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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis investigated the perceived lack of knowledge and research of art as self-care on a 

college campus.  Undergraduate student, staff and faculty populations were surveyed to find out 

what type of opportunities they utilized to reduce stress; their knowledge of self-care; their 

utilization of art for self-care; and their interest in creating an art therapy program on a college 

campus.  The researcher also engaged in reflective writing through visual journaling to gain 

further insight into the research experience through making art.  The results suggested that 

feelings of stress were prevalent; that there was limited practice of self-care in this population; 

and that there was limited understanding of art therapy.  Further research was recommended to 

gain a better understanding of student, staff, and faculty populations’ self-care practices and to 

advance qualitative data that might examine the potential effectiveness of art therapy and the 

importance of self-care with all populations. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Throughout this researcher’s time in her undergraduate studies, she experienced the stress 

and anxiety that coincided with being an undergraduate student.  The researcher not only went 

through the stressors from attending a traditional, liberal arts college, but she also studied at an 

arts school.  The experiences gained from attending these two different types of higher education 

institutions presented the researcher with both similar and different kinds of stressors. 

Furthermore, the researcher observed that, at both of these institutions, there were stressors 

experienced by students, staff, and faculty on campus, but she did not see many opportunities 

offered to help cope with these stressors on a daily basis. 

While feeling overwhelmed by coursework, daily stressors, and personal relationships 

during her time attending an arts college, the researcher learned about art therapy for the first 

time.  Before discovering art therapy, the researcher had never heard of using art as a way to 

combat the stress and anxiety she felt on a daily basis.  Due to this lack of knowledge, coupled 

with her newfound discovery of the field of art therapy, the researcher was inspired to pursue a 

career as an art therapist.   

Overall, the researcher’s long-term goals were to increase both the knowledge of art 

therapy and the awareness of the use of art as a form of self-care, not only for current and future 

students but for her community as well.  Faculty and staff members on college campuses were 

also in need of an outlet to express their own emotions or feelings.  Further, having the tools to 

self-regulate one’s own emotions may allow employees to better help students to their fullest 

ability, maintain their job performance, and be less likely to experience job burnout (Frisby, 

Goodboy, & Buckner, 2015).   
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Studies have found that the use of art as self-care can be a helpful way to combat stress 

and anxiety for many populations.  Self-care can be an important aspect of daily living, with 

many different activities available that an individual may use for self-care.  Muthard and 

Gilbertson (2016) suggested that art may be one kind of activity that can be particularly 

beneficial for self-care.  The researchers found that art provided an individual with a safe way to 

get their mind off what was causing them stress, as well as provided them the space and time to 

let go and just create.  In the past few years, there has been increasing awareness of the 

importance of art as a form of self-care.  Furthermore, more research has been conducted on the 

efficacy of different kinds of art-making, such as coloring mandalas, for the purpose of stress 

reduction (Hinz, 2009; Lee, 2018; van der Vennet & Serice, 2012).   

Problem Statement  

College life can be one of the most memorable experiences in the life of an emerging 

adult. While in college, an adolescent’s transition to become a young adult can both help to 

nurture and prepare the adolescent for adulthood. Further, this adolescent, who is now an 

undergraduate student, is in a place full of opportunities for new experiences, rapid learning, and 

personal growth. The undergraduate student may also encounter a number of challenges in their 

day-to-day life.  These challenges can contribute to stress, that if not dealt with properly, can 

escalate and hinder their academic performance, as well as their emotional and social well-being 

(Pariat, Rynjah, Joplin, & Kharjana, 2014).  

Goodman (2017) suggested that mental and emotional health can impact academic 

performance causing students who experience distress to be more likely to suffer academic 

impairment.  Participating in art activities may be helpful for individuals who are dealing with 

stress or anxiety because they provide an opportunity to wind down from the day (Muthard & 
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Gilbertson, 2016).  For example, the use of mindfulness techniques may serve as an important 

form of self-care for many individuals.  Mindfulness has been described as an awareness that 

emerges through purposefully and non-judgmentally paying attention in the present moment 

(Keng, Smoski, & Robins, 2011).  Research has found that individuals who practice mindfulness 

may yield a variety of benefits, including reductions in anxiety, depression, fatigue, negative 

health-related quality of life issues, rumination, and stress (Keng et al., 2011).  

Greason, Glaser, and Mroz (2015) found that student artists who attended an arts-focused 

college reported significantly higher stress levels than did traditional students from liberal arts 

colleges.  Additionally, faculty and staff members from this same arts-focused college also 

reported the perception of having had higher expectations placed upon them to prepare each of 

these students for life outside of college.  Taking these results into consideration, creating art as a 

means of self-care may help an individual to de-stress from the day by relaxing and clearing their 

mind, or just by participating in something that provides distraction from anything that may be 

weighing on them (Page, 2012). 

Research Questions   

This study was guided by the following three questions: (a) What experiences do 

undergraduate students, staff, and faculty have in utilizing self-care to reduce anxiety and 

stress?  (b) What level of knowledge do undergraduate students, staff and faculty have regarding 

the use of art as a form of self-care? and (c) What level of interest is there among undergraduate 

students, staff, and faculty for developing an art therapy program on campus?   

Basic Assumptions  

This researcher assumed that undergraduate students, staff, and faculty members all 

experienced a great deal of stress resulting from the institutional atmosphere and expectations.  
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The researcher also assumed that art therapy directives used as a form of self-care, such as visual 

journaling, would be helpful in reducing anxiety and stress (Mercer, Warson, & Zhao, 2010).  

Data collected from the survey was intended to show that the undergraduate student, staff, and 

faculty populations experienced feelings of stress that had a negative impact on their overall 

well-being.  It was also assumed that participants from all three populations who engaged in the 

creative process would report that they had experienced a lowered stress level after they created 

art.  It was also believed that participants from all three populations who engaged in the study 

would show increased interest and understanding of self-care generally, using art as a form of 

self-care more specifically, and the field of art therapy.  Lastly, it was hypothesized that the 

results from the survey would reveal a difference in perception of the use of art as self-care 

between the undergraduate students in a traditional liberal arts college and students from an arts-

focused college. 

Statement of Purpose 

This adaptation study aimed to further Daniel’s (2017) student thesis research on the 

same topic utilizing similar populations on a college campus, but with a specific focus to art 

students and using a larger sample size.  The intention of this study was to show that an art 

therapy program could be a useful addition at an art college and that engaging in art as a form of 

self-care would provide support and safety for undergraduate students, staff, and faculty.  

Through this art therapy program, the researcher hoped to increase awareness about art therapy 

within the undergraduate student, staff, and faculty populations. This was accomplished through 

open studio events advertised on campus and through cultural enrichment events hosted by the 

college where the researcher was able to educate others about art therapy.   
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Definition of Terms 

Burn-out.  This concept has been defined as exhaustion of physical or emotional strength 

or motivation, usually as a result of prolonged stress or frustration (“Burn-out,” n.d.).   

Self-care.  This concept refers to the activity of taking care of one’s own health, 

appearance, or well-being (“Self-care,” n.d.).  There are various ways an individual can 

participate in self-care methods and art could be considered just one of them.  

Visual journaling.  This technique combines written and visual interventions allowing 

for the experience of both emotional satisfaction and cognitive awareness (Mercer et al., 2010).  

Ganim and Fox (1999) maintained that visual journaling helps to reduce stress by avoiding 

conflicts between thoughts and feelings, allowing one to more readily maintain a state of 

emotional well-being. 

Well-being.  This refers to the state of being healthy, happy, or prosperous; physical, 

psychological, or moral welfare (“Well-being,” n.d.). 

Justification of the Study 

Stress and anxiety are commonly experienced by undergraduate students, staff, and 

faculty populations (Holinka, 2015).  Further, this researcher also experienced extreme amounts 

of stress when she attended undergraduate college and, therefore, was invested in this study for 

the purpose of building data to justify the need for additional resources for undergraduate 

students.  Moreover, based on the researcher’s prior interpersonal interactions with students, 

staff, and faculty members on campus, it was believed that there was a general misconception 

about what art therapy was and how to safely practice it.  Consequently, it was hoped that the 

results of this research might be used to: promote the importance of self-care, increase the 

utilization of the campus mental health counseling center, create an art therapy program that does 
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not already exist on the college campus, and further promote the benefits of applying art therapy 

into daily life practices.  The researcher’s long-term goals were to help to advance the field of art 

therapy by bringing art therapy services to undergraduate institutions.  Another goal was to 

increase awareness of the benefits of art therapy services at art colleges, especially because they 

may already identify as artists (Eagan & Garvey, 2015; Harden, 1999; Naring et al., 2006). 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Studies have indicated that art may have a positive impact on an individual’s health and 

well-being (Foster, 2009; Jensen & Bonde, 2018; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010).  Rennis, McNamara, 

Seidel, and Shneyderman (2015) found that there were benefits to using art, in particular, that art 

could be a useful form of self-care to help deal with stress.  Nevertheless, this researcher found a 

lack of literature that focused specifically on the use of art as self-care for the purposes of stress 

reduction in college populations.  Undergraduate students, staff, and faculty members typically 

deal with stress or stress-related issues on a daily basis due to the demanding nature of the 

academic environment.  Thus, one way to help these populations manage their stress and stress 

related issues may be through the relaxing and expressive opportunities that using art as a form 

of self-care offers (Muthard & Gilbertson, 2016; Rennis et al., 2015). 

Stress 

Myers et al. (2012) suggested that stress was best defined based on an individual’s ability 

to cope with the demands of life.  According to Thaker and Verma (2014) and the American 

Institute of Stress (AIS; 2018), the term stress was coined by Hans Selye in 1936. Selye defined 

stress as the “non-specific response of the body to any demand for change (p. 26).”  The term 

stress has been generally used interchangeably with the term distress.  The Oxford Dictionary 

defined stress as physical, mental, or emotional tension, or when a person feels that the demands 

exceed the personal and social resources that the individual currently has available to them (AIS, 

2018; “Stress,” n.d.).  Thus, stress was put in a negative light, with its positive effects essentially 

ignored.  However, in an effort to reduce the negative light previously cast on the word stress, 

AIS (2018) later redefined stress as the amount or frequency of wear and tear on the body.  
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Because it was apparent that most people viewed stress as some unpleasant threat, the term 

stressor was used to distinguish the stimulus from response (AIS, 2018).  When looking at the 

impact of stress, Holinka (2015) mentioned that stress had the potential to impact the function of 

an individual’s daily life, and it could turn into a larger issue if not addressed properly.  Further, 

stress can affect how an individual adjusts to situations, their attitude, and both their mental and 

physical health (Holinka, 2015).   

