her into transition that she eventually came to see as a very positive.  

Participants’ experiences of transformation, growth, and positive emotions resultant from career 

transition was consistent with findings by Rice (2015), Mezirow (2000), and Willis (2012).  

Another participant proclaimed that the transition strengthened both his sense of self and sense of 

purpose, which led to feeling grounded and increased self-confidence, as per Carr’s (2014) 
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findings concerning identity re-framing.  As found by Ganim and Fox (1999), these participants 

also experienced increased emotional awareness and self-awareness, which benefited them 

during their career transition.  

In contrast, participants who experienced self-doubt seemed to maintain the belief in their 

insufficient abilities.  This finding may reflect participants’ intra-individual personality factors or 

other variables beyond the effects of career transition.  Persistent personality traits, as described 

by Schwaba and Bleidorn (2018), may explain feelings of incompetence experienced by one 

participant despite successful career transitioning.  Alternatively, some participants embraced and 

accepted their humanness in congruence with a Wabi-sabi perspective (Buetow &Wallis, 2017).  

It was unclear from the interviews whether weaknesses that were embraced or enhanced was 

attributable to career transition factors or intra-individual personality traits. 

 For one participant, persistent negative emotions experienced towards the organization 

she had worked for were unabated after fifteen years. The description of the organization was 

consistent with Putnam’s (2000) culture of disconnection.   These negative emotions were 

unaffected by her success in her later career and seemed to reflect her feeling of being unvalued 

by the organization.  This participant did not use art making or art therapy during or after her 

career transition.  Nor were other uses of creativity mentioned in the interview.   

 Other participants’ experiences of negative emotions, such as worthlessness, depression, 

and despair (in an ill-fitting career), were resolved after career transition and identity 

transformation in a manner consistent with Mezirow’s (2000) and Willis’ (2012) observations.  

 One participant struggled with concerns of competence in the new career, an experience 

shared and explored by the researcher in her heuristic inquiry.  In these cases, it was unclear if 

the fears of incompetence were related to the career transition or to the personal disposition of 
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the individuals, as mentioned by Allport (1961).  Alternatively, the individuals may not have had 

the experience (as yet) of transformative learning, with requisite reflection to rational and non-

rational beliefs that they may have held (Mezirow, 2000).  Another participant expressed growth 

through vulnerability as she was no longer afraid to ask questions.  This vulnerability may lead 

to authenticity and wholeheartedness (Brown, 2012).  The participant may have experienced 

transformation through her choice to transcend the difficulties of transition (Willis, 2012). 

 Finally, participants expressed concern about being good enough or about knowing the 

answers in the new field.  At the time of the interview, many participants were uncertain of their 

future.  One participant commented on the illusion of security and stability she’d had in her 

previous career. “It was an illusion,” she stated.  This participant’s comments seemed indicative 

of a key idea held by Relational-Cultural theorists, the culture of disconnection (Putnam, 2000). 

Increased Identity Congruence 

Identity congruence/soul authenticity.  Several participants emphasized that they felt 

truer and more authentic to who they were meant to be after career transition, thus corroborating 

the ideas of Brown (2010, 2015), Fenton (2008), Jordan (2010), and others.  Brown (2010) 

described this authenticity as “let(ting) go of who you think you are supposed to be, to embrace 

who you are” (p. xi), while Fenton (2008) found that art making aided in integration of the self.  

In line with reframing of past experiences, several participants also described increased identity 

development (Brown, 2015), as well increased connections with self and community (Jordan, 

2010) as a result of their career transition.  Expressions of wholeness and soul authenticity were 

outcomes of career transition for both interviewees and the researcher, which stands in contrast 

to Freud’s belief in completed identity formation by adulthood, but supports the theories of 

Allport (1961), Jung (1954), and Rogers (1961). 
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 Desired authenticity.  Several participants described feelings of being more authentically 

themselves after career transition, which may be reflective of self-actualization or growth in 

authentic connections.  For example, participants pursued careers they were passionate about, 

which was consistent with Freedman’s (2007) report pertaining to baby boomers and their desire 

to pursue goals of social betterment in encore careers.  This may also support Roger’s (1961) 

stage of generativity, as well as tenets of Relational-Cultural Theory regarding the inner desires 

humans have as they grow and change (Jordan, 2010).  Desired authenticity among participants 

may demonstrate further personality development consistent with Tieger et al. (2014) and/or 

demonstrate Allport’s (1961) belief in something special, or a major intention, by which healthy, 

mature adults are guided.  Finally, the career transition was frequently prompted by desires to be 

authentic to participants’ souls (Psalm 139).  

