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ABSTRACT  

This research study investigated whether the techniques and processes of the medium of mosaic 

art utilized the components of the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) in a uniquely 

beneficial way.  A questionnaire was distributed to a study group of mosaic artists with at least 

an intermediate level of experience in the art form, and the facilitator of the group was 

interviewed.  The researcher also undertook a self-reflective study.  The responses were analyzed 

for common themes related to the use of the Kinesthetic, Sensory, Perceptual, Affective, 

Cognitive, and Symbolic components, as well as to evidence of functioning on the Creative level 

of the ETC.  Results indicated that functioning with some components were stronger than with 

others, although there was evidence to support functioning with all. The implications of this 

research could be applied toward further studies and possibly toward interventions used in art 

therapy treatment. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Mosaic is an ancient art, its roots extending back thousands of years to decorative 

elements on Mesopotamian temple columns (King, 2003).  It has evolved from a purely 

architectural form into a fine art medium and has experienced a revival in recent decades. 

Materials used in contemporary mosaics have expanded greatly from the traditional selection of 

stone, ceramic and glass, opening up a world of possibilities for self-expression.  Mosaic art 

involves a number of cognitive, physical, and perceptual processes, such as the tasks of planning 

the design, cutting tiles, and working with positive and negative space (Bathje, 2014).  These 

tasks encourage information processing on many different levels. 

These levels of information processing are the basis for a theoretical framework known 

as the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  Each component of 

the continuum has both a healing function and an emergent function, and the use of a variety of 

materials and art interventions in art therapy can help an individual engage the senses, manage 

emotions, solve problems, and integrate different parts of the self (Hinz, 2009).  Individuals 

experiencing a range of symptoms of mental and emotional disorders can benefit from art 

therapy applied within this framework. 

Problem Statement 

 There was, to date, very little in the literature regarding the use of mosaic art in art 

therapy, and no systematic exploration of the therapeutic benefits of mosaic art within the 

framework of the ETC for any population, whether normative or diagnosed with a mental 

disorder.  Medlock (2015), in her unpublished master’s thesis, explored this idea with clay as the 

modality rather than mosaic art, while Reid (2013) touched on it briefly in her master’s thesis, in 

which she described a group mosaic project with elementary school students but did not explore 
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it in depth.  Like Reid’s work, the few sources that were available tended to focus on mosaic in 

the context of community arts rather than as a therapeutic medium with individuals (Gray, 2012; 

Hyatt, 2007).  Further investigation of mosaic art as a therapeutic medium may increase 

understanding of how it benefits different populations and may promote mosaic art as a valuable 

tool for art therapists to use with clients.  

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by the questions, What are the benefits of mosaic art within the 

framework of the ETC?  How do the various elements and processes of mosaic art correspond to 

and evoke related types of information processing in the ETC?  What effect does this have on the 

level of functioning of the individual and ultimately on functioning on the Creative level? 

Basic Assumptions 

 There were two basic assumptions inherent to this study.  First, it was assumed that the 

ETC was a valid and effective framework for providing art therapy to a variety of clients (Hinz, 

2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  Second, it was assumed that a certain proficiency in required 

skills, such as fine motor skills, hand strength, and visual acuity, was necessary to adequately 

perform all of the individual tasks in mosaic art (King, 2003).  This was not to say that people 

without such proficiency cannot perform some of the tasks or receive some benefit from creating 

mosaic art.   

Statement of Purpose  

 The purpose of this study was to examine the effects that making mosaic art may have on 

the normative adult participants’ modes of information processing, and whether the processes of 

mosaic art facilitate functioning on the Creative level of the ETC.  The results of this study may 

provide evidence supporting the use of mosaic art within the framework of the ETC both as an 

assessment tool, and as a means of working through areas of blocked functioning, thus 
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promoting mental and emotional healing.  This study would lend support to the framework of the 

ETC in art therapy, and would bolster the use of mosaic art as a therapeutic medium with 

individuals, rather than as a focus on community arts. 

Hypothesis  

 It was expected that participants in this study would report their experiences with the 

mosaic art process as corresponding to the healing functions of the various components of the 

ETC.  Choosing and handling different types of tesserae would evoke a sensory experience, and 

cutting the tesserae would produce a kinesthetic release of energy.  The use of color would 

promote an affective experience, and shaping tiles to fit into the flow of the design was a 

perceptually oriented activity.  Planning the project and problem solving would evoke a 

cognitive experience, and the nature of mosaic art was itself highly symbolic, leading to 

integration of the self.  It was expected that the result of the study examining the integration of 

all these components would find that participants’ functioning on the Creative level of the ETC 

would be increased, leading to greater capacity for self-expression and overall well-being. 

Definition of Terms  

 Mosaic art.  For the purposes of this study, mosaic art was defined as the creation of an 

integrated image composed of smaller units, referred to as tesserae (King, 2003; Ling, 1998).   

Tessera/tesserae.  A tessera was defined as a single unit within a mosaic.  In this context, 

tesserae were described as generally of hard, inflexible materials and three-dimensional, as 

compared with materials such as paper or fabric used in the related art forms of collage and 

quilting (King, 2003).   

Andamento.  This referred to lines of tesserae used to indicate flow or movement, or to 

outline or emphasize figures or shapes (King, 2003).  

Expressive Therapies Continuum.  This was defined as a framework for using art in 
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therapy; it is a developmental continuum composed of six components on three levels, with a 

fourth Creative level at the highest end of the spectrum (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  

Each component describes a particular mode of information processing, and certain art media 

and directives may encourage functioning with these components.  These components were 

Kinesthetic, Sensory, Perceptual, Affective, Cognitive, and Symbolic.  

Justification of the Study 

 Mosaic art has seen resurgence in popularity over the past few decades, both in the fine 

art world and in the realm of the hobbyist and non-professional artist (King, 2003).  Once 

considered by some to be more craft than art, it has pushed the limits of materials, substrates, and 

techniques, and become an innovative mode of expression.  Its flexibility and variety of 

possibilities make it an ideal medium for art therapy since it can be tailored to address a variety 

of clients’ needs, but research was needed to investigate the effects of art interventions based on 

mosaic art processes.  This study would potentially be the first to expand the field of art therapy 

in this direction, and could provide support for the use of mosaic-based interventions with 

clients. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

History of Mosaic Art 

 Mosaic art has an ancient and rich history, dating back to its origins in Hellenistic Greece 

(Dunbabin, 1999).  A complete history of the art form was beyond the scope of this paper; 

however, a brief overview will provide some context for its development, contemporary forms, 

and applications.  The earliest mosaics were composed of pebbles of different colors laid into 

floors to depict geometric patterns and figural elements, dating from the late fifth century B.C. 

(Dunbabin, 1999; Ling, 1998).  Some of these mosaics were quite elaborate, using many 

different colors and incorporating lead strips “to render linear detail” (Ling, 1998, p. 9).  They 

were created in situ, directly into a prepared bed.  In the third and second centuries B.C., cut 

stone began to be used as a material alongside pebbles, for both practical and aesthetic reasons 

(Dunbabin, 1999).  

 During roughly this same time, mosaic art spread west into Italy (Dunbabin, 1999; Ling, 

1998).  Pebbles were supplanted as the material of choice by stone, marble, and terracotta, which 

were available in a wide range of colors and could be more easily cut to shape; as a result, motifs 

became quite realistic and elaborate, ranging from detailed scenes with multiple figures to simple 

geometrics that were less complicated and expensive to produce.  As the art of mosaic spread 

throughout the Roman Empire, different regions developed their own artistic vocabulary and 

methods of working (Ling, 1998).  Large scale Roman-era mosaics have been discovered at 

various sites throughout the Middle East, northern Africa, and as far west as Great Britain 

(Dunbabin, 1999). 

 Glass was a somewhat later addition to the repertoire of mosaic materials.  It was used 

first when a particular color was difficult to obtain in marble or ceramic, such as blue or true red, 
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but was not often used in floor mosaics due to its delicate nature (Ling, 1998).  During the late 

Roman and early Byzantine eras, in the third and fourth centuries, mosaics were applied to walls 

and vaults, primarily in churches and other sacred spaces (Dunbabin, 1999).  This new 

development saw the enormous expansion of the available color palette in glass, and the 

inclusion of gold leaf into clear glass, creating an aura of opulence which can still be seen in 

extant Byzantine mosaics in places such as Ravenna, Italy, and Petra, Jordan (Ling, 1998; Marii, 

2013).   