Muthard and Gilbertson (2016) suggested that the level of stress within the United States 

has risen drastically since the 1950’s.  Furthermore, the American Psychological Association 

(APA; 2017) conducted its annual Stress in America survey to investigate Americas’ relationship 

with stress.  Data from the survey showed that when asked for the top stressors that an individual 

experienced, Americans’ listed the three top stressors as (a) money (62%), (b) work (61%), and 

(c) the future of our country (63%).  When asked what specific issues in our country caused them 

stress, the most common responses were health care (43%) and the economy (35%; APA, , 

2017).   

Stress can have a negative impact on an individual’s emotions, relationships, mind, and 

body.  Emotions, such as anger, irritability, and sadness, can be caused from stress and 

subsequently affect interactions with others.  Furthermore, physical effects may also be caused 

by stress, including back pain, headaches, exhaustion, and even changes in sleep patterns 

(Kleinpeter et al., 2013; Zysberg, Orenshtein, Gimmon, & Robinson, 2017).  

Thaker and Verma (2014) suggested that when an individual experiences stress, it 

decreases their ability to adequately cope with the day-to-day changes that happen outside of 

their control.  This, in turn, may increases the risk of developing unhealthy coping skills.  Louis, 

Chan, and Greenbaum (2009) asserted that, because of stress, individuals were more likely to 
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make unhealthy choices, such as smoking, over-eating, not participating in physical activities, 

and drinking.   

In Ramasubramanian’s (2017) examination of coping strategies for combatting stress-

related issues, the author found that problem-focused or task-oriented coping led to adaptive 

outcomes.  However, Ramasubramanian found that emotion-focused coping, including 

avoidance, also led to adaptive outcomes in certain circumstances in which the person had little 

or no control over the stressor.  Because stress and anxiety are increasingly prevalent in today’s 

society, it is important for clinicians to have many validated therapeutic tools.  Thus, clinicians 

who have a variety of tools at their disposal may be more effective in helping their clients to 

effectively and safely deal with their emotions, which may, in turn, help reduce levels of stress 

and anxiety in these individuals (Dinezo, Thayasivam, & Sledjeski, 2014). 

Stress and undergraduate college students.  During their time in college, 

undergraduate students may experience a shift into adulthood as they begin to take on more 

responsibilities and navigate new roles in society (Dinzeo et al., 2014).  According to a report by 

the Anxiety Disorders Association of America (2010), 40 million adults in the United States 

suffer from an anxiety disorder. Of these, 75% experience their first symptoms of anxiety by the 

time they are 22 years old.  Many young adults can be anxious about themselves, their 

relationships, and their future.  Dinzeo et al. (2014) also noted the increased stressors that many 

students experience due to extracurricular activities, including participation in sports that require 

travel and practices on a weekly basis, being involved with organizations on campus that may 

have high standards and expectations for their members, and working part-time jobs to earn 

spending money.  Additionally, many of these undergraduate students live within a stressful and 
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demanding environment, causing them to be susceptible to the development of stress-related 

issues (Drake, Searight, & Olsen-Pupek, 2014; Holinka, 2015; Rennis et al., 2015).   

Among college students, academic performance was one of several sources of stress and 

anxiety (Reilly, 2018).  The prime causes of academic stress include: over-competition, 

homework, long school/class hours, periodic examinations, language barriers, different teaching 

methods, high expectations from parents and teachers, comparisons of performance among peer 

group members, relationship problems, and decreased job opportunities (Reilly, 2018).  All of 

these causes have the potential to take a toll on students (Banu, Deb, Vardhan, & Rao, 2015). 

Thaker and Verma (2014) found that various environmental factors, such as economic 

uncertainty, including obtaining or maintaining financial support through scholarships, may lead 

to further competition between students and in doing so, create an additional source of stress.   

Over time, increased levels of stress paired with limited coping strategies and/or limited 

support systems has the potential to affect an individual’s health, emotions, performance, and 

self-esteem in a negative way if not effectively managed (Carvalho, Gadzella, Henley, & Ball, 

2009; Dhanalakshmi, 2015; Drake et al., 2014; Law, 2010).  Stress may also impede an 

individual’s ability to self-regulate emotions, which may result in the development of harmful 

coping strategies (Emery, Heath, & Mills, 2016). Researchers have found that the frequently 

utilized harmful coping strategies on college campuses tend to include sleep deprivation, 

smoking, drinking, and drug use (Clevenger, 2013; Epton et al., 2013; Rennis et al., 2015; 

Yorgason, Linville, & Zitzman, 2008).   

The National Sleep Foundation claimed that an average college student (an adult at or 

above 18 years old) should get between seven and nine hours of sleep per night (Myers, 2011).  

However, Clevenger’s study (2013) found that less than half of college students actually get this 
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amount of sleep.  Further, Oginska and Pokorski (2006) indicated that college students who were 

chronically sleep-deprived were more likely to report inadequate or irregular sleep, as well as 

excessive drowsiness, tension, and nervousness.   

Though not specific to an academic context, Hershner’s (2015) study found a link 

between impaired driving, sleep deprivation, and alcohol use. Using a driving simulator, the 

researcher found that as few as one to two alcoholic drinks, combined with only four hours of 

sleep, resulted in car accidents in 23-33% of student participants.  To cope with their sleep 

deprivation, college students have been found to rely on highly caffeinated energy drinks 

(Myers, 2011).  Energy drinks have gained popularity because students claim that these keep 

them awake.  Unlike alcohol or tobacco, however, college students may not be fully aware of the 

cumulative effects of these energy drinks, which taken regularly, may lead to anxiety and even 

insomnia (Myers, 2011).  Another harmful coping strategy mentioned in the literature that has 

increased in prevalence is the act of self-harm (Emery, Heath, & Mills, 2016).   

As sleep quality and quantity decrease, academic performance may also worsen.  Sleep 

deprivation may also impact students in ways that they may not be able to fully recognize.  For 

example, Hershner (2015) found a correlation between poor sleep habits and several different 

variables that may impact academic performance, including slowed reaction time and 

compromised memory, as well as impaired immune function and increased risk of infection.  

Because certain types of learning and memory functions require sleep, pulling an “all-nighter” 

may mean that the student's performance never catches up from that episode of sleep loss.  It is 

unsurprising then that research has found that students who had an erratic sleep schedule tended 

to have a lower grade point average than students who made time for sleep (Hershner, 2015; 

Thacher, 2008).  Further, as previously discussed, harmful coping strategies may lead to the 
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development of mental health issues that may make it difficult for an individual to finish their 

college career (Pedrelli, Nyer, Yeung, Zulauf, & Wilens, 2015). 

Stress and art college students.  This researcher found little research regarding the topic 

of stress and art college students.  However, among research found was a study conducted by 

Greason, Glaser, and Mroz (2015), which measured stress and anxiety among college students.  

This study suggested that art college students were more likely to make use of counseling 

services than students at traditional schools.  Greason et al. also mentioned that artists seemed to 

experience more general stress than traditional students and sought out counseling at higher 

rates.  However, they also found that the rates at which student artists were diagnosed with 

mental illness were no different than for traditional college students. 

The National Center for Education Statistics (2016) reported that from 2009 to 2010, the 

number of students receiving degrees in fine arts-related subjects grew 25% over nine years.  

Similarly, enrollment in visual and performing arts grew by 31% from 2003–2004 to 2007–2008.  

Therefore, Greason et al. (2015) asserted that it is highly likely that college counselors will work 

with student clients who identify as artists. However, much of the information counselors receive 

about the mental health needs of artists may be based on stereotypes, anecdotal evidence, and 

postmortem examinations of artists.  Consequently, counselors in these settings may have very 

little guidance in understanding the psychological needs of artists, as well as may be susceptible 

to stereotype bias, which could impact diagnosis and treatment of the client.  In spite of these 

obstacles, Greason et al.’s findings that students artists struggled more with their stressors than 

did traditional students means that college counselors have a pivotal role to play in helping the 

student artist client develop healthy stress management tools to combat the influence of 

unhealthy coping strategies in times of stress.  
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Stress and staff and faculty members.  Eagan and Garvey (2015), Harden (1999), and 

Naring et al. (2006) all suggested that faculty members of colleges and universities experience 

stress on a daily basis and that it can affect job performance.  Several studies have explored the 

impact of stress on college and university faculty members.  Research conducted by Trautvetter 

et al. (2008) and Frisby et al. (2015) more specifically focused on the tasks that faculty members 

are expected to do, such as preparing students for the outside world, developing quizzes and 

exams, preparing for classes they teach, and interacting with students and other faculty members, 

all of which served as leading sources of faculty stress. 

Several studies have focused on the negative impact that faculty stress can have on the 

environment created for their students.  Babar et al. (2004) found that the most dominant 

stressors were that of academics and examinations.  For faculty and staff, the stress levels of their 

students added on to their own personal stressors within work and home life, if left to build up 

over time, may also prove to be harmful to them (Dinzeo et al., 2014).  If not effectively 

managed, cumulative stress may lead to professional burnout.  The consequences of professional 

burnout could include job loss, a decreased drive for accomplishment, physical and mental 

exhaustion, irregular sleep patterns, relationship issues, and drug or alcohol problems (Maslach 

& Leiter, 2016).  However, Gold (2001) suggested that educating faculty members on healthy 

ways to use the negative and positive effects of stress. This in turn, could result in a variety of 

different benefits, including the ability to better achieve goals and increased excitement when 

work is approached in a productive way. 

Many universities have taken an active approach to understanding and monitoring 

employees’ modifiable health risk factors and chronic care conditions by developing strategies 

that encourage employees to start and sustain healthy behaviors (Carter, Kelly, Alexander, & 
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Holmes, 2011).  One example is a signature health and wellness program at the University of 

Alabama called WellBama (Carter et al., 2011).  This program was created in collaborative 

partnership with select colleges and departments of the university in order to improve 

employees’ health status.  The program utilized a number of different strategies, including onsite 

health screenings and assessments, timely health advising sessions, assistance in setting and 

monitoring individual health goals to promote improved health, and preventive examination 

referrals.  The researchers recommended that this program model may be considered as an option 

for other colleges and universities as well. 