Limitations  

This study was designed with clear delimitation to individuals who experienced midlife 

career transition, thereby deliberately narrowing the focus of the study.  Recruitment through 

email was a limitation, which may have precluded participants without technological access from 

participation.  While using a purposeful sample in this way does not in itself constitute a 

limitation, the diversity of the sample could have been limited given recruiting methods and 

location of study.  During data analysis, the researcher did not do member checking of the 

constructed categories. Data from visual journaling and reflective responses to the images was 

limited to the researcher only for the heuristic component of the study, therefore data analysis 

was performed on non-equivalent data sets.   The researcher could have had the participants also 

use visual journals to collect data across all participants.  The researcher’s biases resulting from 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  46 

differences in worldview, acculturation, racial and ethnic identity, and socio-economic status 

affect her perception of identity (Flores, 2014).   

Recommendations and Future Studies 

 Future quantitative research to study the prevalence and scope of career transition issues 

with different populations is recommended.  Future study is recommended using visual 

journaling with participants who are experiencing or have experienced midlife career transition.  

Further study is recommended to explore the benefits of visual journaling during other life 

transitions, such as loss of significant others or changes in physical health due to chronic 

illnesses and diagnoses, such as treatment of cancer.  Studies of the use of visual journaling with 

other age groups, such as children, adolescents, and older adults, are also recommended. 

Conclusion 

 The number of individuals entering midlife increases daily.  With improved healthcare 

and increases in life expectancy, individuals are living longer and remaining active in the 

workforce longer.  The opportunity to pursue a career change in midlife has also increased.   

Using qualitative research methods, this study sought to explore midlife career transition and 

identity.  Data was offered on the experiences of midlife career transition in a sample of eight 

participants, with findings indicating that participants experienced increased acceptance of 

uncertainty, increased flexibility, increased self-awareness, and increased identity congruence. 

In furtherance of the field of art therapy, this study also yielded data on the use of visual 

journaling during a career transition.  Visual journaling offered the researcher a creative outlet to 

explore the participant data.  In this way, it led to reframing of the researcher’s perspectives on 

her career transition and may serve as a potentially effective art therapy intervention for 

individuals during and after career transition.   



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  47 

References 

Allport, G. W. (1961). Pattern and growth in personality. New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston. 

American Art Therapy Association. (2017). About art therapy: The profession. Retrieved from 

https://www.arttherapy.org/upload/2017_DefinitionofProfession.pdf 

Barker, C., Pistrang, N., & Elliott, R. (2002). Research methods in clinical psychology: An 

introduction for students and practitioners (2nd ed.). West Sussex, UK: John Wiley & 

Sons. 

Becker, D. (2006). Therapy for the middle-aged: The relevance of existential issues. American 

Journal of Psychotherapy, 60, 87–99. doi:10.1176/appi.psychotherapy.2006.60.1.87 

Brown, A. (2015). Mid-career reframing: the learning and development processes through which 

individuals seek to effect major career changes. British Journal of Guidance & 

Counselling, 43, 278-291. doi:10.1080/03069885.2015.1028888 

Brown., A. (2016). Career adaptability and attitudes to low-skilled work by individuals with few 

qualifications: ‘getting by’, ‘getting on’ or ‘going nowhere’. British Journal of Guidance 

& Counselling, 44, 221-232. doi:10.1080/03069885.2016.1145196 

Brown, B. (2010). The gifts of imperfection: Let go of who you think you’re supposed to be and 

embrace who you are. Center City, MN: Hazelden. 

Brown, B. (2012). Daring greatly: How the courage to be vulnerable transforms the way we live. 

New York, NY: Avery. 