 After about the 14th century, mosaics began to wane in popularity, being both expensive 

and time-consuming to produce, as innovation in painting styles and techniques brought that 

medium to the forefront (King, 2003).  The Vatican Mosaic Workshop was one of the few 

centers of mosaic production that kept the art alive through the 19th century, and is still 

producing mosaics today.  A new development, the indirect method, allowed mosaics to be 

fabricated in the studio by applying them to a paper cartoon, and then shipped anywhere in the 

world to be installed (King, 2003).  The revival of the Byzantine aesthetic influenced 

architectural and decorative arts in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and helped stimulate 

new interest in mosaic art (Bullen, 2003). 

 Mosaic art began to develop in new directions in the 20th century.  Well-known artists 

such as Antoni Gaudí and Marc Chagall created mosaics in new, more modern styles, using such 

non-traditional materials as broken glazed ceramic tiles (King, 2003).  The style of mosaic 

known as “picassiette” was born, in which broken plates and china are used as tesserae, making 

mosaic art more accessible to non-professional artists (p. 49).  Mosaic became a visionary art 

form, as more types of materials were incorporated into mosaic art pieces, such as mirror, stone, 

unglazed porcelain tiles, seashells, handmade ceramic pieces, and found objects, allowing for 

greater personal artistic expression. 
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 Barbé-Farré (2010) suggested that Gaudí may have facilitated an early form of art 

therapy using mosaic.  The remains of a garden built at the Mental Hospital of Sant Boi de 

Llobregat still contain structures that appear to be prototypes or proofs of concept for some of 

Gaudí’s famous designs, including the serpentine benches at Park Güell which are covered with 

broken ceramic tile mosaics.  Barbé-Farré asserted that the patients were involved directly in the 

building of these structures in the garden as a form of therapy. The garden was finished in 1912, 

two years before Gaudí began work on the Park Güell.  It seems clear that the project 

intentionally included the patients as builders and artists: there are many stylistic similarities 

between the two benches, but the Sant Boi mosaics are much less refined. 

Visionary and Outsider Art 

 Gaudí’s work ushered in new ways of working with tile, breaking with traditional forms 

and making mosaic accessible to anyone (King, 2003).  A number of extensive mosaic artworks 

were fabricated in the 20th century by people who had little to no formal art training, such as the 

monumental Tarot Garden by Niki de Saint-Phalle.  Inspired by a visit to Park Güell, de Saint-

Phalle conceived an idea for a sculpture garden filled with enormous structures representing 

figures from the Major Arcana of a tarot deck (Niki Charitable Art Foundation, 2017).  Work 

began on the garden in 1978, and continued until de Saint-Phalle’s death in 2002.  Each sculpture 

represented a particular archetypal figure; the first to be installed was The High Priestess, begun 

in 1980.  The sculptures were built with an iron understructure covered with cement, and then 

mosaicked with glass, ceramic, and mirror tiles (The Tarot Garden, 2017).  Gaudí’s influence 

could be seen in the undulating, whimsical shapes and bright colors.   

 Chand (Nek Chand Foundation, 2017) was another outsider artist who created a sculpture 

garden and incorporated mosaics in his work.  He began working on what became the Rock 

Garden in Chandigarh, India, in the early 1960s, clearing some land and creating a few figures 
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using concrete, decorating them with broken tiles, bits of pottery, rocks, and even glass bangles 

(Ross, 1997).  Although Chand, a road inspector, had illegally constructed his installation on 

public land, eventually the local government recognized the value of the park and sanctioned its 

continuation (Rajer, 2000).  Hundreds of figures were built, including a variety of humans, 

animals, fantastic creatures, a miniature village, and a waterfall.  Today the park consists of 25 

acres and 2000 sculptures, and is visited by thousands of people (Nek Chand Foundation, 2017).   

 Other outsider artists have spontaneously used mosaic in their houses and surrounding 

community spaces, such as Raymond Isidore, who decorated his home near Chartres, France, 

with pieces of broken china and tile that he gathered from his neighbors’ garbage (King, 2003).  

All surfaces in his home were covered with mosaics, to include the floor, walls, ceilings, 

furniture, and appliances.  Contemporary artist Loring Cornish of Baltimore, Maryland, has 

embarked on a similar undertaking, creating mosaics out of “whatever I have on hand at the 

moment.” (Cornish, n.d.)  Cornish began decorating the home he was living in during a major 

snowstorm, using broken tiles, glass, mirror, and even pennies to cover the floors and walls 

while he was unable to leave because of the weather (L. Cornish, personal communication, July 

9, 2016).  These artists seemed driven by a need to embellish their surroundings, using a wide 

variety of found objects and recycled or low-cost materials. 

Mosaic in a Community Arts Context  

 Mosaic art in art therapy was only mentioned in contemporary art therapy literature as an 

occasional inclusion in a list of potential interventions (Trzaska, 2012) without in-depth 

exploration; there was no discussion of the specific potential benefits in encouraging creativity or 

well-being in individual clients.  When mosaic art was discussed at greater length, it was 

generally in the context of community arts.  Gray (2012) briefly described a mosaic mural 

project designed and fabricated by residents of a public housing estate in Melbourne, Australia.  
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The mosaic murals served to remind the greater community of the presence of this marginalized 

population, and, additionally, to empower the residents and build connections among them. 

Hyatt (2007) carried this discussion further by exploring the symbolism of mosaic art, 

both in the sense of personal and global brokenness and as a metaphor for community.  The state 

of brokenness was inherent to the human condition, but accepting and embracing our brokenness 

allowed us to create something new that integrated disparate pieces into a cohesive whole. This 

act of using broken and discarded pieces to make something beautiful was a powerful act of 

healing.  In addition, Hyatt (2007) compared each tessera of a mosaic to a person within a 

community; it was the relationship of each individual piece to all other pieces that created the 

dynamics of the mosaic.  The process of designing and fabricating a mosaic could provide a 

community with a way to “clarify and celebrate a collective, enlivening vision of the community 

itself which might not have been articulated or fully conscious before the mosaic making began” 

(p. 253).  

 Williams (2009) continued in this vein, expanding the metaphor of disparate but similar 

fragments being joined together in a cohesive whole by creating what is essentially a written 

mosaic.  She described her experience of learning to make mosaics in a traditional mosaic school 

in Ravenna, Italy, using richly evocative language.  Although only some parts of her work 

directly addressed the healing effects of mosaic art, as in the Rwandan genocide memorial 

designed by Lily Yeh (Barefoot Artists, n.d.; Williams, 2009), other seemingly unrelated 

sections of the book encouraged the reader to look at the bigger picture rather than focusing 

solely on individual stories.  

Marcinko (2014) described a research study in which she sought to discover whether 

working on a collaborative mosaic mural increased leadership traits and skills among adolescent 

girls.  A group of seven teenaged girls created a tile mosaic mural as a permanent art installation 
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at a Girl Scout camp in Arizona, working together to create the design, fabricate ceramic tiles, 

and execute the design in mosaic.  Marcinko found that leadership traits, which were fairly 

stable, did not change as a result of the group project, but that communication and collaboration 

skills did increase, based on self-report evaluations, journal entries and researcher observations.  

However, there was no discussion of the rationale for creating a mosaic rather than some other 

type of mural, such as a painted one, or other collaborative art project, and little exploration of 

what role art may have played in encouraging leadership skill development. 

 Community mosaic projects provide many benefits, not just for the participants, but also 

for the surrounding area and its residents.  Reichardt (2015) described community mosaic 

projects in Chile and Mexico in an effort to make a case for supporting similar projects in the 

UK.  She noted that in both countries, these projects had positive impacts on the communities in 

which they were located.  They provided steady employment and new skills training, beautified 

poor areas which were rundown and affected by high rates of crime, and even brought tourists to 

the community.  In addition to the practical benefits of secure employment, individuals who were 

involved in the projects gained confidence, motivation, and self-esteem (Reichardt, 2015). 

Related Art Forms in Art Therapy 

 Collage.  Mosaic shares some essential characteristics with other art forms such as 

collage and quilting; all three forms involve assembling individual units into a larger whole 

works.  The differences are in materials, techniques, and processes used to achieve the end result.  

Mosaic art incorporates three dimensional, rigid materials, whereas collage and quilting use 

paper, including magazine photos and other pre-made images, and textiles, respectively.  