Burnout  

Burnout has been mentioned as a major consequence of the stress undergraduate students 

and staff and faculty members face (Moya-Albiol, Serrano, & Salvador, 2010).  Burnout has 

been conceptualized as a syndrome that combines emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (e.g., 

cynical attitudes toward coworkers, students, and clients, etc.), and a reduced sense of personal 

accomplishment (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1997; Maslach & Leiter, 2016).  Maslach and 

Leiter (2016) also regarded burnout as a long-term, negative affective state comprising emotional 

exhaustion, physical fatigue, and cognitive weariness, resulting from chronic exposure to 

unresolvable occupational stress.   

Maslach et al. (1997) defined the term burnout as experiences of emotional and mental 

fatigue, separation from one’s emotions and identity, and a diminished drive to succeed.  Frisby 

et al. (2015) referred to burnout as a persistent condition that can affect an individual over a 

period of time. Another researcher mentioned that, while work was an essential part of well-

being in modern life, it can also be a potential source of stress, detrimentally affecting people 

psychologically (Huet, 2015).  Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter (1996) characterized burnout as “a 
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crisis in one’s relationship with work” (p. 20).  Overall, it can be concluded that, although 

burnout has been usually associated within the workplace environment, it can also occur within 

the academic environment (Frisby et al., 2015; Huet, 2015; Maslach et al., 1996).   

Academic burnout in undergraduate students.  Lian, Sun, Ji, Li, and Peng (2014) 

suggested that academic burnout was an expansion of job burnout in the field of education.  In 

1980, Pine and Kafry found that university students experienced job burnout to a higher degree 

than service workers.  Consequently, this finding led to the concept of academic burnout, in 

which students have no interest in studying, are lacking motivation to study, and/or are tired of 

studying (Lian et al., 2014).  According to Lian et al, academic burnout stems from both external 

environment and individual factors, as well as may originate from excessive learning-related 

activities.  Individual factors found to affect academic burnout included self-efficacy, self-image, 

locus of control, self-esteem, and trait-anxiety. Although this study revealed findings regarding 

academic burnout, the authors noted that there has been a general lack of research focus to the 

factors that may predict student academic burnout, most notably the internal. 

Another aspect of academic burnout related to undergraduate students has been referred 

to as academic buoyancy (Martin, 2013).  Academic buoyancy was defined as a students’ ability 

to cope with academic setbacks and challenges typically associated with the typical life of a 

student, which consists of test anxiety, management of competing priorities, and academic 

performance (Martin, 2013; Ramasubramanian, 2017).  Through increasing the capacity for 

academic buoyancy, students may be better positioned to cope with acute academic adversity.  

Mindfulness practices may also help increase academic buoyancy and everyday resilience to 

stressors in academic contexts (Martin, 2013; Ramasubramanian, 2017).  Overall, literature on 
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the relationship between students’ stress and burnout is relatively limited (Lian et al., 2014; Lin 

& Huang, 2014). 

Job burnout in staff and faculty members.  Burnout syndrome is one of the most 

widely discussed mental health problems in modern society (Kant et al., 2003; Langelaan et al., 

2006; Peterson et al., 2008).  In a world that faces major socioeconomic challenges, people 

experience ever increasing pressures in their daily lives, particularly at the workplace (Peterson 

et al., 2008).  Langelaan et al. (2006) indicated that managers, employees, and workers in a 

variety of industries around the world suffer from work-related stress, fatigue, and exhaustion, 

the most prominent signs of which are often referred to as burnout syndrome.  Kant (2003) 

suggested that employees with higher levels of burnout are more likely to report a range of 

psychological and physical health problems, including anxiety, depression, sleep disturbance, 

memory impairment, and neck pain. 

The term job burnout was first proposed by American clinical psychologist, Herbert 

Freudenberger, in the 1970s.  Freudenberger used the term job-burnout to describe an exhaustive 

state that is caused by long-time working hours, overload work, and lower satisfaction derived 

from work, among professional workers in service careers.  Later on, Maslach et al. (1997) put 

forward the most widely accepted model of job burnout called the Three Factors Model, which is 

composed of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. 

Maslach et al. (1997) suggested that staff and faculty members were particularly 

vulnerable to experiencing burnout.  Zysberg et al. (2017) suggested that burnout could develop 

in various ways, such as unclear job expectations, little or no training, not having the authority to 

make decisions, lack of support, and difficulties in life outside of work.  Further, Schonfeld and 

Bianchi (2016) suggested that burnout and depressive symptoms may correlate similarly with 
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stress-related factors, such as stressful life events, job adversity, and lack of workplace support.  

Moya-Albiol et al. (2010) reported that individuals experiencing burnout frequently experience 

negative mood states and increased levels of stress throughout the day.  These and other 

researchers have concluded that individuals may experience fatigue, difficulty sleeping, 

increased alcohol and drug usage, and relationship issues due to burnout (Maslach et al., 1997; 

Moya-Albiol et al., 2010; Zysberg et al., 2017).   

The development of a program to both help prevent burnout and help individuals cope 

with their stress could positively impact colleges and universities (Male & May, 1998).  Since 

staff and faculty members have the potential to experience high levels of burnout, one might 

believe that their level of productivity and drive would be diminished; however, in order to 

experience burnout in the first place, an individual must already be invested in their job 

(Schonfeld & Bianchi, 2016).  Individual performance was compromised because burned out 

workers need to have invested extra time and effort in performing their job.  Collective 

performance may suffer because healthy employees spend time in helping their sick colleagues, 

which puts them at risk of also damaging their own health (Demerouti et al., 2009).  Helping 

these individuals to cope with stress-related issues and burnout, which directly impacts the 

students to whom they are setting an example, should be something that colleges strive to do 

(Van Tonder & Williams, 2009). 

Maslach and Leiter (2016) suggested that the view that burnout and depression are 

distinct entities may sometimes convey the idea that burnout is a less troubling condition.  

Moreover, Schonfeld and Bianchi (2016) suggested that the view of burnout as a less troubling 

condition may discourage individuals who experience burnout out from seeking professional 

help.  However, the authors further suggested that if the state of burnout is recognized as a 
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depressive syndrome, then sufferers may be more inclined to engage in healthcare-seeking 

behaviors, such as seeking a mental health professional.  Moreover, they also suggested that 

seeking mental health resources may not enough to increase overall well-being, as the 

environment or working conditions that perpetuate burnout must be adjusted as well.  For 

instance, a burned out, depressed college professor may be in treatment with a mental health 

professional; however, this individual may still be at risk of being drained of energetic resources 

if the college or university does nothing to improve working conditions (Schonfeld & Bianchi, 

2016). 

Schonfeld and Bianchi (2016) utilized the term depressogenic environment when 

discussing the stressors and strains that directly relate to one’s participation in an academic 

climate (p. 33).   More specifically, they argued that a lack of support in the academic 

environment may have a huge impact on individuals’ mental health.  That being said, it was also 

suggested that having a stressful work or academic environment could lead to a faster 

opportunity for change.  If higher education institutions are indeed depressogenic, energy-

draining work places, then they may be more likely to change when facing pressure from teacher 

organizations and public-spirited individuals who are concerned about the well-being of 

educators (Conley, Shapiro, Kirsch, & Durlak, 2017; Schonfeld & Bianchi, 2016). 

Berg, Dutton, and Wrzesniewski (2010) suggested that employees with high levels of 

chronic burnout may be more likely to end up under-utilized due to the cycle of daily job 

demands, exhaustion, and self-undermining behaviors.  Further, they also contended that one 

way to utilize resources may be through what they referred to as job crafting, which is essentially 

a means of describing the ways in which employees utilize opportunities to customize their jobs 

by actively changing their tasks and interactions with others at work.  Berg et al. found that, 
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through the process of job crafting, employees were able to independently modify aspects of 

their jobs to improve the fit between the characteristics of the job and their own abilities, needs, 

and preferences.  Building on these ideas, Tims, Bakker, and Derks (2013) showed that 

employees who crafted their own job demands and resources were able to increase their levels of 

work engagement, which could consequently aid in reducing the risk of burnout (Bakker & 

Costa, 2014; Salanova, Schaufeli, Xanthopouloun, & Bakker, 2010). 

Unfortunately, Bakker and Costa (2014) have shown that burned out employees seemed 

less likely to profit from the gain cycle versus a loss cycle of daily job resources, daily work 

engagement, and daily job crafting.  This could be particularly problematic because daily job 

resources, such as performance feedback, training, and social support, are needed to cope with 

daily job demands.  Bakker and Costa (2014) mentioned that, given that job resources have 

motivational potential, not being able to profit from daily job resources means low levels of work 

engagement on a daily basis.  Once engaged, employees were more likely to mobilize their job 

resources in order to stay engaged.  Thus, employees with chronic burnout may lack the energy 

and motivation to start job crafting behavior and, thus, may miss opportunities to profit from a 

gain cycle in which resources accumulate over time (Hakanen, Perhoniemi, & Toppinen-Tanner, 

2008; Hobfoll, 2002).   

Mental Health Services and Undergraduate College Students 

In the mid-twentieth century during the early development of college counseling, services 

were borne out of several different fields (Barreira & Snider, 2010).  Initially, counseling 

services were part of academic and career advising offices and typically offered more of a 

developmental focus than a clinical focus in its approach to services. Further, most of these 

services were directed by counseling psychologists. At the same time, some of the larger higher 
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education institutions, in particular Ivy League schools, hired psychiatrists to provide mental 

health care. Regardless of the differences, today most colleges have integrated these programs 

into a more unified set of services (Barreira & Snider, 2010; Schwartz, 2011). Most of the 4,500 

degree-granting institutions of higher education (IHEs) in the United States provide some type of 

psychological or mental health counseling support to their students, and approximately 10% of 

the student body seeks care annually (Gallagher, 2014). 

Kraft (2011) indicated that, during the early-nineteenth century, colleges reported 

offering counseling services, but these services consisted only of having the students participate 

in some form of physical activity.  During the mid-nineteenth century, colleges began to 

implement programs for students, but the focus was still primarily on encouraging some form of 

exercise (Kraft, 2011).  Some have suggested that the promotion of physical activity by colleges 

for its students was likely due to the positive influence that exercise may provide for an 

individual’s overall well-being (Ross & Thomas, 2010).  Indeed, preliminary research has found 

a connection between regular exercise and improved emotional well-being, though the nature of 

this association has not been determined (Bernstein, Curtiss, Wu, Barreira, & McNally, 2018).   