Buetow, S., & Wallis, K. (2017). The beauty in perfect imperfection.  Journal of Medical 

Humanities, 1-6. doi:10.1007/s10912-017-9500-2 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2015.1028888


MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  48 

Calo, T. J. (2005). The generativity track: A transitional approach to retirement. Public Personnel 

Management, 34, 301–312. doi:10.1177/009102600503400402 

Carr, S. D. (2014). Revisioning self-identity: The role of portraits, neuroscience and the art 

therapist's ‘third hand’. International Journal of Art Therapy, 19, 54-70. 

doi:10.1080/17454832.2014.906476 

Chen, J., Krahn, H. J., Galambos, N. L., & Johnson, M. D. (2019). Wanting to be remembered: 

Intrinsically rewarding work and generativity in early midlife. Canadian Review of 

Sociology, 56, 30–48. doi:10.1111/cars.12228 

Chilton, G., & Leavy, P. (2014). Arts-based research practice: Merging social research and the 

creative art. In P. Leavy (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of qualitative research (pp. 403-

422). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Cooper, H., & Mackenzie Davey, K. (2011). Teaching for life? Midlife narratives from female 

classroom teachers who considered leaving the profession. British Journal of Guidance & 

Counselling, 39, 83-102. doi:10.1080/03069885.2010.531386 

Cox, K. S., Wilt, J., Olson, B., & McAdams, D. P. (2010). Generativity, the big five, and 

psychosocial adaptation in midlife adults. Journal of Personality, 78, 1185-1208. 

doi:10.1111/j.1467-6494.2010.00647.x 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (4th ed.). Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 

Cruickshank, M. (2009). Learning to be old: Gender, culture, and aging. Lanham, MD: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers Inc. 

Daniel, L. E. (1998). Vulnerability as a key to authenticity. Journal of Nursing Scholarship, 30, 

191–192. doi:10.1111/j.1547-5069.1998.tb01279.x 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  49 

de Guzman, A. B., Shim, H., Sia, C. M., Siazon, W. S., Sibal, M. P., Siglos, J. C., & Simeon, F. 

C. (2011). Ego integrity of older people with physical disability and therapeutic 

recreation. Educational Gerontology, 37, 265-291. doi:10.1080/03601270903534945 

Deaver, S. P., & McAuliffe, G. (2009). Reflective visual journaling during art therapy and 

counselling internships: A qualitative study. Reflective Practice, 10, 615-632. 

doi:10.1080/14623940903290687 

Dyment, J. E., & O'Connell, T. S. (2011). Assessing the quality of reflection in student journals: a 

review of the research. Teaching in Higher Education, 16, 81-97. 

doi:10.1080/13562517.2010.507308 

Eaton, J., & Tieber, C. (2017). The effects of coloring on anxiety, mood, and perseverance. 

Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, 34, 42-46. 

doi.org/10.1080/07421656.2016.1277113 

Employee Benefit Research Institute (2014). Retrieved from 

https://www.ebri.org/publications/research-publications/fast-facts/content/are-workers-

rethinking-retirement-age 

Erikson, E. H. (1980).  Identity and life cycle.  New York, NY: Norton. 

Fenton, J. F. (2008). Finding one's way home: Reflections on art therapy in palliative care. Art 

Therapy, 25, 137-140. doi:10.1080/07421656.2008.10129598 

Flores, L. Y. (2014). Empowering life choices: Career counseling in the contexts of race and 

class. In N. C. Gysbers, M. J. Heppner, & J. A. Johnston, (Eds.), Career counseling: 

Holism, diversity, and strengths (4th ed.). (pp. 51-77).  Alexandria, VA: American 

Counseling Association. 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  50 

Freedman, M. (2007). Encore: Finding work that matters in the second half of life.  New York, 

NY: Public Affairs. 

Freund, A. M., & Ritter, J. O. (2009). Midlife crisis: A debate. Gerontology 55, 582-591. 

doi:10.1159/000227322 

Ganim, B., & Fox, S. (1999). Visual journaling: Going deeper than words. Wheaton, IL: Quest 

Books/The Theosophical Publishing House.  

Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Giorgi, A. (2014). Phenomenological philosophy as the basis for a human scientific psychology. 

The Humanistic Psychologist, 42, 233–248. doi:10.1080/08873267.2014.933052 

Green, J., & Thorogood, N. (2004). Analysing qualitative data. In D. Silverman (Ed.), 

Qualitative methods for health research. (pp.173-200). London: Sage Publications. 

Grossman, R. J. (2014, June 23). Encore careers marry money and meaning [Web log post]. 