Although there may be some overlap, in which each art form utilizes materials and techniques 

from the others, these definitions reflect typical usage in the art therapy milieu.  Collage has been 

subjected to some systematic investigation into its effectiveness as a therapeutic medium, 
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although the focus of these studies has been primarily on the use of imagery rather than the 

process of creating the collage (Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016; Stallings, 2010).  

 As a medium that facilitates functioning with the Cognitive component of the ETC (Hinz, 

2009), collage appeared to enhance the capacity to reminisce and encourage communication 

among elderly clients with dementia (Stallings, 2010).  The focus of Stalling’s study was on the 

participants’ interactions with and responses to the images, which suggested that some 

reminiscence was occurring.  Raffaelli and Hartzell (2016) conducted a study comparing 

thoughts and attitudes toward drawing versus collage on the part of eight non-artist university 

students.  They concluded that drawing was seen by the participants as more intimidating and 

more personal than collage, whereas collage was seen as both more structured and more 

restrictive, since only pre-cut images were provided to choose from.  Raffaelli and Hartzell also 

noted that “[f]indings of this study suggest that collage, by requiring the individual to review, 

select, trim, organize, and glue down images and words, can enhance kinesthetic, perceptual, and 

cognitive components emphasized as therapeutic by the ETC framework” (p. 25). 

 Wu, Chang, and Chen (2009) studied color usage in the expression of depressive 

tendencies in design major freshmen university students, finding that students who scored higher 

on a measurement scale for depression tended to use darker colors in self-portrait collages.  The 

authors used the term “mosaics” presumably to differentiate the art works from collages made 

with images or photos taken from sources such as magazines, but as the materials were paper 

rather than three dimensional rigid objects, this directive could also reasonably be categorized as 

collage.  However the medium was characterized, the study’s findings provided support for the 

use of color to express affect and mood states via an art form related to mosaic. 

Collage has also been explored as a method of arts-based research (Chilton & Scotti, 

2014).  This usage of collage is different from that in art therapy, but it was found to be an 
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effective way to synthesize and integrate a variety of modes of information processing.  In 

addition, it helped to develop an arts-based researcher identity and encouraged acquisition of 

knowledge through physical engagement with the materials.  This “embodied cognition” 

(Chilton & Scotti, 2014, p.169) could perhaps involve a synthesis of the different levels of the 

ETC. 

 Quilting.  Quilting and collage techniques using fabric and textiles have also been the 

focus of studies in a therapeutic context.  Homer (2015) described a case study in which she used 

what she termed “fabric collage” (p. 20) with a client who was a survivor of childhood sexual 

trauma and had been diagnosed with severe mental illnesses.  Homer’s neurodevelopmental 

approach allowed the client to process previously unexamined patterns of behavior in a safe, 

relevant, and rewarding manner, using materials that evoked a sensory response.  She noted the 

symbolism of the medium: “Together we decided on collage making as a metaphor for ‘piecing 

together’ her fragmented emotional state” (p. 21).  Homer also suggested that the intervention 

could be effective with other populations.  Moxley, Feen-Calligan, Washington, and Garriott 

(2011) detailed a study with a group of older African-American women leaving homelessness, 

who participated in a quilting group.  The women were able to create a visual narrative of their 

personal stories, foster social connections that were previously lacking, and gain self-confidence 

and self-worth. 

Expressive Therapies Continuum 

 The ETC was conceived of and developed by Kagin and Lusebrink (1978) as a 

framework for structuring clinical interventions with clients.  As a developmental spectrum, it 

provides an entry point for art therapists to meet clients where they are and direction to guide 

them toward healing and improved functioning.  The ETC consists of six components: 

Kinesthetic, Sensory, Perceptual, Affective, Cognitive, and Symbolic, organized into three levels 
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of paired components (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  The fourth level, the Creative, 

represents the synthesis of the other three levels.  Individuals may show a strong preference for a 

particular component, or may overuse or avoid the use of a component, which could impact their 

overall functioning (Hinz, 2009).   

Inherent qualities of different media are essential considerations within the framework of 

the ETC, as are task structure and complexity.  More fluid media such as watercolor paints tend 

to evoke an affective response, whereas resistive media such as stone or wood tend to evoke 

cognitive responses (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  Other media fall somewhere 

between these two ends of the spectrum.  Thus, the choice of medium for a particular art 

directive can be carefully chosen to suit the needs of the client.  For example, a client who felt 

overwhelmed by emotion may need the structure and resistive qualities of a drawing pencil in 

order to feel safe and in control (Hinz, 2009).  Gradually and purposefully, the therapist 

introduces new media, such as colored pencils or markers, to help shift clients toward the 

Affective component, in order to help them process emotions.  Reflective distance, an important 

facet of work with the ETC, was defined as “a cognitive distance between the art experience and 

the individual’s reflection on that experience” (Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978, p. 172).  Tools and 

media can increase or decrease the reflective distance, depending on the art directive and the 

needs of the client.  Task structure and complexity refer to whether a specific outcome is 

expected of the art task, and how many steps are required to complete the task (Hinz, 2009; 

Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  These elements also help to encourage functioning on different 

levels of the ETC. 

According to Kagin and Lusebrink (1978), “the creative level of ETC utilizes the 

synthesizing and selfactualizing forces of ego and self” (p. 177).  They went on to say that work 

on the Creative level involves the whole self and is therefore healing, and that it is the experience 
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of creating that has value rather than the finished product.  Manheim (1998) found in a study of 

adults taking a three-dimensional art class that there was a correlation between making art and 

self-actualization, and that this correlation existed even in people who considered themselves 

amateur artists.  The correlation was even stronger in people who categorized themselves as 

professional artists or “future greats” (p. 105).  Titus and Sinacore (2013) found that young adult 

female artists experiencing positive thoughts and emotions while creating art also experienced 

more productivity and vice versa.  The reverse was also found to be true: the artists who 

experienced negative emotions also had reduced productivity.  Although neither Manheim nor 

Titus and Sinacore conducted their studies within the framework of the ETC, their findings align 

with the characteristics of functioning on the Creative level. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) defined and popularized the concept of flow, a state of mind in 

which a person became so absorbed in their activity that nothing else seemed to matter or even 

exist.  He argued that experiencing this state led to what he termed “optimal experience” (p. 3) 

and increased the potential for an individual to feel happiness in life.  Flow was characterized as 

involving intense concentration on a particular task, an individual’s sense of time became 

distorted, and the activity was considered so gratifying that it would be pursued for its own sake 

(Csikszentmahalyi, 1990).  Many different activities, including the arts, could induce a state of 

flow.  Hinz (2009) discussed flow as one of the hallmarks of functioning on the Creative level of 

the ETC, and noted that an individual’s skills and abilities should match the challenges inherent 

in the task at hand, or else a struggle with frustration could ensue, reducing the therapeutic value 

of the activity.  Chilton (2013) reviewed the literature concerning flow and discussed its 

implications for art therapy research and treatment.  She suggested that within a structured 

framework, the experience of flow could be beneficial to art therapy clients.  Theme-based or 

medium-based directives could be required to provide that structure in order to facilitate flow.  
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Outcomes of this experience could be reduced anxiety and increased engagement with the art 

medium, which in turn could lead to a sense of accomplishment and mastery, and enhanced self-

expression, all characteristics of the Creative level (Chilton, 2013; Hinz, 2009). 

The ETC could be used as a basis for other aspects of art therapy.  For example, 

assessment could also be viewed through this lens (Hinz, 2009).  The art therapist observes what 

type of media and tasks the client prefers, which provides clues to which mode of information 

processing is favored, and could use that information to plan treatment.  Lusebrink (1991) later 

expanded on her original work by including other expressive arts therapies such as music, dance 

and drama therapies in the overall approach.  Hinz (2008) proposed that use of the ETC would 

help clinicians avoid common mistakes with clients, such as over-reliance on spontaneity, lack of 

planning appropriate directives, and a superficial approach that does not address clients’ deeper 

issues.  

 Relatively little other research has been done within the framework of the ETC.  