An examination of cross-sectional and prospective studies going back decades have 

found a clear connection between exercise and positive mental health outcomes (Bernstein et al., 

2018; Lee & Russell, 2003; Penedo & Dahn, 2005).  More specifically, regular exercise has been 

associated with fewer anxious and depressive symptoms, lower rates of psychiatric disorders, 

higher levels of reported positive affect, lower levels of reported negative affect, greater 

emotional well-being, and less stress (Bernstein et al., 2018).  However, according to the 

American College Health Association (2010), coping skills other than exercise have increasingly 
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gained attention over the years for inclusion among counseling services in order to address the 

mental health needs of students at colleges and universities across the United States.  

Hunt and Eisenberg (2010) suggested that mental disorders were just as prevalent among 

college students as in the same-aged non-student population.  Moreover, mental disorders appear 

to be increasing in number and severity.  Though college students may be viewed as a privileged 

population, studies have found that they are not immune to the suffering and disability associated 

with mental illness. According to a recent survey, 94% of counseling center directors reported 

trends towards greater number of students with severe psychological problems on their 

campuses.  These directors also reported that students on their campuses seemed to be 

experiencing a number of mental health issues with increasing prevalence over a five year period 

at the time of the study, including such issues as anxiety disorders, crises requiring immediate 

response, psychiatric medication issues, clinical depression, learning disabilities, sexual assault 

on campus, self-injury issues (e.g. cutting to relieve anxiety) and problems related to earlier 

sexual abuse (Gallagher, 2014). 

Ciotoli, Smith, and Keeling (2018) felt that college students face particular health 

challenges, notably, but not exclusively, in the areas of mental and behavioral health.  These 

challenges require specific, high quality clinical and prevention services tailored to individual 

needs, community needs (all the students on a campus), and population needs (all college 

students as a group).  Anxiety and depression were believed to be most prevalent concerns 

among college students seeking mental-health treatment on campus (Ciotoli et al., 2018).   

According to a 2012 report from the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), 

colleges and universities throughout the United States have reported significant increases in the 

frequency and severity of student psychological distress.  The Center for Collegiate Mental 
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Health also found a consistent increase in the prevalence of suicide attempts and other self-

harming behaviors among students seeking mental-health treatment each year since 2010 (Reilly, 

2018).  The suicide rate among people 15–24 years of age has tripled since the 1950’s, and 

approximately 1,100 suicides occur at colleges every year in the United States alone (Gruttadaro 

& Crudo, 2012).  Now more than ever, campuses need to address the challenge of promoting a 

culture of mental and emotional well-being among their students (College Degree Search, 2012).  

Counseling services for the undergraduate student population have continued to be a 

focal point for some researchers (Daniel & Davidson, 2014).  Daniel and Davidson claimed that 

counseling services offered to college students remain sparse, lack resources, and frequently do 

not meet the mental health needs of the undergraduate student population.  Vespia (2007) further 

focused on the lack of information and understanding available, which may often be attributable 

to the size of the university or college.  

A survey completed by the College Degree Search (2012) revealed that only 40% of 

students with mental illnesses seek help.  One important aspect of mental health that may 

preclude students from reaching out for help is the stigma frequently associated with mental 

health diagnoses, which could result in stereotyping, discrimination, and ultimately the alienation 

of students who are already struggling (College Degree Search, 2012; Grasgreen, 2012).  In 

contrast, Grasgreen (2012) suggested that stigma associated to mental illness may be a less 

common reason for not seeking treatment, and that an inordinate focus to stigma may be taking 

resources away from the examination and treatment of other more prevalent contributing factors.  

Furthermore, as mental illness becomes destigmatized, more students may be coming to campus 

having already seen therapists or having taken medication since high school (Wilson, 2015). 
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Yorgason, Linville, and Zitzman (2008) and Daniel and Davidson (2014) found that some 

students did not utilize the counseling services available, while others were unaware that there 

were services at their university or college.  Due to the diversity of a college campus student 

population, Yorgason et al. (2008) also surmised that variables of gender, race, and 

socioeconomic background may play a role in how an individual approaches and views the 

subject of mental health and counseling.  For example, the authors found evidence that 

individuals with ethnic backgrounds were more likely to believe that there was a stigma attached 

to mental health services, and therefore, were less likely to utilize such services.  In relation to 

gender, Yorgason et al. found that females were more likely to both acknowledge mental health 

issues and utilize the services provided to them than were their male counterpart.  In the area of 

socioeconomics, Daniel and Davidson (2014) stated that more research needs to be conducted to 

better understand how individuals in lower socioeconomic brackets perceive mental health 

services.  They contended that more research focused on this population would better enable 

colleges and universities to challenge the stigma associated with mental health and, thereby, 

encourage its population to utilize the services offered. 

Self-Care 

Self-care has been defined as a practice, when implemented within an individual’s daily 

schedule, that may help an individual to better manage and possibly prevent physical and 

psychological issues (“Self-care,” n.d.; Mendoza-Núñez et al., 2013).  Richards, Campenni, and 

Muse-Burke (2010) noted that self-care has been defined in a variety of ways.  For instance, 

some have considered self-care to consist of activities or practices that an individual may engage 

in, such as sleep, meditation, yoga and exercise (Bamonti et al., 2014; Richards et al., 2010).   
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Bamonti et al. (2014) delineated some of the more commonly practiced self-care 

activities, such as maintaining a healthy diet, engaging in some form of exercise or activity that 

requires movement, and maintaining a healthy sleep schedule.  With regards to the latter, 

Gaultney (2010) noted that many college students may be at risk for sleep disorders, which could 

also put them at risk of academic failure.  Bressi and Vaden (2017) mentioned that developing 

healthy sleeping patterns could be considered a form of self-care because it provides the 

individual with the rest and relaxation needed in order to function properly. 

Other activities that have been found to be common forms of self-care include, but are 

not limited to, hobbies, spiritual practices, spending time with friends and family, and support 

through relationships with others (Bloomquist, Wood, Friedmeyer-Trainor, & Kim, 2015; 

Colman et al., 2016; Richards et al., 2010).  Bloomquist et al. (2015) and Richards et al. (2010) 

suggested that spiritual practices may help alleviate stressful feelings because it is often assumed 

that they provide the opportunity to develop connections to something larger than the self and 

discover a greater meaning for one’s life.  Not only may self-care activities such as these boost 

an individual’s self-esteem, but they may also help them an individual to develop deeper 

connections through the interactions and experiences they have with others (Bloomquist et al., 

2015; Bressi & Vaden, 2017; Richards et al., 2010).  

Additionally, self-care habits have increasingly focused on activities designed to cultivate 

reflection and inner awareness, the practice of responsible selfishness, developing a balance of 

giving to others and to ourselves, and practicing forgiveness (Bush, 2009; Decker, Brown, Ong, 

& Stiney-Ziskind, 2015; Walsh, 2009).  Several researchers have found that focusing on such 

practices can result in beneficial health effects, including reducing chronic physical pain, 

improving self-regulation of emotions, and decreasing anxiety and depression relapses (Aguirre 
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& Galen, 2013; Clark, 2017).  Figley (2002) contended that the practice of mindfulness may be 

the best option for enhancing compassion satisfaction and avoiding compassion fatigue in a 

profession where empathy has been acknowledged to be a double-edged sword.   

Art Therapy 

In order to effectively deal with the daily stresses of life, there are many different types of 

therapeutic resources that an individual may utilize.  One of these resources is art therapy.  The 

term “art therapy” was coined in the 1940s by the artist Adrian Hill.  With origins in both art and 

psychotherapy, art therapy has been framed as a therapeutic process and relationship that occurs 

between a therapist and a client for the purpose of enhancing the client’s well-being (Chancellor, 

Duncan, & Chatterjee, 2014).  As defined by the American Art Therapy Association (AATA, 

2017, para 2), art therapy is an integrative mental health and human services profession that 

enriches the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active art-making, creative 

process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic 

relationship.  The use of art for these purposes can be beneficial since art is a flexible medium.  

The expressive arts encompass a wide range of methods including writing, dancing, music, 

painting, wood working, or collage making (Curl, 2008).  

AATA (2017) has maintained that it is critical to educate other professions and 

individuals in our communities about the nature and scope of the art therapy profession.  The 

integration of art therapy in educational settings enhances the possibility of reaching the greatest 

number of students who may be in need of mental health services.  Higher education institutions 

that currently include art therapy as an integral part of their programming may be better able to 

meet the educational needs of their students, as well as may help their students to increase their 

personal awareness and self-development (AATA, 2017; Curl, 2008). 
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Art as Self-Care 

As mentioned previously, self-care practices included a variety of activities that an 

individual can incorporate into their daily life (Colman et al., 2016; Mendoza-Núñez et al., 

2013).  According to Curl (2008), creating art may be an especially great way to practice self-

care because the interventions can be easily adapted to meet the needs of the individuals.  They 

also frequently involve a wide variety of media choices, which may result in an overall more 

enjoyable experience.  Further, Curl (2008) suggested that an artistic focus may prove stress 

reducing due to a cathartic release of positive emotion.  

Abbot, Shanahan and Neufeld (2013) referred to art making as the process of producing 

art through creative and physical manipulation of materials in such activities as drawing, 

painting, and clay sculpting.  Walsh, Martin, and Schmidt (2004) studied art making in designing 

creative arts activities for family caregivers of patients with cancer. They found that a creative 

arts intervention produced a beneficial short-term effect on caregiver anxiety, stress, and 

emotions.  This finding supports the hypothesis that artmaking may be significantly associated 

with reduced stress (Shanahan & Neufeld, 2013).  Several researchers have conducted studies 

evaluating theories that art may both assist in improving an individual’s overall quality of life 

(Mendoza-Núñez et al., 2013), while also provide a safe container to express oneself (Bazargan 

& Pakdaman, 2016; Caddy et al., 2012; Thomas & Morris, 2017).  Based on their findings, 

Caddy et al. (2012) added that the creative process may serve as a helpful distraction for 

individuals struggling to deal with any negative thoughts or feelings. Creating art may also be 

considered a relaxing and mindful experience (Muthard & Gilbertson, 2016).   