Retrieved from https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/pages/0714-encore-

careers.aspx 

Grushka, K. (2005). Artists as reflective self-learners and cultural communicators: An 

exploration of the qualitative aesthetic dimension of knowing self through reflective 

practice in art-making. Reflective Practice, 6, 353-366. doi:10.1080/14623940500220111 

Guralink, D. B. (Ed.). (1980). Webster’s new world dictionary of the American language. (2nd 

ed.). Springfield, MA: Simon and Schuster. 

Gysbers, N. C., Heppner, M. J., & Johnston, J. A. (Eds.). (2014). Career counseling: Holism, 

diversity, and strengths (4th ed.) Alexandria, VA: American Counseling Association. 

Handley, P. (2014). Assessments that focus on strengths and positive psychology: The Clifton 

strengths finder and the INSIGHT inventory. In N. C. Gysbers, M. J. Heppner, & J. A. 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  51 

Johnston (Eds.), Career counseling: Holism, diversity, and strengths. (pp 237-252). 

Alexandria, VA: American Counseling Association. 

Haasler, S. R., & Barabasch, A. (2015). The role of learning and career guidance for managing 

mid-career transitions-comparing Germany and Denmark. British Journal of Guidance & 

Counselling, 43, 306-322. doi:10.1080/03069885.2015.1020758 

Harwood, A. (2008). Lifelong learning: The integration of experiential learning, quality of life 

work in communities and higher education. (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from 

https://scholarworks.umt.edu/etd/1302 

Hayman, B., Wilkes, L., & Jackson, D. (2012). Journaling: Identification of challenges and 

reflection on strategies. Nurse Researcher, 19, 27-31. 

doi:10.7748/nr2012.04.19.3.27.c9056 

Hergenhahn, B. R., & Olson, M. H. (1999). An introduction to theories of personality. (5th ed.). 

Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall.  

Hess, T. R. (2009). Living between the extremes: A phenomenological study of how mid-life 

women recreate their identity after a work transition. (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved 

from Electronic Theses and Dissertations for Graduate School. 

Horowitz, S. (2008). Evidence-based health outcomes of expressive writing. Alternative and 

Complementary Therapies 14, 194-198. doi.org/10.1089/act.2008.14405 

Hyatt, E. (2007). Art of the earth: Ancient arts for a green future. Bloomington, IN: Author 

House. 

Ibarra, H., & Barbulescu, R. (2010). Identity as narrative: Prevalence, effectiveness, and 

consequences of narrative identity work in macro work role transitions. Academy of 

Management Review, 35, 135-154. doi:10.5465/AMR.2010.45577925 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  52 

Jacobson-Levy, M., & Foy-Tornay, M. (2010). Finding your voice through creativity: The art 

and journaling workbook for disordered eating. Carlsbad, CA: Gurze Books. 

Jordan, J. V. (2000). The role of mutual empathy in relational/cultural therapy. Journal of 

Clinical Psychology 56, 1005-1016.  

doi:org/10.1002.1097-4697(200008)56:8<1005::AID-JCLP2>3.0CO;2-L 

Jordan, J. V. (2010). Relational-Cultural Therapy. Washington, DC: American Psychological 

Association.  

Jordan, J. V., Kaplan, A., Miller, J. B., Stiver, I., & Surrey, J. (1991). Women’s growth in 

connection.  New York, NY: Guilford Press.  

Jung, C. (1954). The development of personality. London: Routledge. 

doi:10.4324/9781315725277 

Kapitan, L. (2010). Introduction to art therapy research. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis 

Group. 

Maslow, A. H. (1962). Towards a psychology of being.  Princeton, NJ: Van Nostrand Co. 

Maslow, A. H. (1987). Motivation and personality (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Harper & Row. 

McCrae, R. R., & Costa, J. P. (1987). Validation of the Five-Factor Model of personality across 

instruments and observers. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 52, 81-90.  

doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.52.1.81 

Mercer, A., Warson, E., & Zhao, J. (2010). Visual journaling: An intervention to influence stress, 

anxiety and affect levels in medical students. Arts in Psychotherapy, 37, 143-148. 

doi:10.1016/j.aip.2009.12.003 

Messman, K. (2004). Finding her wisdom. In R. Perry Magniant (Ed.), Art therapy with older 

adults: A sourcebook (pp. 179-200). Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas. 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  53 

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning to think like an adult; Core concepts of transformation theory. In J. 