Lusebrink (2010) related the levels and components of information processing of the ETC to 

different structures of the brain and their cognitive and affective functions and discussed their 

implications for art therapy treatment.  Medlock (2015) conducted a study exploring the 

components of the ETC through the use of clay in a therapeutic context.  She found that using 

clay in this manner encouraged healing functions with all levels of the ETC.  Raffaelli’s and 

Hartzell’s (2016) study on drawing versus collage was viewed through the lens of the ETC, 

suggesting that the processes involved with collage (selecting images, cutting them, arranging 

them, and gluing them to paper) provide reflective distance and encourage functioning on the 

Kinesthetic, Perceptual, and Cognitive components.  Similar processes are involved with mosaic 

art, so these findings may also apply to that medium.  However, a review of the literature turned 

up no other studies conducted within the ETC framework. 
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Summary 

 Mosaic art had a long history reaching back thousands of years, in both architectural and 

fine art contexts (Dunbabin, 1999; Ling, 1998).  Like most forms of art, it saw many innovations 

in technique and material use over time, some by untrained outsider artists who gave the field 

major contributions.  While the art therapy literature did not address mosaic art with individual 

clients, clues could be found pointing to its potential effectiveness.  Mosaic has been found to be 

a powerful medium to bring communities together and to symbolically heal feelings of 

brokenness (Gray, 2012; Hyatt, 2007; Williams, 2009).  Related and perhaps overlapping art 

forms such as collage and quilting have been used to address a variety of mental health and 

social issues including dementia, depression, homelessness, and a history of sexual abuse 

(Homer, 2015; Moxley et al., 2011; Stallings, 2010; Wu et al., 2009).  The Expressive Therapies 

Continuum has been described at length (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978) and has been 

used as a framework to view collage in the context of the Kinesthetic, Perceptual, and Cognitive 

components (Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016) but has not been used as a lens to examine the medium 

of mosaic art. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Participants  

 The participants in this qualitative research study were recruited from a local mosaic art 

study group, led by an experienced artist and teacher.  Eight participants agreed to take part in 

the study, all of whom had at least some prior mosaic art experience, although the level of 

experience and technical skill varied.  Intermediate level artists were recruited for the study 

because beginning mosaic artists would potentially be more focused on learning the skills 

required to create mosaics, and therefore be less aware of their responses to the processes and 

materials.  Mosaic artists with some experience were able to provide more accurate descriptions 

of their experiences, although several participants characterized themselves as relatively new to 

the medium.  The participants were all adult women between 30 and 65 years of age.  Since this 

was not a clinical setting, information on any physical or mental health diagnoses was not 

available to the researcher.  Additionally, an interview was later conducted with the facilitator of 

the study group, who had more than 15 years of experience in making mosaics and teaching, to 

gain more detailed information and an additional perspective.  The researcher, who was also an 

experienced mosaic artist, undertook a self-reflective study as well. 

Research Design  

 This study utilized a qualitative research design.  Data was collected via a questionnaire, 

which was distributed to the participants during a study group session of approximately five 

hours’ duration, where students worked on a mosaic art project of their own design (Creswell, 

2014).  This approach allowed the researcher to potentially collect additional data that was not 

anticipated while still gaining information on participants’ responses within the framework of the 

ETC (Carolan, 2001).  A structured interview with an experienced mosaic artist and teacher also 
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provided another perspective on the mosaic art process.  The self-reflection portion of the study 

added the viewpoint of a mosaic artist and art therapy graduate student. 

Participants were informed of the nature and purpose of the research, informed consent 

was obtained in writing, and they were also informed that they were free to withdraw from the 

study at any time and for any reason without penalty.  Participants signed a general consent form 

and a media consent form allowing the researcher to photograph their artwork.  The study was 

approved by the Institutional Review Board at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College on May 9th, 

2017.  

Research Instruments  

Questionnaire.  The questionnaire which was distributed to the mosaic art study group 

included 11 open-ended questions (see Appendix A).  The first six questions were developed 

with the six components of the ETC in mind, in order to elicit information on the participants’ 

responses to the techniques and processes of mosaic art (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  

The remaining questions were more general and intended to elicit additional information about 

each individual’s preferred modes of information processing.  Participants were asked to 

complete the questionnaire either as they worked or at the end of the session, so that their 

experiences were fresh and their responses were timely and accurate.  Participants were assured 

that they could answer any or all of the questions and could skip any for any reason.  

Interview.  The researcher interviewed the teacher and facilitator of the mosaic art study 

group, who was referred to as BF.  The interview was recorded and later transcribed, then 

submitted to the participant for review, and corrections were incorporated into the final 

transcript.  Interview questions (see Appendix B) focused on the teacher’s perceptions of her 

students’ experience, as well as her own personal experience of the effects of mosaic making.  

The questions were designed to elicit information about the effects of making mosaics from the 
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perspective of a teacher who has observed the learning styles of hundreds of students. 

 Self-reflection.  The researcher engaged in a process of self-reflection during a mosaic 

art session, audio recording thoughts and perceptions, and photographing each stage of the 

mosaic process (see Appendix C for a self-reflective study plan).  The audio recordings were 

later transcribed and reviewed for accuracy and clarity.  Journal recordings focused on different 

aspects of the materials and techniques used in mosaic art as they relate to the different levels of 

the ETC.  The researcher also documented her perceptions of the value of mosaic art, her reasons 

for creating it, and her ideas for incorporating it into art therapy directives. 

Data Collection  

 The questionnaires were distributed to the study group and collected as each participant 

completed the questionnaire; all questionnaires were collected by the end of the study group 

session.  All participants except one answered all eleven questions.  The one remaining 

participant apparently did not realize that there were additional questions on the reverse side of 

the paper, and only answered the first six questions. The researcher’s contact information was 

provided to all participants, so that they could contact her for the results of the study at a later 

time.  Photographs were taken of each participant’s work, and photographs taken by the 

researcher were later edited to crop out the background.  No image content was edited in any 

way.  Photographs submitted by one participant were left uncropped.  Each questionnaire was 

assigned a number, and all responses were kept anonymous.  They were then transcribed using a 

standard word processing program on a password protected computer. Data was stored on a 

secure external drive to protect the confidentiality of the participants.  The interview with the 

group facilitator was conducted in person, and audio recorded for later transcription, which was 

also stored on the secure external drive.   
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Data Analysis 

 Each questionnaire was transcribed in its entirety, and then responses were grouped by 

question.  All transcripts were read multiple times in order to become entirely familiar with the 

data, and the audio recordings were listened to several times for accuracy.  The researcher 

combed through a printed copy of each transcript, marking words, phrases, and concepts that 

appeared frequently, then compiled a list of codes in a spreadsheet and created a code key in 

order to cross-reference the list of codes with the notations on the transcripts.  Outlying 

responses on questionnaires were also noted.  Themes began to emerge through meticulous 

examination of the data, and the codes were organized by theme (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1. Thematic analysis map. 
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Validity and Reliability  

 Creswell (2014) described several strategies to establish validity in qualitative research, 

including triangulation, member checking, providing detailed descriptions of the research 

process, and incorporating discrepant information into the final report.  Checking all sources of 

data for accuracy was key in determining the validity of qualitative research. Reviewing 

transcripts for accuracy also ensured reliability (Creswell, 2014). These strategies were included 

in the methodology for this study, by using richly descriptive language and quotes from the 

participants.  The questionnaire, interview, and self-reflection served as triangulated sources of 

data, and the interview transcript was checked for accuracy by both the interviewee and the 

researcher.  These procedures were consistently employed across data sources, enhancing the 

reliability of the study (Creswell, 2014). 

Ethical Implications  

 The American Art Therapy Association’s (AATA) ethical guidelines for art therapy 

research (American Art Therapy Association, 2013) were followed during all phases of the 

study.  Adherence to these guidelines ensured that the safety of all participants was the 

researcher’s first priority.  Informed consent, confidentiality, and respect for the participants’ 

artwork were emphasized.  The guidelines also directed researchers to follow all laws and 

regulations regarding the storage of data, whether it was original artwork, photographs, audio or 

video recordings, or any other format. 

 In this research study, there was little possibility of potential harm to the participants, 

since no therapeutic intervention was provided. Participants were only asked questions regarding 

the nature of their experiences of making mosaic art, and were not asked questions of a personal, 

emotional nature.  Participants were assured that the focus of the study was on the potential 

therapeutic qualities of mosaic art for individuals. 
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Researcher Bias  

 Kapitan (2010) pointed out that survey research can be vulnerable to researcher bias, so 

each survey question was carefully designed and scrutinized to be sure it was not unduly 

influencing the participants.  The researcher was an experienced mosaic artist and an art therapy 

graduate student; a belief in the healing power of art and of mosaic art specifically may have 

been a source of bias.  Additionally, a belief in the efficacy of the ETC as a framework for art 

therapy treatment and the influence of media properties on client responses may have colored the 

researcher’s approach.    
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CHAPTER IV 

Results of the Research Study 

 Qualitative data analysis of the questionnaire responses, the interview, and the self-

reflective study revealed four themes: mastery of technical skills, mental and emotional states, 

the Expressive Therapies Continuum, and benefits of mosaic art.  These themes were then 

broken down further into 20 sub-themes. 