Aaron, Rinehart, and Ceballos (2011) conducted a study that utilized a watercolor-based 

art intervention in conjunction with a guided meditation activity.  They found that, as a result of 
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the intervention, participants experienced a decrease in their stress levels. Skeens (2017) 

speculated that this type of approach allows the creator an opportunity to use their imagination 

and creativity for self-expression, rather than focus on creating a specific image.  Sandmire, 

Gorham, Rankin, and Grimm’s (2012) pilot study examined the effects of art making on stress 

levels in undergraduate students, reporting that the process of art-making was effective in 

reducing anxiety and stress, as measured by the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; 

Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lushene, Vagg, & Jacobs, 1983).  Although it may seem intuitive that art 

making is stress relieving, few studies have actually addressed this claim.  

Visual journaling has been suggested as one specific type of artmaking that may be 

beneficial as a form of self-care.  Visual journaling may help to reduce stress by providing the 

individual with a concrete space in which they can externalize conflicts between thoughts and 

feelings, which may improve one’s emotional well-being (Ganim & Fox, 1999).  Ganim and Fox 

also found that using artwork to express stress-producing emotions could help to reverse the 

stress response, which would, in turn, relieve the body of tension, help to alleviate pain, and 

boost the immune system.  Mercer et al. (2010) and Tourtillot (2002)’s research corroborates this 

idea, as both have revealed findings that visual journaling lowers blood pressure. 

Ganim and Fox (1999) described the visual journal as a journey through the three stages 

of healing with art, which consist of access, healing, and transformation. They stated that these 

stages create a path for understanding and redirecting negative emotions into a more positive 

experience.  Although these stages can be used with any artistic process, outcomes may be 

particularly beneficial when used in conjunction with visual journaling (Mercer et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, for some individuals, creating art may be perceived as intimidating. 

Muthard and Gilbertson (2016) found that even doing something as simple as coloring a pre-
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drawn image promoted self-expression and was considered to be a relaxing experience.  Curry 

and Kasser’s (2005) study found that participants who colored a pre-drawn mandala image 

experienced a higher decrease in their stress or anxiety levels than did participants placed in 

other conditions.  Drake et al.’s (2014) study in which participants were placed in three groups 

and given three different types of pre-drawn images to color found similarly that these activities 

helped decrease feelings of anxiety and stress among participants.  Thus, as recommended by 

Eagan and Garvey (2015) and Hoffmann (2016), art-based self-care practices may be especially 

useful in help individuals to effectively deal with stressors.  

Art as self-care with undergraduate students.  The Foresight report noted that well-

being was enhanced when individuals were able to fulfill their social goals and achieve a sense 

of purpose in society (Foresight Mental Capital and Wellbeing Project, 2008).  Jensen (2013) 

noted that using the arts to increase well-being, while also decreasing stress and anxiety, is 

widely recognized as an innovative healing approach, with recent studies demonstrating positive 

therapeutic outcomes for people with physical and mental health problems who utilize these 

methods.  Curry and Kasser’s (2005) findings suggested that the level of anxiety reduction 

afforded by art-making could be related to the degree of free expression and creativity inherent 

in the medium used.   

Curry and Kasser also speculated that the act of simply coloring a pre-designed mandala 

design, something assumed to require little creative thought, may encourage a trance-like state of 

relaxation.  In contrast, they suggested that the perceived expenditure of creativity required to 

make an original artwork may, in fact, be more stress inducing to the artist.  Most arts and crafts 

centers in universities offer college students a wide variety of art-making opportunities, from 

free-form expression to copy work.  Therefore, researchers have indicated that it would be 
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informative to study the potential anxiety-reducing effect of any type of art medium (Curry & 

Kasser, 2005; Sandmire et al., 2012). Art has been described as a skill that may be done at any 

time, therefore people do not have to take a lot of time out of their busy schedules to do it 

(Dinzeo et al., 2014; Epton et al., 2013).  By promoting the use of art as a form of self-care, the 

undergraduate student population may benefit from the implementation of healthy lifestyle 

choices, which may hopefully decrease engagement in unhealthy choices for managing stress, 

such as smoking, drinking, and poor sleep habits.  

Glassman and Prasad (2013) found that when individuals work through obstacles in order 

to have educational success, this may result in healthier and more socially acceptable behaviors, 

including increased self-esteem and a more positive attitude about school and learning.  Through 

the use of art as self-care, students may have the opportunity to develop tools that can aid in 

stress reduction stress in many situations (Glassman & Prasad, 2013; Aaron et al., 2011). These 

situations might include important events, tests, or to simply create a balanced sense of well-

being during stressful times (Aaron et al, 2011). 

Art and self-care with staff and faculty members.  Similar to the undergraduate 

student population, this author found a lack of research that focused specifically on the use of art 

therapy for self-care among college staff and faculty members.  However, research has suggested 

that, similar to undergraduate students, staff and faculty members also deal with stress on a daily 

basis (Frisby et al., 2015; Trautvetter et al., 2008).  Using art as a form of self-care could provide 

this population with a positive experience, as well as aid in their development of useful strategies 

to help them cope with stressful issues that they may be experiencing (Eagan & Garvey, 2015). 

While there are many ways in which an individual might implement self-care practices, the 
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practice of art-making may be perceived as a relaxing process for this population given their high 

stress levels (Eagan & Garvey, 2015; Muthard & Gilbertson, 2016; Naring et al., 2006).  

Moreover, Muthard and Gilbertson (2016) contended that using art as self-care can both 

promote healthy coping skills at the same time that allows an individual to relax or unwind from 

their day.  Curl (2008) and Drake et al. (2014) both recommended collage-making as a specific 

example of an art intervention that may be particularly beneficial for this population.  Collage-

making was described by both studies as being typically perceived as a non-threatening medium, 

and thus has been associated with the alleviation of stressful feelings.   

Coloring is another form of artmaking that may be utilized as a form of self-care.  Eaton 

and Tieber’s (2017) study found that coloring, in general, was effective at decreasing 

participants’ negative mood and anxiety states.  More interestingly, the researchers also found 

that participants who were allowed free choice of whatever colors they wanted to use reported a 

marginally greater decrease in anxiety than those in the forced choice condition. These findings 

imply that that the degree of structure in the art task is important. Hinz (2009) suggested that a 

low level of structure in an expressive therapy task is associated with more affective responses, 

whereas a high level of structure is associated with more cognitive responses. 

In addition to the relaxing experiences that art-making may elicit, engaging in the 

creative process also has been found to have a positive impact on one’s overall health and well-

being (Holford, 2011.  Trautvetter et al. (2008) suggested that combining mindfulness 

interventions with art-based interventions could be a way to increase the self-awareness, job 

satisfaction and coping skills of students in a college setting.  Providing a safe space that 

promotes healthy expression to combat the negative symptoms associated with stress and 
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burnout may help this population to deal with their issues in a more effective way (Decker et al., 

2015; Trautvetter et al., 2008). 

Summary 

In conclusion, studies have suggested that using art as a form of self-care may enable 

students to develop tools that they can use to reduce their stress in a variety of different 

situations.  These situations may include the stress experienced prior to important events or tests 

or to simply create a balanced sense of well-being during stressful times (Aaron et al., 2011).  As 

previously discussed, art-making may provide an individual with an increased sense of well-

being, a distraction from daily life stressors, and the opportunity to express one’s feelings in a 

contained, safe, and effective way (Bazargan & Pakdaman, 2016; Caddy et al., 2012; Thomas & 

Morris, 2017).  However, in general, there was a wealth of information in the literature review 

that specifically focused on using art as a form of self-care.   

Undergraduate students, staff and faculty members deal with stressful situations each day 

that could easily lead to significant health issues.  Not having the proper resources available on 

campus for both of these populations could lead to the development of harmful coping skills.  

However, the implementation of self-care activities and programs may arguably provide a safe 

space for individuals to deal with stress and other emotions in a healthy way, and therefore, can 

be an important addition to the college campus (Kausar, 2010). 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

For this study, the researcher collected both qualitative and quantitative data.  The 

participants included undergraduate students, staff, and faculty at a private art college, all of 

whom completed either an online or written survey.  The participant for the qualitative portion of 

this study was the researcher, who completed self-reflective heuristic inquiry through creation of 

a visual journal.  

Participants 

Participants consisted of individuals from an undergraduate student, staff, and faculty 

population at a four-year private art college in Sarasota, FL.  The participants in this study were 

faculty and students who were either employed or enrolled in the Bachelor of Fine Arts and 

Bachelor of Art degree programs.  Within each of these two programs, there were thirteen majors 

that a student could select.  For this study, the researcher recruited participants from both the 

Bachelor of Fine Arts and Bachelor of Art degree programs.  Among the staff members, there 

were multiple departments from which this researcher recruited staff member participants.  

These staff members ranged from young adults to older adults in age.  

For this study, the researcher adapted Daniel’s (2017) student thesis research, which 

similarly investigated the perceived lack of knowledge and use of art as self-care on a college 

campus.  For the present study, participants were asked to complete a ten-question survey to find 

out what type of opportunities they had utilized to reduce stress in order to assess their 

understanding of using art as a form of self-care, and to assess interest in creating an art therapy 

program on campus.  The participants used online and printed surveys to increase the diversity of 

the population sample.  Additionally, participants were selected from the purposeful sample 
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described above using random sampling to minimize bias in the selection process.  When 

contacting participants, the researcher informed each participant that they were not required to 

participate in this survey and that they could withdraw at any time, for any reason, with no 

retaliations.  A written consent form was signed prior to taking the survey and, in the consent 

form, participants were also made aware that no identifying information would be included in the 

survey.  The heuristic component of this study consisted of the researcher’s intentional use of a 

visual journal.  This served as a self-reflective tool to help add to the qualitative data for future 

studies.   

Research Design 

The study used a quantitative approach to collect data from participants through the use 

of a survey.  Individuals completed a ten-question survey by answering questions formulated by 

the researcher, which were based on a review of the literature.  The survey was conducted using 

both online and printed formats in order to assist in increasing the odds of participation from all 

three populations.  Printed surveys were offered to the undergraduate population (Appendix A), 

while online surveys were offered to faculty and staff members (Appendix B).  By allowing 

faculty and staff members to take the survey online, participants were able to participate in the 

study at a time of their convenience.  The researcher aimed to have the undergraduate student 

sample complete surveys during the first few minutes of class.  According to Daniel’s (2017) 

study, this method made it easier for students to complete the survey and return to class activities 

with a minimum of interruption to the class instruction.  