Mezirow and Associates (Eds.), Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a 

theory in progress. (pp. 3-34). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Miller, J. B. (1976). Toward a new psychology of women.  Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 

Mullins, J. (2009). Career planning the second time around. U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau 

of Labor Statistics. Career Outlook. Retrieved from 

https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2009/summer/art02.pdf 

Myers, I. B. (1998). Introduction to type: A guide to understanding your results on the Myers-

Briggs Type Indicator, (6th ed.). Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press. 

Myers, K. D., & Kirby, L. K. (1994). Introduction to type dynamics and development. Palo Alto, 

CA: Consulting Psychologists Press. 

O’Connell, T. S., & Dyment, J. E. (2011). The case of reflective journals: Is the jury still out? 

Reflective Practice: International and Multidisciplinary Perspective, 12, 47-59. 

doi:10.1080/14623943.2011.541093 

Palmer, E. L., & Carr, K. (1991). Dr. Rogers, meet Mr. Rogers: The theoretical and clinical 

similarities between Carl and Fred Rogers. Social Behavior and Personality, 19, 39–44. 

doi:10.2224/sbp.1991.19.1.39 

Perosa, S. L., & Perosa, L. M. (1984). The mid-career crisis in relation to Super’s career and 

Erikson’s adult development theory. International Journal of Aging & Human 

Development, 20, 53-68. doi: 10.2190/YY3T-5VJF-1EWT-ADK0 

Polit, D., & Beck, C. (2003).  Nursing research: Principles and methods. (7th ed.). Phila., PA: 

Lippicott, Williams and Wilkins. 

https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2009/summer/art02.pdf


MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  54 

Putnam, R. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. New York, 

NY: Simon & Schuster.  

Rice, C. K. (2015). The phenomenon of later‐life re-careering by well‐educated baby boomers. 

Journal of Psychological Issues in Organizational Culture, 6, 7-38. 

doi:10.1002/jpoc.21179 

Rogers, C. (1961). On becoming a person: A therapist’s view of psychotherapy. Boston, MA: 

Houghton Mifflin. 

Satici, S. A. (2016). Psychological vulnerability, resilience, and subjective well-being: The 

mediating role of hope. Personality and Individual Differences, 102, 68–73. 

doi:10.1016/j.paid.2016.06.057 

Scope, A., Uttley, L., & Sutton, A. (2017). A qualitative systematic review of service user and 

service provider perspectives on the acceptability, relative benefits, and potential harms 

of art therapy for people with non-psychotic mental health disorders. Psychology & 

Psychotherapy, 90, 25–43. doi:10.1111/papt.12093 

Scott-Shields, S. (2016). How I learned to swim: The visual journal as a companion to creative 

inquiry. International Journal of Education & the Arts, 17(8), 1-25.  

Schwaba, T., & Bleidorn, W. (2018). Individual differences in personality change across the adult 

life span. Journal of Personality, 86, 450–464. doi:10.1111/jopy.12327 

Sinner, A. (2011). The visual journal as an image sphere: Interpreting artworks with an 

anamorphic perspective. Studies in Art Education: A Journal of Issues and Research in 

art education, 52, 183-195. doi:10.1080/00393541.2011.11518834 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  55 

Slater, C. L. (2003). Generativity versus stagnation: An elaboration of Erikson’s adult stage of 

human development. Journal of Adult Development, 10, 53-65.  

doi:10.1023/A:1020790820868 

Soul. (n.d.) In Dictionary.com. Retrieved from https://www.dictionary.com/browse/soul 

Soul. (1977). In Roget’s international thesaurus.  (4th ed., pp. 3.3, 5.2). New York, NY: Thomas 

Crowell. 

Strenger, C., & Ruttenberg, A. (2008). The existential necessity of midlife change. Harvard 

Business Review, 86(2), 82. 

Tieger, P. D., Barron, B., & Tieger, K. (2014). Do what you are: Discover the perfect career for 

you through the secrets of personality type (5th ed.). New York, NY: Little, Brown and 

Company. 

Toossi, M., & Torpey, E.  (2017).  Older workers: Labor force trends and career options. U. S. 

Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Career Outlook. Retrieved from 

https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2017/article/older-workers.htm 

Torpey, E. (2017).  New year, new career: 5 tips for changing occupations. U.S. Department of 

Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Career Outlook. Retrieved from 

https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2017/article/new-career.htm 

Trade Schools, Colleges and Universities (2018, November 16). Changing careers at 40.  

Retrieved from https://www.trade-schools.net/articles/changing-careers-at-40.asp 

Van Dalen, H. P., Henkens, K., & Schippers, J. (2010). How do employers cope with an ageing 

workforce? Views from employers and employees. Demographic Research, 22, 1015-

1036. doi:10.454/DemRes.2010.22.32 

https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2017/article/older-workers.htm
https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2017/article/new-career.htm
https://www.trade-schools.net/articles/changing-careers-at-40.asp


MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  56 

Van Horn, R., & Freed, S. (2008). Journaling and dialogue pairs to promote reflection in clinical 

nursing education. Nursing Education Perspectives (29)4, 220-225.  

Verhaeghen, P. (2017). Presence: How mindfulness and meditation shape your brain, mind, and 

life. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199395606. 

Wadeson, H. (2010). Art psychotherapy (2nd ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.  

Wiggs, C. M. (2010). Creating the self: Exploring the life journey of late-midlife women. 

Journal of Women and Aging, 22, 218-233. doi:10.1080/08952841.2010.495574 

Willis, P. (2012). An existential approach to transformative learning. In E. W. Taylor & P. 

Cranton (Eds.), Handbook of transformative learning: Theory, research, and practice 

(pp. 212-227). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Winston, C. N. (2015). Points of convergence and divergence between existential and humanistic 

psychology: A few observations. The Humanistic Psychologist, 43, 40-53. 

doi:10.1080/08873267.2014.99306 

Yalom, I. D. (1980). Existential psychotherapy. New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research: Design and methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage. 

   

https://doi.org/10.1080/08952841.2010.495574


MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  57 

APPENDIX A 

 

Retrieved 3-2018 from 

https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/visualizations/2017/comm/cb17-100-

median-age.jpg 

 



MIDLIFE CAREER TRANSITION AND IDENTITY  58 

APPENDIX B 

Email Invitation to Participate in the interview 

Greetings! I am Deborah Mach, a graduate student in the Master of Arts in Art Therapy program 

at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. As a part of my thesis, I am conducting in-depth interviews 

about midlife career transition. I am studying the effects that changing career paths in midlife 

may have on an individual’s identity.  If you have experienced or are experiencing midlife career 

transition, I would appreciate your participation in the interview 

As a participant in the interview, you are welcome to receive a copy of the aggregate data from 

the survey, if you request it. Findings from the interview will be available at the conclusion of 

the study. 

 

Deborah Mach 
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APPENDIX C 

In-depth Interview Questions 

 

1. Have you experienced, or are you currently experiencing, career transition? 

2. What effect has the career transition experience had on your identity? 

3. What aspect of identity, formation or re-creation, remains difficult for you in the 

experience of career transition? 

4. How do you think the length of time in your previous career has affected possible identity 

struggles? 

5. How do you define yourself differently in order to accomplish the tasks required in the 

new career? 

6. How have you used art therapy during or after the transition period? 

7. How do you describe your relationship to art? 
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APPENDIX D 

Visual Journaling 

The researcher will use Visual Journaling to answer the following questions: 

1. What effect has the career transition experience had on your identity? 

2. What aspect of identity, formation or re-creation, remains difficult for you in the 

experience of career transition? 

3. How do you think the length of time in your previous career has affected possible identity 

struggles? 

4. How do you define yourself differently in order to accomplish the tasks required in the 

new career? 

5. How have you used art therapy during or after the transition period? 

6. How do you describe your relationship to art? 

The researcher will use visual journaling to serve as a platform for expression with art of her 

thoughts and feelings through images. She will use the following directive: 

Each week for six weeks, the researcher will address the above questions, one question a week, 

in the order listed. 

Step 1.  Focus on the question as the intention for image making.  

Step 2. Make a collage image response to the question. 

Step 3. On a separate day, again focus on the question as the intention for art-making, then make 

an image with any choice of art media in response to the question. 

Step 4. On a third day, write a reflective response to the collage image, and the free choice 

image. 
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