Mastery of Technical Skills 

   All of the respondents to the questionnaire mentioned the technical skills associated with 

mosaic art in their responses, whether they enjoyed performing these skills or felt challenged by 

them.  These skills include cutting or breaking materials, laying tesserae according to a design or 

pattern, adhering the tesserae to the substrate, and grouting the completed design.  BF discussed 

her students’ experience with and attitudes toward these skills.  The researcher also observed her 

own thoughts and reflections while performing these tasks, with the exception of grouting, which 

was not performed during the self-reflective study. 

 Cutting.  BF observed that her students often struggled with cutting material accurately, 

and that they sometimes became frustrated when they were unable to control the material.  Four 

of the study participants said that they felt energized when cutting materials for mosaic, and three 

others noted positive effects.  In response to the question “What is your favorite part of creating 

mosaics?” one participant responded, “Cutting tesserae.” Another participant said, “Trying to cut 

a pattern,” in response to the question “What is your least favorite part of creating mosaics?” The 

researcher noted that cutting became easier with experience and practice, although some 

materials, such as glass, were easier to master than others, such as shells. 

 Laying tesserae.  All of the participants mentioned positive reactions to the task of 

laying tesserae.  Words such as “enjoyment”, “happy”, and “excited” appeared in the responses.  
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One respondent acknowledged frustration when her efforts did not turn out as envisioned, and 

another responded that her energy level increased during this task (see Figure 2).   

 

 

Figure 2.  Participant 8’s mosaic work in progress. 

 

 BF noted that her students often were surprised at how difficult laying tesserae in an 

aesthetically pleasing way could be, and that they were challenged to develop this skill in 

accordance with classic mosaic design principles.  The researcher observed how this was also a 

skill that developed over time, and that a smooth andamento was very visually satisfying: 

So really, a lot of this is experience, I’ve been doing this for a while and so I kind of 

know what shapes I need, to go around that round shape so that it’s not awkward, and I 

don’t have weird bits of tile sticking out in odd places and making it look awkward, or 

not smooth. 
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 Adhering.  The skill of gluing or adhering tesserae to a substrate was mentioned less 

frequently by the participants.  One mentioned it as an easy task, noting that it was quick and felt 

rewarding.  BF was in agreement, noting that her students easily mastered this step. She said, “So 

the reward of gluing it is probably one of the easier steps…that they may master that relatively 

quickly.”  The researcher observed some problem-solving skills necessary when it came to 

adhering, such as deciding which adhesive to use for a particular material to achieve the intended 

effect, and how to apply it efficiently. 

 Grouting.  Only two participants mentioned grouting in their responses; both reported 

that it was their least favorite part of making a mosaic, although neither elaborated on why that 

was so (see Figure 3).   

 

 

Figure 3.  Participant 4’s mosaic art piece during grouting. 
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 The researcher debated whether to grout her mosaic or not, but ultimately decided against 

it, noting that some materials, such as shells, were not suitable for grouting, and that using thinset 

as an adhesive would perform the same function as grout.  In the researcher’s experience, 

grouting could be challenging for new mosaic artists in terms of choosing a color which 

complements the design, mixing grout to the correct consistency, and cleaning the grout off of 

the mosaic. 

 Finishing a mosaic.  The culmination of these skills was a finished mosaic artwork.  

Four of the study participants mentioned the satisfaction of completing a mosaic, citing it as their 

favorite thing about making mosaics or the thing they found most fulfilling.  Three others found 

finishing a piece challenging because of distractions or becoming bored with the project. One 

response to the question “What do you find most difficult [about making mosaics]?” by saying, 

“Finishing a mosaic (ADD). I am very easily distracted” (see Figure 4).  Another said, “When I 

learn what I want to, I’m less inclined to take it further.” 

 

 

Figure 4.  Participant 3’s finished mosaic. 
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 BF discussed her students’ sense of reward when they finished a mosaic, after having 

struggled with mastering the necessary skills.  She also noted her own sense of satisfaction when 

she completed a project.  Additionally, the researcher noticed similar positive feelings upon 

completion of the self-reflective mosaic piece. 

Mental and Emotional States 

 Evidence of various mental and emotional states turned up in all of the data sources.  

Most of these were positive, but several negative emotions were mentioned, as well as two that 

were classified as neutral, since they could be interpreted as either positive or negative, 

depending on the context, which was not clear. 

 Positive.  The study participants expressed positive emotions and mental states through 

such words as “enjoyment,” “excitement,” “happy,” “pleasure,” “creative,” “eager,” “soothed,” 

and “aglow.”  These words appeared in responses to all the questions about the techniques and 

skills of mosaic art, as well as the questions about favorite aspects of mosaic art.  One respondent 

said that color “makes my heart sing.”  BF used similar words when describing her students’ 

reactions: “enthusiastic,” “proud,” “ecstatic,” “fulfilled,” and “satisfied.”  The researcher also 

described positive emotions through the course of creating her mosaic piece, using the words 

“pleased,” “glad,” “happy,” and “helpful” to indicate the positive effect of making mosaic on her 

mental and emotional state. 

 Negative.  Although most respondents did not mention explicitly negative emotions, two 

of them mentioned feeling frustrated, paralyzed, or distracted, whether because of challenges, 

errors, or difficulty solving problems.  One participant remarked that once she had learned what 

she wanted to learn, she lost interest in completing the project and wanted to move on.  BF noted 

that her students were sometimes shocked at how challenging mosaics could be to execute.  She 

also said that some students lacked confidence in their abilities.  The researcher observed few 
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negative emotions during her self-reflective study, only noting some minor frustration with a 

perceived wastefulness of material. 

 Neutral.  One respondent noted that her color palette for her mosaic work had shifted 

away from bright, vibrant colors to more muted ones but did not specify what that meant to her 

in terms of mood.  This could not be interpreted as positive or negative, so it was classified as 

neutral.  BF said in the interview that often students were surprised at the challenges inherent in 

learning the techniques of mosaic art, which also could not be determined to be either positive or 

negative.     

Expressive Therapies Continuum 

 All of the participants in the study gave responses that indicated functioning to some 

degree on each of the levels of the ETC, evoked by the various techniques and processes of 

mosaic art.  BF made some remarks that were interpreted as supporting the use of different 

components in mosaic art, although the ETC was not expressly discussed during the course of 

the interview.  The researcher directly addressed her experiences during a mosaic art-making 

session in the context of the ETC. 

 Kinesthetic.  Four of the eight respondents specifically said they felt energized during 

and after cutting materials for mosaic.  Three others noted positive effects, such as spending 

hours cutting, releasing stress, and feeling “fed.”  One respondent said she did not notice any 

change in her energy level when cutting or breaking materials.  The researcher noted that she felt 

only a slight increase in energy during her mosaic art session, but that she was not doing a great 

deal of cutting, and her energy may have gone up as a result of her excitement about the 

emerging design rather than as a direct result of the cutting action. 

 Sensory.  The study participants all listed favorite materials to use in mosaics, but only 

three listed materials that they did not like to use.  Favorite materials included various types of 



MOSAIC ART IN ART THERAPY  36 

 

glass, such as stained glass, vitreous tile, smalti, rocks and stones, and miscellaneous other 

materials, such as wood, shells, mixed media, and recycled materials (see Figure 5).   

 

 

Figure 5.  Participant 5’s mosaic in progress. 

 

Least favorite materials included ceramics, stone, and heavily ridged vitreous tile.  Two 

respondents mentioned favoring materials that were “bright and shiny” or referred to enjoying 

“color and light.”  Another said she did not care to use stone materials because of “uneven 

breakage”.  None mentioned any tactile qualities of the materials, which was surprising to the 

researcher, given that mosaic is highly tactile in nature, both in terms of individual tesserae and 

of the mosaic as a whole.  Whether the lack of response indicating this result was due to the 

participants’ underuse of the Sensory component or the wording of the question, which did not 

specifically elicit information on tactile qualities, is unclear.   