 Due to the researcher’s difficulty gaining obtaining assistance from faculty members in 

the recruitment process, she decided to reach out to potential student participants directly through 

the events held on campus.  These student participants were provided the same survey and 
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consent form as the researcher had planned to give students during class time.  Surveys 

submitted through all processes were randomly sampled by choosing every second survey to use 

for the data analysis.  Both the online survey and the printed survey included the same questions 

in the exact same order in order to increase the reliability of the study (Wiersma, 2011).  The 

survey questions helped the researcher to gather information on participants’ self-care practices, 

the level of stress experienced daily, and to assess interest level in using art as a form of self-

care. 

Research Instruments 

Survey.  The survey used in this study was created by this researcher using prior research 

as guidance (Daniel, 2017; Waclawski, 2012).  The survey was administered in both a traditional 

format using paper and pencil and online using Survey Monkey.  There were ten questions in this 

survey, which included a mix of both Likert-type scale questions and open-ended questions.  The 

inclusion of Likert-type scale questions throughout the survey provided an opportunity for 

participants to go into further detail about their level of participation or thoughts (Waclawski, 

2012).  Studies have found that Likert scale and Likert-type scale questions are the most 

commonly used types of psychometric scaling among psychological measurements that require 

self-reporting.   

The researcher developed the survey questions as a way to gain more information about 

the populations’ self-care practices, stress levels, and art interests, thus increasing the validity of 

this tool to collect relevant data given its direct alignment with the goals of this study (Gosling, 

Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004; Wakita, Ueshima, & Noguchi, 2012).  The survey began by 

asking questions about what major the student was pursuing, or in which department the faculty 

or staff member worked.  Based on the literature reviewed, the first set of survey questions  
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(items 2 and 3) were created with the belief in mind that these populations deal with some form 

of stress on a regular basis and that this stress may be causing other physical, emotional, and 

psychological effects (Banu, Deb, Vardhan, & Rao, 2015; Bauer et al., 2006; Frisby et al., 2015; 

Reilly, 2018). 

After gaining more insight into the participants’ perceived levels of stress and its effects, 

the next set of questions (items 4 and 5) inquired about the type and frequency of participants’ 

self-care habits.  Finally, art therapy-related questions (items 6 and 10) were created to assess 

participants’ understanding on the topic of art therapy; how many times recently that they had 

created art; their perceived stress levels after creating art; and their interest in learning more 

about art therapy.  Since minimal literature was found that directly inquired about the use of art 

or art therapy as a form of self-care among these populations, it was hypothesized that 

participants would report minimal understanding on what type of relationship there may or may 

exist between art-making and self-care. 

Self-reflection.  The researcher participated in a self-care art reflection.  For the self-

analysis portion of the research, the researcher completed a visual journal throughout the 

research process.  The visual journal was completed on a daily basis.  Research has found that 

using a visual journal allowed for the experience of both emotional satisfaction and cognitive 

awareness through the process of combining written and visual interventions (Mercer et al., 

2010).  

Additionally, keeping a self-reflective journal is a commonly used strategy among 

qualitative researchers as a way to clarify research goals; bracket and examine personal 

assumptions, biases, and values; and enhance insight and understanding. Though frequently 

practiced in qualitative research, relatively little literature was found on the use of reflective 
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journals in the research process.  Further, there was limited literature guiding researchers as to 

the purposes of keeping a reflective journal from a methodological perspective and how to use 

their reflections as an integral part of the research process (Ortlipp, 2008). 

For this portion of the study, the researcher decided to do a self-reflection visual journal 

rather than participate in two self-care interventions, as per Daniel’s (2017) study.  This decision 

was made due to the researcher’s belief that focusing on a cumulative and sustained art-based 

intervention aimed at self-care over a longer period of time would yield more meaningful and 

reliable results (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Overall, the heuristic component of this study aimed to 

elicit a better understanding of the creative experience that may be used in the future with the 

populations under focus in this study who deal with stress on a daily basis.  The researcher hoped 

that these interventions could one day be implemented in an art therapy program on campus 

(Aaron et al., 2011; Curry & Kasser, 2005). 

Data Collection 

To remain unbiased in the selection process and condense the population sample further, 

the researcher used random sampling to select from those participants who completed the survey 

(McLeod, 2014).  In total, 26 student surveys, 3 faculty surveys, and 10 staff surveys were 

initially completed for this study.  After random sampling was applied to the collection of 

student surveys and staff surveys, 13 student surveys, 3 faculty surveys, and 5 staff surveys were 

ultimately included for data analysis, for a total of 21 surveys analyzed from the entire 

population sample. 

Originally, the plan for this study was to recruit the student participants through their 

corresponding faculty members.  However, the researcher created a second plan for collecting 

research for circumstances in which this was not possible.  Thus, the researcher also recruited 
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student participants directly through the events held on campus or group sessions held at the 

counseling center on campus.  Through contact with faculty members and the Dean of Students, 

the researcher discovered that it was best to reach out to the resident assistants and have them 

facilitate the survey to students during their first-floor meeting of the fall semester.  Resident 

assistants were contacted by email to ask whether they were willing to take a few minutes out of 

their dorm floor meeting time.   

From the sixteen dorm floors on which resident assistants held meetings, the researcher 

randomly chose one group out of the sixteen that were possible.  The researcher met with the 

resident assistants chosen for this study in person to explain the purpose of the study, delineate 

the procedure they were required to follow in administering the study to potential student 

participants (Appendix C), and to give them all study materials.  The study materials that they 

were given consisted of a labeled manila envelope with copies of the consent forms, a labeled 

manila envelope with copies of survey questionnaires, and a manila envelope with the dorm 

name written on the outside of the envelope.   

During the facilitation of the survey, the resident assistants were directed to first read the 

script, after which they were to give out one consent form and one survey to each student 

attending the meeting.  The resident assistants were also informed that both the consent forms 

and surveys were to be collected and placed in a labeled manila envelope.  After the 

undergraduate student surveys were completed and handed to the researcher, the surveys were 

randomly sampled by choosing every second survey out of a total of up to 26 surveys. From the 

surveys completed by these students, the researcher selected 13 surveys from which to analyze 

data. 
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Faculty and staff participants were also randomly assigned for this study.  Participants for 

the faculty populations were chosen by the researcher by creating a list of majors, assigning each 

group a number, and then grouping each faculty member within each of the thirteen groups, and 

finally, assigning each individual a number.  Then, once each group and individual were 

assigned numbers, the researcher selected ten of the numbers at random and assigned them to the 

thirteen groups of the faculty members.  The researcher then randomly selected one faculty 

member instructor within each of the ten groups.   

Participants for the staff populations were chosen by the researcher by creating a list of 

each of the non-faculty departments within the college and assigning each group a number.  For 

each department that was listed, the names of the staff members were added beside it.  Staff 

members were kept in groups based on the department they worked in, after which each group 

and then each individual were assigned identifying numbers (Daniel, 2017).   

The faculty and staff members were contacted via email (Appendix D) to complete an 

online survey created on Survey Monkey.  The online survey also included a consent form 

asking participants to first agree to the consent form before they proceeded to the survey.  For the 

staff population, the researcher was able to obtain surveys from ten participants, and for the 

faculty population, the researcher was only able to obtain surveys from three participants.  The 

researcher kept data collected from the online surveys on a password-protected personal 

computer and those collected in person were kept in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s home.   

Regarding the confidentiality of the surveys, once the surveys were collected from all 

three populations, the researcher examined each of the surveys to make sure that the consent 

form was signed before detaching it from the survey.  This was done to ensure that no data was 

used from individuals who did not sign the consent form.  Participants were asked to not provide 
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any personal identifying information for the survey.  Demographic information in the survey 

included whether the participant was a student, staff, or a faculty member; what degree they were 

pursuing, if applicable; or what department they taught or worked in, if applicable.  Data was 

collected using online surveys for faculty and staff members and printed surveys for 

undergraduate students to make it easier to accommodate the schedules of all three groups. 

Due to time constraints experienced by the researcher, she decided to save time by doing 

a random selection of the 39 surveys she collected. She did this by randomly choosing 50% of 

the surveys from the staff population and student population. The random selection was done by 

choosing every second survey from each population. Since the researcher only obtained three 

surveys from the faculty members, she decided to use all three faculty participants for the study.  

For the heuristic, self-analysis portion of the research, the researcher completed a visual 

journal, one of many different kinds of self-care methods, throughout the research process.  The 

visual journal was completed on a daily basis during each week of the study.  The researcher did 

not follow any directions or utilize any specific approach, other than simply engaging in 

reflection by making art and writing down any feelings and/or thoughts that she had about the 

research process.  To increase the level of information provided for this study, the researcher also 

took notes about her experiences and thoughts after each time that she created art in the journal.  

She then analyzed these notes for ideas that stood out or that appeared to corroborate the findings 

from either the literature or the data collected from the surveys. 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data analysis.  The Likert-type scale questions were designed to assess 

participants’ perceived experiences of stress, self-care, and art therapy.  Jamieson (2014) 

indicated that Likert and Likert-type scales have been commonly used to measure an individual’s 
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attitude about a topic by eliciting a response that falls within a range of possible responses to a 

given question or statement.  Thus, scale-based questions are intended to measure a participant’s 

experience of a phenomena, with “1” signifying the lowest or never, to “5” being the highest or 

the most frequent.  The data collected from these questions were compared to identify whether 

there were any common themes among participants’ responses (Jamieson, 2004).   

Qualitative data analysis.  Having open-ended questions allowed participants to expand 

on their experiences in their own words with the topics discussed in the survey (Popping, 2015).  

Popping (2015) and Sutton and Austin (2015) suggested that qualitative research can help 

researchers to access the thoughts and feelings of research participants, which can enable 

development of an understanding of the meaning that people ascribe to their experiences.  Braun 

and Clarke (2006) agreed, asserting that open-ended questions allow for a detailed response that 

the researcher may ultimately find to give more meaningful information than do scale-based 

questions.  The researcher used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six step method of thematic analysis 

to generate themes from the qualitative data, as described further below. 