During the researcher’s self-reflective study, she focused on the tactile qualities of the 

materials chosen for the mosaic, and also noted the sounds associated with cutting materials, 

bringing a second sense into the examination.  She noted that most of the materials were pleasing 

to touch, although care should be taken with potentially sharp glass materials.  The researcher 
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described sensory qualities of the materials she used in her mosaic piece, such as smoothness, 

roughness, and flatness.  Smooth materials such as mother-of-pearl type shells were 

characterized as pleasing to the researcher. 

 One sensory characteristic that was noted by one study participant and the researcher was 

the potential for minor injury in mosaic making.  The participant responded to the question about 

least favorite part of creating mosaics with “cutting my fingers.” The researcher also noted that 

some types of glass can be sharp, and that the occasional nick or cut can result from handling 

these materials. Shards of glass can provide an unpleasant sensory experience; the researcher 

noted a small shard stuck in her finger, which was quickly and easily removed, during the self-

reflective study. 

 Perceptual.  All of the study participants noted positive reactions to the action of laying 

tesserae and fitting them into the overall design. One said that she “get[s] pleasure from ‘fitting it 

all together’”.  This seemed to indicate the formation of good gestalts, or pleasing patterns (Hinz, 

2009) (see Figure 6).   

 

 

Figure 6.  Participant 7’s mosaic in progress. 

 

Two other participants said that their energy level increased while laying tesserae, and 

another found it soothing.  However, two respondents mentioned feeling frustrated when this 
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task proved challenging, but enjoying it when their results were what was anticipated or planned.  

The researcher discussed fitting tesserae together to create a smooth andamento in her mosaic 

project, observing a sense of satisfaction with the successful task.  BF noted that laying tesserae 

in a design is both a primary design principle in mosaic art and more difficult than her beginning 

students were aware:  

You can kind of see this a-ha go off, that they – “oh, yeah, you’re right, that one is much 

more pleasing to look at than that one.” So I think that’s – then getting them to do it is 

really hard, because it’s not so easy, as you know, to build a perfect line… 

She discussed the challenge inherent in creating a flowing and smooth andamento, and how she 

has taught students to understand that the use of that principle makes a more successful mosaic, 

one that is more pleasing to look at.  Mastering this technique provided a great deal of 

satisfaction and a sense of accomplishment.  The researcher observed feelings of pleasure and 

accomplishment when she had completed laying a line of tesserae around a circular shape, and 

noted that it was pleasing to the eye. 

 Affective.  Five of the study participants noted that choosing and using colors in their 

mosaics either affected their mood directly or were an expression of their mood, and four of the 

respondents used specific emotion words relating to their choice and use of colors in mosaics.  

Most of these words were positive, although one mentioned frustration at a perceived lack of 

talent for choosing a harmonious color palette.  One participant explicitly said that her choice of 

colors reflected her mood, but did not use specific emotion words, while another said rather 

poetically, “My world changes to beauty.”  Another participant said her emotions were not 

noticeable in this stage of designing a mosaic.  BF noted that her students often created mosaics 

using the same colors as the clothes they were wearing, and that they were quick to understand 

color theory because it was something they employed in their everyday lives.  The researcher 
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observed that she chose darker colors for her mosaic than she normally used, which may have 

been an expression of the stress and anxiety she had been experiencing, due to the demands of 

graduate school and personal financial worries, and concerns about greater world events. 

  Cognitive.  Most of the study participants described a cognitive process of planning and 

problem solving during the course of a mosaic project, mentioning several different approaches 

to solving problems with their mosaics, including developing a plan or a sketch; consulting other 

resources such as a teacher, the internet or their personal notes; stepping back from the work or 

taking a short break and returning to the mosaic.  Some espoused a more structured or analytical 

approach than others (see Figure 7), but all except one mentioned strategies for executing a 

design and solving problems.  One respondent said, “I’ve learned to pick my battles,” indicating 

a certain level of discernment for problems on which to spend more time and energy.  Others 

worked more spontaneously.   

 

 

Figure 7.  Participant 1’s mosaic in progress. 
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The researcher described the entire planning process that occurred during the mosaic art 

session, noting that the evolution of a spontaneous style of working was balanced with the need 

to think ahead for some tasks.  Several problems that arose during the creation of the mosaic 

piece were solved by considering what materials were available and what methods could be used 

to achieve the desired effect.  Feelings of accomplishment and satisfaction were noted when 

these challenges were overcome.  

 Symbolic.  Surprisingly, six of the eight study participants said they did not incorporate 

symbols into their mosaic art; one said she used organic shapes found in nature but did not 

elaborate on the symbolic meaning of these shapes.  The one respondent who said she did use 

symbols in her work also noted that her symbols were personal and were not meaningful to 

anyone but herself. She gave an example of creating an underpainting from a photograph of her 

husband’s death in a plane crash and then covering it with “crash glass,” which was a type of 

clear tempered glass that was sometimes used in mixed media/collage mosaic art.  This type of 

symbol use may have helped her process her grief and contain overwhelming emotions.  One 

participant, who was less experienced as a mosaic artist, said she did not yet use symbols in her 

work but planned to use mosaic to express her spirituality.  BF mentioned the therapeutic nature 

of “taking a bunch of broken stuff and putting it back together,” noting the overall metaphor of 

mosaic and healing.  The researcher also discussed this general metaphor of creating something 

beautiful out of something broken.  In addition, the researcher described the symbolism of her 

mosaic piece as a light in darkness, being reflected and multiplied by the water (see Figure 8).   
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Figure 8.  The researcher’s completed mosaic 

  

Creative.  Although none of the questions on the questionnaire directly addressed the 

Creative level of the ETC, some of the responses indicated functioning on this level.  Four 

responses mentioned losing track of time or spending hours working on mosaic art skills.  Three 

participants mentioned an ability to generate new ideas.  One respondent said that art “feeds my 

soul, makes me feel alive,” and that she was “driven to draw, paint, mosaic.”  These responses 

point toward an increase in creativity and self-actualization (Hinz, 2009; Manheim, 1998).  The 

participants who mentioned a lack of experience or being new to mosaic art did not make 

comments indicating functioning on the Creative level, so it could be hypothesized that a certain 

level of experience with the art form would help facilitate the state of flow.  The researcher noted 

similar effects: working on the mosaic for an hour and a half felt more like fifteen or twenty 

minutes, and she reported feeling immersed in the process.  The process of creating the mosaic 

was challenging enough to command all her attention but was not so challenging as to cause 

frustration.   
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Benefits of Mosaic Art 

Data analysis revealed several benefits of creating mosaic art, including stress relief, 

enhanced creativity, a sense of accomplishment or satisfaction, and opportunity for self-

expression.  These sub-themes appeared in responses to the questionnaires, in the interview, and 

in the researcher’s self-reflective study. 

 Stress relief.  One participant specifically said she felt relief from everyday stress when 

working on a mosaic, particularly when cutting or breaking material (see Figure 9).  Five other 

responses indicated feeling energized during various tasks of the mosaic art process, which could 

be interpreted to mean a lack of stress or anxiety.  The researcher observed a significant 

reduction in stress levels after working on a mosaic art piece, using all of the techniques and 

processes described above. 

 

 

Figure 9.  Participant 2’s mosaic in progress. 
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Enhanced creativity.  Although only one participant used the word “creative” in her 

response, three others discussed the abundance of ideas they generated.  One responded, 

“IDEAS. They come out – tumbling from nowhere!”  BF discussed how her students frequently 

began classes thinking they were not creative but learned to tap into their creativity through 

learning design principles and applying them to mosaic art.  The researcher noted the versatility 

of mosaic art, which has endless possibilities for creativity by using a variety of materials and 

techniques.  She observed that such variety could be effective in treating mental health disorders 

in different populations as well. 

 A sense of accomplishment or satisfaction. Three of the study participants used words 

to indicate a feeling of accomplishment, satisfaction or reward when undertaking tasks related to 

mosaic art.  Two others cited pleasure at the praise of others when they had completed a piece.  

BF discussed extensively the sense of accomplishment her students felt when they had finished a 

mosaic, particularly after having struggled with some aspects such as cutting material or laying 

tesserae.  She also noted her own sense of satisfaction in teaching others and seeing their 

excitement at mastering skills.  The researcher observed her own sense of accomplishment at 

solving problems, completing a piece, and feeling pleased with the end result. 

 Self-expression.  One study participant responded that the thing she found most fulfilling 

when creating mosaic art was “expressing [her]self.”  Another noted that she used color to 

express her mood.  Although the researcher did not address self-expression explicitly, her 

discussion of the symbolism behind her mosaic image could be interpreted as a form of self-

expression of affect and thought.  The colors and imagery were chosen in order to represent the 

researcher’s perception of current events, both in the world and in the researcher’s life, and her 

reactions to them.   

So I feel like these colors are reflecting my mood a little bit, which leads me into some of 
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the symbolism that has arisen for me as I think about this. So my subject is the moon and 

a river, a moonlit river – I’m thinking about a lot of the things that are going on in the 

world these days, and things that are going on with friends of mine, and things that are 

going on for us, and it is feeling like the world is kind of a dark place these days, it’s very 

stressful, it’s just rough. But I’m generally kind of an optimistic sort, and I feel like 

having the moon – it’s not a bright sunny day necessarily, but there is still a source of 

light, there is still light shining through.  

Results Summary 

 Three sources of data were analyzed to discover common themes and sub-themes related 

to the effects of mosaic art-making.  The main themes were found to be mastery of technical 

skills, mental and emotional states, the ETC, and benefits of mosaic art.  Sub-themes relating to 

these topics were extracted from the transcripts of the questionnaires, interview, and self-

reflective study, and organized by theme.  The questionnaires provided data from active mosaic 

artists with varying levels of experience and skill, whereas the interview provided information 

from the point of view of an experienced artist and teacher.  The researcher’s self-reflective 

study provided the opportunity to examine thoughts, feelings, and observations that occurred 

during a mosaic art project from start to finish.  

  



MOSAIC ART IN ART THERAPY  45 

 

CHAPTER V 

Discussion of the Study Results 

 This research study sought to determine whether mosaic art engages all levels and 

components of the ETC.  The eight study participants provided one viewpoint, the interviewee 

another, and the researcher yet a third.  These triangulated data sources supported the hypothesis 

to varying degrees, with evidence appearing stronger for some components than for others.  Data 

analysis uncovered themes of mastery of skill, positive and negative emotional states, and 

additional benefits of mosaic art.  Overall, the mosaic art process appears to provide a positive 

experience for its practitioners. 

Mastery of Technical Skills 

 Each respondent mentioned one or more technical skills involved in creating mosaic art.  

Similar to what Moxley et al. (2011) found in their study on quilting with African-American 

homeless women, learning and mastering these skills led to a sense of accomplishment and self-

efficacy.  While the materials were different from those of mosaic art, the techniques are similar: 

cutting specific shapes, laying out a design, and piecing individual units together to create a 

whole.  Moxley et al. noted that “…it was exciting to see the product start looking more like a 

quilt, which in turn made her confident in her creative and technical abilities, and pleased with 

her efforts and her product” (p. 119).  This was similar to the pleasure expressed by the mosaic 

artists when seeing a design begin to come together or when finishing a piece. 

 Rafaelli and Hartzell’s (2016) found that non-artist adults considered collage a more 

approachable medium than drawing, which aligns with BF’s observation in the interview that her 

students frequently took up mosaic art because “there’s a perception that you don’t have to be 

good at art to do it, you don’t have to be able to draw…”  However, Rafaelli and Hartzell noted 

that collage utilized tools, materials, and processes familiar to most people; this was not 
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necessarily the case with mosaic art.  The lack of familiarity with the tools and techniques of 

mosaic art may have heightened the sense of accomplishment that the study participants felt 

upon mastering them. 

Mental and Emotional States 

 All of the study participants mentioned words and phrases to express mental and 

emotional states; most of these were positive, but a few negative words appeared.  Similar to 

Titus and Sinacore’s (2013) findings, the participants expressed feelings of happiness, 

satisfaction, and accomplishment while creating art, but also mentioned feelings of frustration 

when they were not satisfied with the process or product.  In Titus and Sinacore’s study, the 

artists gained an overall sense of well-being through the combination of development of an artist 

identity, the process of art-making, and the emotional and mental states evoked by this creative 

work.  This finding supported the mosaic artists’ observations of their own feelings and 

cognitions, and had implications for therapeutic interventions intended to enhance clients’ well-

being. 

Expressive Therapies Continuum 

 Kinesthetic.  The majority of respondents to the questionnaire noted an increase in 

energy level during and after cutting material for use in mosaic art. This would indicate healthy 

functioning with the Kinesthetic component of the ETC, which helps release bodily tension and 

regulate awareness of inner sensations (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  It also facilitates 

the development of an inner rhythm; one participant mentioned falling into a rhythm when using 

a hammer and hardie, traditional tools that have been used for thousands of years for cutting 

materials.  Two participants mentioned cutting material for hours and then experiencing soreness 

from having worked too long, suggesting immersion in the rhythmic motions.  Hinz (2009) noted 

that overuse of the Kinesthetic component could be related to past trauma and the avoidance of 
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experiencing difficult emotions.  She suggested that “a nonthreatening kinesthetic art activity 

such as cutting and fitting mosaic tiles into a pattern can provide an outlet for arousal as well as 

suggest a form for the threatening images” (p. 47).  This supports the finding of this part of the 

research study. 

 Sensory.  Although the second question on the questionnaire asked about participants’ 

most favorite and least favorite materials to work with and why, most only listed materials but 

did not elaborate on the reasons for their choices.  Work with the Sensory component of the ETC 

can help match internal and external sensory input, focus the mind and evoke a sense of calm 

(Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  The researcher found in her self-reflective study that 

some materials had a more pleasing feel than others, noting that the mother-of-pearl shells were 

particularly soothing. 

 Perceptual.  All of the study participants indicated a positive response to laying and 

fitting tesserae in a design, which was considered a perceptual task since it focuses on form and 

shape.  Work with the Perceptual component of the ETC could provide an organizing function 

and assist with containing affect (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  Mosaic art could be 

considered to be especially suited to work with the Perceptual component because of the nature 

of the materials; they had what Kagin and Lusebrink termed form potential, which “will 

influence the individual’s internal ability to form gestalts using the less differentiated sensory 

and perceptual data” (p. 174).  Good gestalts were pleasing to the eye and provided an organized 

image that soothed and attracted the individual (Hinz, 2009).  Two of the participants’ 

questionnaire responses supported this concept; one mentioned excitement “when it comes 

together in a pleasing design,” while the other said she felt pleasure when “fitting it all together.”   

 Affective.  The healing function of work with the Affective component was to promote 

awareness and expression of emotion; color was an easily accessible mode of expression (Hinz, 
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2009).  Wu et al. (2009) found that students with depression tended to use darker colors in paper 

mosaic self-portraits. While the responses from the mosaic artists did not correspond to this 

finding, it did support the researcher’s experience during the self-reflective study.  The 

researcher did not characterize herself as depressed during the study, but she did note feelings of 

stress which were expressed by the use of darker colors than she typically used in mosaic art. 

 Artistic medium was an important facet of work with any component of the ETC (Hinz, 

2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  Media properties such as fluidity or resistance evoked certain 

responses in an individual; fluid media such as watercolor paint could elicit an affective 

response, whereas resistive media such as wood, stone or tile could elicit a more cognitive 

response (Hinz, 2009).  Aside from adhesives and grout, the materials used in both the 

participants’ and the researcher’s mosaics were largely on the highly resistive end of that 

spectrum.  This might have accounted for the somewhat weaker support in the data sources for 

mosaic art promoting work with the Affective component; an affective response might have been 

tempered by a more cognitively oriented material. 

 Cognitive.  Hinz (2009) enumerated the thought processes that were involved in the 

Cognitive component of the ETC, including “…the use of verbal self-instructions in the 

performance of complex tasks” (p. 123).  Rafaelli and Hartzell (2016) identified collage as 

utilizing the Cognitive component, requiring organizational skills and careful thought processes 

in order to convey the artist’s message.  This supported the researcher’s work with the Cognitive 

component during the self-reflective mosaic sessions.  Healing functions of the Cognitive 

component included developing the ability to understand abstract concepts, plan a future course 

of action, and execute a sequence of steps toward a desired goal (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & 

Lusebrink, 1978).  These functions were facilitated by the nature of mosaic art work; even a 

spontaneous approach required some advance planning in order to achieve a satisfactory result.   
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 Symbolic.  The researcher also discussed the symbolic content of her mosaic art work, as 

well as the symbolism inherent in the medium, which was supported by the work of Hyatt (2007) 

and Williams (2009).  Homer (2015) touched on this concept in her case study of a client who 

felt “scattered” and “in pieces” (pp. 22 – 23).  Creating fabric collages helped her metaphorically 

put the pieces back together.  Healing functions of work with the Symbolic component of the 

ETC included identification of previously unknown aspects of self, integration of discovered 

strengths, and a deeper understanding of personal meaning (Hinz, 2009; Kagin & Lusebrink, 

1978).  It was unclear whether the majority of participants in the study were blocked in the use of 

the Symbolic component, or whether the question was not worded in such a way as to elicit 

useful information. 