Familiarization with the data.  To gain familiarization with the data collected from the 

surveys, the researcher reviewed the literature and data, making notes on common concepts and 

topics that were present.  After completing the self-reflection portion part of the study, the 

researcher first reviewed the literature that related to visual journaling.  Prior to and after creating 

each of the images, the researcher documented her stress levels and made notes about her 

experiences and thoughts.  The researcher then used these notes to determine whether there were 

any ideas that stood out, were common with what was in the literature, or were similar to what 

was collected from the surveys (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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Generating initial codes.  The researcher identified responses within the data that she felt 

were interesting, stood out, and were found in other responses from participants (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  The responses were analyzed for their content and the presence of common 

themes.  The researcher also performed a content analysis of the notes and imagery in her visual 

journal, in order to search for any common ideas and concepts that either stood out or aligned 

with the data collected from the surveys.   

Searching for themes.  In order to identify and construct themes from the qualitative 

data, the researcher combined similar worded responses and concepts that stood out to create 

larger themes, as well as smaller subthemes.  The coding process was largely inductive due to the 

researcher staying close to the original wording when creating codes (Joffe & Yardley, 2004).  

The researcher identified patterns among the answers and statements provided.  She made notes 

of similar phrases, ideas, or concepts across the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Reviewing the data sets.  In order to present an overall presentation of the data, the 

themes constructed from both the survey data and the visual journal were further examined for 

anything that might have been missed initially.  The themes’ validity was also taken into 

consideration and the researcher made decisions on how well the data reflected what the 

researcher believed it may have been showing (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Defining and naming themes.  To name the themes, the researcher searched for an 

overarching idea that seemed applicable to each grouping of codes in order to help define what 

each reflected (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Thus, any concept that was previously noted and 

grouped was named according to how well it accommodated all of the data within that theme.  

Based on the themes found in Daniel’s study (2017), the researcher anticipated that the themes 

identified for all three populations were (a) utilization of self-care practices, (b) level of 
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perceived stress, (c) attitudes about stress, (d) interest in creating art, and (e) understanding of art 

therapy.  Additionally, the themes identified from a content analysis of the self-reflection within 

the visual journal were experience utilizing the art intervention, stress before and after art 

making, and attitude towards using the art intervention with future populations. 

Reporting the final analysis.  In order to report a clear description of the data collected 

from the surveys, the researcher described how the themes tied together, provided examples to 

help prove the frequency of a theme, and provided an argument to show an unbiased approach 

for the data analysis (Burke & Clarke, 2006).  To relate the findings of what was collected back 

to the overall purpose and goals of the study, the researcher created two data analysis charts 

(Figures 1 and 2).  Figure 1 depicts the themes constructed from the survey data.  Figure 2 shows 

the themes that the researcher identified after a content analysis of her visual journal, and thus, 

represents her experience utilizing the visual journal art intervention, her stress level before and 

after creating art, and if she planned to use the art interventions with future clients. 
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Figure 1. Evaluating levels of knowledge and understanding. 

 

Figure 2. Evaluating the experience utilizing the visual journal art intervention. 
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Validity and Reliability 

To increase the validity of the study, the researcher collected 26 surveys from 

undergraduate students and randomly selected every second survey for data analysis.  Ten 

surveys from staff were collected and every second survey was also randomly selected for data 

analysis.  Due to the low number of surveys received from faculty (N=3), the researcher included 

all three of these in data analysis. Though the sample was purposeful, eligible participants were 

chosen at random from different departments across the college in order to gather a diverse 

group of individuals.  

To increase the reliability of the survey, as suggested by Etchegaray and Fischer (2010), 

the researcher created questions that targeted three main areas of focus in order to increase the 

survey’s internal consistency.  Furthermore, the researcher also included a mix of both open-

ended questions and Likert-type scale-based questions on the survey.  Using two kinds of 

questions in this survey enabled participants to answer some questions quickly and put more 

thought into others, which provided the researcher with different types of data.  Using the online 

and printed surveys could be seen as reliable and valid method because the survey responses 

reflected the participant’s emotional state consistently across the populations (Gosling et al., 

2004).  Additionally, to ensure validity and reliability of both the printed survey and the online 

survey, the researcher also incorporated three to five questions for each concept that was was 

studied in the survey (Etchegaray & Fischer, 2010). 

Ethical Implications 

This study received approval from both the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods Institutional 

Review Board and the Institutional Review Board at the college setting where the study took 

place.  The potential risks of this study were minimal for the participants and the researcher.  The 
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researcher maintained the confidentiality of the participants by not including any personal 

identifying information in the survey, such as the name of the respondent or their address 

information Furthermore, a unique identifier code was used to protect the anonymity of 

participants.  

For both components of the study, a licensed mental counselor was on site to address any 

issues, should they have occurred.  For the heuristic, reflective component of the study, the 

researcher met with her art therapist supervisor, a Licensed Mental Health Counselor and Board-

Certified Art Therapist, to address any issues that presented.  Regarding the storage of 

information, participants’ completed paper surveys, the flash drive with the completed online 

survey data, and confidentiality agreements were all stored at the researcher’s house in a locked 

drawer.  All data will be kept for a period of seven years after publication of the results.   

Researcher Bias 

Since the concept and implementation of self-care was not an area that the researcher was 

familiar with during her undergraduate career, she may have approached this research with a 

biased perception that other undergraduate students would have had the same or similar level of 

understanding that the researcher had.  Considering that this researcher also studied at an art 

college, it may be that she held a bias in assuming that the art students who participated in this 

study had a similar experience to the difficulty and stressors that she experienced while in art 

school.  Lastly, the researcher expected that, in contrast to the student population, the staff and 

faculty members would have a better understanding of the importance of self-care.  The 

researcher expected staff to utilize self-care on a daily basis to help prevent stressful feelings and 

that the students would report creating art more than the other two populations in this study.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

An analysis of the survey data revealed five over-arching themes.  These themes included 

(a) utilization of self-care practices, (b) levels of perceived stress, (c) attitudes about stress, (d) 

interest in creating art, and (e) understanding of art therapy.   

Utilization of Self-care Practices 

An analysis of the data found that on the scale of one to five measuring how often the 

participants engaged in self-care practices, the average for all 21 participants was 3.67 out of 5.  

Further, 19 out of 21 participants scored themselves three or above on this scale, five being very 

often.  The frequency of engaging in self-practices was lower than the total average for both the 

student and faculty participants. In contrast, staff members measured an average of 4.6, which 

was higher than the total average.   

An analysis of the data found that 20 out of the 21 total participants participated in some 

form of self-care on a regular weekly basis, with only one computer animation student stating 

that they did not engage in any self-care practices.  Furthermore, 18 of the 20 participants who 

engaged in self-care practices reported that they engaged in two or more types of self-care 

practices.  The researcher found a few subthemes from the responses for this question, which 

included self-care practices around exercise, diet, sleep, art, other hobbies, entertainment, 

mindfulness techniques, social activities, personal hygiene, or uncommon self-care practices.  No 

self-care practices at all was also included as a subtheme.  

 In regard to art practices, one participant stated that they liked to do “non-school related 

drawing” and another that they liked to do “creative work outside of college work”.  One 

common verb used in the responses from participants was “try.” A few examples of this were 
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responses that stated they “try to workout [sic] and get enough sleep,” “I try to leave work stress 

at work, so I’m present at home with my family,” and “try to exercise frequently.”  Frequency of 

practices was also mentioned by a few participants, for example, taking “daily power naps,” or 

engaging in “nightly skin-care.”  The researcher found a few common themes around social 

activities that participants mentioned, including “opening up to family and friends,” “venting to 

peers,” “cooking for family,” and “happy hour.”  Mindfulness techniques were also mentioned 

by six participants, who stated that they practiced “meditation, yoga, breathwork, mandatory 

relaxing time.” Eight participants mentioned exercise related activities, such as “working out, 

yoga and weight-lifting,” and seven mentioned sleep related activities, such as “sleep and daily 

power naps.” One participant stated that they practiced escapism, a response that was very 

unique among the rest of the answers. Overall, the researcher found that most undergraduate 

students, staff, and faculty participated in some form of self-care on a regular weekly basis.   

Level of Perceived Stress 

The researcher found that 81% of all participants reported their stress level as a three or 

higher, on a scale from one to five, with five signifying “very frequently,” in a typical week. 

Further, the researcher found that only one participant out of all 21 participants reported feeling 

stressed “not frequent at all.”  Additionally, the average levels of stress between the populations 

were also calculated and compared. On average, the level of stress for all three population groups 

was 3.33; thus, students and staff members were below average at 3.3 and 3.2, respectively, 

while the faculty members were higher than the total average, at 3.67. 

While tracking the majors reported by the student participants, the researcher found that 

the student participants who reported the highest levels of stress were from the departments of 

computer animation, the business of art and design, game art, and illustration.  In regard to the 
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staff member participants, the researcher found the that the staff members who reported the 

highest stress levels worked in the office of business affairs and the office for advancement. The 

faculty members who reported the highest stress worked in the computer animation and the fine 

arts departments, though the very small sample size for the faculty population group (N=3) 

should be kept in mind.  When answering the question about creating art and stress, the 

researcher found that participants generally identified that creating some type of art helped them 

to alleviate some of their stressful feelings. 

Lastly, the participants were asked to rate their stress level after creating art on a scale of 

one to five, with five being the highest.  When evaluating the participants as a whole, the 

researcher found that 15 participants, or 72%, reported experiencing lower stress levels at lower 

than three on the scale.  Out of all responses from participants, one participant who reported a 

stress level of only two expanded on their answer, stating “sometimes I feel it takes time away 

from my ‘work’ art.”  

Attitudes about Stress 

The researcher found that all 21 of the student, staff, and faculty participants appeared to 

have a negative attitude about how stress affected them. The theme of attitudes toward stress was 

supported by participants’ negative comments about stress, including perceptions that it caused 

“tightness in the stomach”, “emptiness”, feeling “upset”, and that it was “frustrating, annoying, 

and degrading.”  In contrast to the negative attitudes about stress, one staff member who reported 

not experiencing stress frequently at all mentioned that they “really do not feel effects enough to 

notice specific things” and that this individual “manage[s] my stress really well.”  

Relatedly, the researcher also found particular subthemes that stemmed from participants’ 

negative attitudes about stress. The subthemes created included the physical, psychological, and 
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emotional effects of stress.  In analyzing all 21 participant surveys, physical effects were 

mentioned 17 times, psychological effects were mentioned 26 times, and emotional effects were 

mentioned eight times.  The theme of attitudes toward stress represented by the faculty 

population was supported by the following comments: “frantic thoughts,” “restless limbs,” 

“fatigue,” feeling “anxious,” and having the perception that there is “not enough time in the day” 

and “feeling like I’ll never catch up.”   