 Creative.  Various responses from the study participants suggested that functioning on 

the Creative level of the ETC was occurring in the context of mosaic art making for at least some 

of the participants.  Work on the Creative level involved experiences that led to self-

actualization, enhancement of creativity, and a greater sense of satisfaction and joy (Hinz, 2009; 

Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978).  Some respondents mentioned losing track of time while they 

worked, which was indicative of experiencing a state of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  Others 

used phrases such as “feeds my soul” and “makes my heart sing,” suggesting an experience 

greater than simple pleasure or enjoyment that could be characterized as self-actualization 

(Manheim, 1998).  The researcher reported feeling absorbed in the work, another characteristic 

of a flow state (Chilton, 2013; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).   

Overall, it appeared that the techniques and processes of mosaic art encouraged 

functioning on all levels of the ETC, though the evidence supported this more strongly for some 

components than for others.  Participants’ responses indicated that the Kinesthetic, Perceptual, 

and Cognitive components evoked the strongest reactions, whereas the Sensory, Affective and 
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Symbolic components were weaker.  This finding was supported by Raffaelli and Hartzell’s 

(2016) study on the related art form of collage, which also encouraged functioning with these 

components.  The active, rhythmic motion of cutting materials resulted in an increase of energy, 

the focus on form and the media properties of mosaic materials assisted in forming good gestalts 

and containing emotion, and the necessary steps of planning and problem solving elicited a 

complex thought process.  While functioning on the Sensory, Affective, and Symbolic levels 

occurred in a few of the participants, it was not evident in others.   

Benefits of Mosaic Art  

 Common responses among the mosaic art study participants indicated a sense of 

accomplishment upon mastering a skill or finishing a piece, enhanced creativity in the form of an 

abundance of ideas, and the opportunity for self-expression and stress relief.  This was supported 

by Titus and Sinacore’s (2013) findings in their study of young adult women artists, who also 

described a sense of accomplishment and motivation to continue making art.  Manheim’s (1998) 

conclusions also supported the results of the mosaic art study: relaxation was found to be a 

common response to three-dimensional art classes, as was the formulation of new ideas.  

Manheim also noted “that an overwhelming majority, 98.4%, believed that art enhanced their 

lives” (p. 103).  Her discussion of the link between creativity and self-actualization highlighted 

the themes revealed in the mosaic art study. 

Limitations  

 The questionnaire and interview questions were designed and structured by the 

researcher, which may have reduced the validity of the study.  While much consideration went 

into composing the questions, they may have reflected unconscious bias.  On the other hand, it 

was possible that in an attempt to avoid leading the participants, some of the questions were not 

specific enough to elicit useful responses.  It was possible that different responses might have 



MOSAIC ART IN ART THERAPY  51 

 

been given had the questions been worded differently.  The questions concerning the Sensory, 

Affective, and Symbolic components might not have been sufficiently clear to the participants. 

 Additionally, the study participants were restricted to mosaic artists who already had at 

least some experience making mosaics; beginning mosaic artists might have responded 

differently to the same questions, or had trouble answering them.  Additionally, the small sample 

was composed primarily of White American women, middle-aged or older.  The potential lack of 

diversity may have skewed the results, and the small sample size likely was not representative of 

the general population.  Member checks were not possible with the participants who filled out 

the questionnaire, since no contact information was gathered, and this may have reduced the 

validity of the study.  The tools and materials were supplied by the participants themselves, as 

the study took place during an open mosaic study group session, rather than a class or workshop 

where specific materials were provided.  This may have influenced the responses to the 

questionnaire.   

Recommendations  

Further research into mosaic art in art therapy was recommended, which could 

incorporate the use of pre- and post-assessment instruments to measure the effect of mosaic art 

interventions.  Different materials, tools, and techniques could be quantitatively studied to 

determine whether there was a difference in effective treatment of certain mental disorders such 

as depression, anxiety, PTSD, or substance use disorders.  For example, a research study could 

be conducted on whether the release of energy is greater when using a traditional hammer and 

hardie, a chisel-like tool with a cutting edge, to cut materials versus wheeled nippers. This may 

have implications for treatment of disorders such as Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder.  

Additional research into correlations between mosaic art and the flow state could be conducted to 

learn more about the self-actualizing potential of the medium. 
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Further studies could also be conducted with different populations, such as adolescents 

and older adults.  Veterans, medical patients, psychiatric patients and others could all potentially 

benefit from mosaic art interventions.  The information uncovered by this study could be applied 

to specific therapeutic interventions, depending on the needs of the individual client.  Directives 

could be tailored to allow for more or less cutting of material, focus on colors rather than forms 

to evoke a greater affective response, or greater emphasis on symbolism, perhaps by creating a 

self-symbol in mosaic.   

Conclusion 

The goal of this research was to investigate the benefits of mosaic art within the 

framework of the ETC, and to determine whether the processes and techniques of mosaic art 

incorporate work with each component, leading to increased functioning on all levels, including 

the Creative level.  The results indicated that functioning with the Kinesthetic, Perceptual, and 

Cognitive components was more evident than with the Sensory, Affective, and Symbolic 

components, and that there was limited evidence for increased functioning on the Creative level 

of the ETC.  

Surveys were distributed to a small group of mosaic artists with at least an intermediate 

level of experience, asking questions regarding the participants’ experiences while performing 

various tasks required for the creation of a mosaic art piece.  The facilitator of the group 

participated in an interview process to provide an additional perspective on the mosaic art 

process and its benefits to others, and the researcher participated in a self-study in order to 

include input from the viewpoint of a mosaic artist and art therapy graduate student.  These 

multiple sources of information provided valuable data to support the benefits of mosaic art as 

seen through the lens of the ETC. 

These results may be applied to the practice of art therapy, in designing directives and 



MOSAIC ART IN ART THERAPY  53 

 

planning treatment.  However, further research was needed to learn more about the benefits of 

this art form for a wider variety of clients.  The lack of research into mosaic art in art therapy 

meant that there were many possibilities for future studies, which could only benefit the field.  
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APPENDIX A 

Mosaic Art Questionnaire 

1.  What do you notice about your energy level during and after cutting or breaking materials for 
use in mosaic? 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  What are your favorite materials to use in mosaics? What are your least favorite? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  How do you feel when you lay tesserae for andamento, or cut tesserae to shape for a 
particular space in your design? 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  What do you notice about your emotions when choosing colors for a mosaic? 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  How do you go about solving problems that arise when creating mosaics? How do you 
approach the design process? 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  Do you include symbols in your mosaics? What do you find symbolic about creating mosaic 
art? 
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7.  What is your favorite part of creating mosaics? 
 
 
 
 
 
8.  What is your least favorite part of creating mosaics? 
 
 
 
 
 
9.  What do you find easiest about creating mosaics? What comes naturally to you? 
 
 
 
 
 
10.  What do you find most difficult?  
 
 
 
 
 
11.  What do you find most fulfilling about creating mosaics? 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Questions 

1. How long have you been making mosaics? 

2. How long have you been teaching others to make mosaics? 

3. What have you noticed about the effects of making mosaics on your students? 

4. Have you noticed a difference in the effects of making mosaics on different groups of 

people? 

5. What are the most difficult skills to teach? 

6. What are the easiest skills to teach? 

7. What do you notice your students struggle with the most? 

8. What do you notice your students master easily? 

9. What do you think your students get out of making mosaics? 

10.  What do you get out of teaching and making mosaics? 
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APPENDIX C 

Self-Reflection Study Plan 

  The self-reflective study will occur over two sessions of approximately two hours each, 

on two different days.  The researcher will document via photographs and audio recorded journal 

entries each stage of design and fabrication of a mosaic art piece.  The piece will be of a mixed-

media design in order to incorporate different types of materials, such as ceramic, glass, beads, 

shells and found objects.  The researcher will record thoughts and observations of responses to 

the mosaic art process during the sessions, and later analyze them for common themes. 