The theme of attitudes toward stress represented by the staff population was supported by 

comments their perceptions of “lack of energy,” “low self-worth,” “fatigue,” “lack of focus,” 

“low motivation,” “tension,” “anxiety,” “tiredness” and “emotional exhaustion.”  The theme of 

attitudes toward stress represented by the staff population was supported by comments that 

described perceptions such as “tightness in stomach,” “emptiness,” “nausea,” “headaches,” 

“heart-racing,” lack of clear judgment,” “inability to focus on tasks” and “negative thoughts.”  

Other participants stated that it made them “feel physically sick often,” including a few that 

reported nausea, stomachache, and headaches.  

One student participant stated that they experienced stress as “tiring” and that “I feel 

much slower when I feel I should be moving much [sic] fast.”  Another participant stated that she 

had General Anxiety Disorder and that “stress takes over your mind and body.”  These 

statements about stress stood out to the researcher because she felt that the effects being 

described were linked to strong feelings and emotions that the participants were experiencing.  

Common words were also prevalent among the responses that the student population used to 

describe their stress and how it affected them, such as “lack of,” “inability to” and “low.” These 

frequently referred to descriptive terms used by participants, including reports of a “lack of 

focus,” “low motivation,” “lack of desire,” “low self-worth” and “lack of energy.”  Other 
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common words used among the participants included “tired,” “anxiety,” and “upset,” which were 

three of the more commonly found words that student participants used to describe the effect that 

stress had on them. One participant mentioned that stress caused them to feel “tired, on edge, and 

feelings of low self-worth.” These statements about stress stood out to the researcher because, 

yet again, she felt that they described strong feelings and emotions that the participants were 

experiencing. 

Interest in Creating Art 

Based on the results from the collected data, the researcher found that the responses 

student, staff and faculty populations made towards art had an overall positive tone.  However, 

the researcher found that the results from the staff population may have appeared more negative 

in tone mainly because the staff were probably not as comfortable or experienced with creating 

art than was the student population, considering that they probably create art on a daily or 

weekly basis.  

A question from the survey asked participants to report how many times they had made 

art in the past two months.  The researcher found that 17 out of 21 of participants, or 80%, 

reported that they had engaged in some form of art making.  As predicted, the student population 

had all engaged in some form of artmaking, whereas two participants reported that they practiced 

no forms of making art in the past two months and another two participants did not answer this 

question at all. One participant stated that they “helped a lot of students but none of my own.” 

Some students referred to creating art as “homework” and five students indicated that they had 

created art on a daily or “everyday” basis.  Another student stated having created art “anywhere 

between 100-200 times” in the past two months.  When looking at the answers given by the staff 
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participants, the researcher found that the staff had reported creating art less frequently or not at 

all when compared to the student participants.  

In addition to being asked about the number of times they created art, participants were 

also asked about what type of art they had created.  Due to the fact that the researcher surveyed 

participants attending or teaching at an art school, she found that a wide variety of media was 

used by the participants, including two-dimensional, three-dimensional, digital art, and other 

types of media. The researcher found that 19 out of 21 participants mentioned creating a specific 

type of art, while two participants did not create any art.  Additionally, 13 of the total 21 

participants mentioned created two or more types of art.  Out of all participant responses given, 

“sketching,” “drawing,” “painting,” and “digital arts” were the most commonly mentioned art 

practices. A few uncommon responses reported by participants in this data included “sewing,” 

“writing,” “toy customization,” “event layouts,” and “land art.”  

Understanding of Art Therapy 

The results found that 12 of the 21 participants from all three populations had some basic 

understanding of what art therapy was, eight had no understanding, and one participant did not 

answer the question.  One staff participant stated that they thought art therapy “helps people 

redirect their focus to create something positive,” while a student participant similarly stated 

their understanding of art therapy as “using art as a de-stressor to keep your mind on something 

you enjoy.”  Among those with limited or no understanding of art therapy, one faculty member 

stated “I don't really have a concept. Making art is mostly my job, and it's done to solve a 

communication problem for individuals, businesses or organizations.”  Additionally, one student 

participant responded to the question stating they believed it was “someone critiquing your art.”  

Another student mentioned that they “want to pursue a career in art therapy.”  Out of the 12 
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participants, six mentioned using art as a stress reliever or as a de-stressor as part of their 

explanation.  

Finally, participants were asked to rate their interest in learning about art therapy on a 

scale of one to five, with five being the highest.  The average of all participants on this scale was 

3.13, with 16 out of 21 participants reporting interest at levels of three or higher.  In comparing 

the different populations surveyed, the staff participants had the highest average with 4.2, and the 

student participants also were above average at 3.53.  In contrast, the faculty members appeared 

to have little to no interest in learning more about art therapy with an average of 1.67.  

Self-Reflection 

In addition to surveys completed by students, staff, and faculty members, the researcher 

also engaged in a process of heuristic inquiry that employed self-care art reflections through 

visual journaling.  The themes within the self-reflections and art images included (a) experience 

utilizing the art intervention, (b) stress before and after art making, and (c) attitude towards using 

the art intervention with future populations. 

Experience utilizing the art intervention.  Overall, the researcher found the visual 

journal art intervention to be a meaningful and useful intervention for the purposes of this study.  

Not only was it utilized in the original study, but it allowed the researcher the convenience of 

creating art progressively and during small segments of time over the course of the study. 

Additionally, the convenient 5 x 8-inch size of the journal made it easy to transport and access 

the journal at any point during the day.  Furthermore, the mixed media paper from which the 

journal was composed made it easy to use different types of media. For instance, the researcher 

was able to use seven different types of media in her journal, including pen, India ink, pencil, 

color pencil, color marker, magazine collage, and watercolor.  The researcher tended to start out 
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by sketching and then most often would transition into watercolor or India ink, as seen in Figures 

3 and 4. In contrast, the researcher used only color pencil and pen in some images, such as 

Figure 5. In analyzing the content of the imagery for common themes, the researcher determined 

that many of the images she created seemed to reflect a road. 

      

Figure 3. Little birds.      Figure 4. Cracked egg. 
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Figure 5. Making it in the rain.         

Stress before and after art making.  Prior to the art making, the researcher took note of 

her general stress levels.  The researcher found that it was harder to sit down to create art in the 

journal when she was feeling stressed versus when she was not feeling stressed.  When she felt 

higher levels of stress, the artwork created tend to be more abstract (see Figure 6) than realistic in 

nature (Figure 7). With respect to Figure 6, the researcher wrote, “by not focusing so much on 

trying to get the lines perfect or worry about their placement on the page she was able to focus 

on the calming effects the India ink medium has and was able to focus her awareness more on 

the process itself.”  The researcher noticed that once she used the paint in a more expressive and 

non-directive way, she decided to create forms out of the “chaos” by outlining the colors with a 

black Sharpie pen.  The researcher also noticed that being able to express herself freely using 

very vibrant colors released stress, and that creating boundaries with the outlines reduced the 

overall general anxiety that she was feeling.  This approach addressed the researcher’s need to 
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“organize chaos” and helped her to reflect on the anxiety and stress she had been feeling that 

week.   

    

Figure 6. Abstract image.     Figure 7. Realistic image. 

In contrast to Figure 6, the researcher assessed Figure 7 to be more realistic and detail-

oriented in nature.  While more reflective distance was deemed necessary for researcher after 

creating the image depicted in Figure 6, more reflective distance was utilized within the process 

of the artmaking for Figure 7.  Further, it was through this process of self-awareness and 

realization, she was able to identify stressors and emotional triggers through art making. In 

Figures 6 and 7, the researcher noted in her journal that the image was a way for her to process 

her feelings about ending her graduate program and finishing up her thesis and internship. The 

researcher noted in her journal that the details of the drawings helped her “to focus in on the 

multiple emotions she was feeling by creating a narrative of a little girl looking out the window 
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(Figure 7).” The researcher noticed that in for both images, the colors she tended to be drawn to 

were cool and vibrant colors, which she found calming and uplifting.  

Additionally, the researcher also found that some of her artwork in the journal seemed to 

be focused on positive affirmations that she had been utilizing over the last few months.  In 

Figure 8, the researcher created an image that reflected the affirmation “Always forward, never 

back.” She noted in her journal that at the time of making this artwork, she was feeling really 

positive and uplifted by having accomplished a lot in the day.  The researcher noted that she 

“wanted to continue this positive feeling by creating this image reflecting a road going forward.” 

The researcher also mentioned that this was one of her first images in her journal and found the 

page to be a “source of inspiration.”  

 

Figure 8. Always forward never back. 

Attitude toward using the art intervention with future populations. The researcher 

felt that visual journaling would be a great intervention to use, not only with college populations, 
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but with many other populations who may be dealing with issues of stress, anxiety, and 

emotional dysregulation.  The directions for this intervention were straightforward and easy to 

follow, with no expectations as to how the image should look at the end. Taking this into 

consideration, the researcher felt that this “lack of expectations” made the overall experience 

more realistic and enjoyable for the individual. This is supported by all of the images, but most 

notably in Figures 9, 10 and 11.         

          

Figure 9. Cats.     Figure 10. Winnie the Pooh. 

When creating Figures 9 and 10, the researcher was focusing on positive things in her life 

that brought her happiness: her two cats and her fiancé were what came to her mind.  By 

allowing herself to focus on positive instead of negative thoughts, the researcher felt that these 

images assisted in increasing her overall mood and decreasing the negative 
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thoughts that were occurring.  Overall, this intervention is believed to be beneficial due to the 

fact that it can be applied in many different ways and with many different populations, as well as 

has the capacity to improve mood and increase emotional regulation. 

 

 

Figure 11. Sunset and sunrise. 
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CHAPTER V 

  Discussion 

The researcher found that participants in the study, for the most part, did practice self-

care, a finding that contrasts with what has been suggested in the literature.  However, this study 

did lend support to other research findings, such as the presence of stressful experiences and 

feelings among all three population groups surveyed.  In addition, the findings regarding 

participants’ attitudes towards stress was also similar to what was reported in the reviewed 

literature.  Finally, in response to the lack of research that focuses on the use of art therapy in 

college and university settings, this study found that, overall, there was interest both in creating 

art as a form of self-care and in finding out more information about art therapy. 

Utilization of Self-Care Practices 

Due to the stressful environment of higher education, students and faculty/staff may not 

deal with stress in a healthy or effective way (Rennis et al., 2015).  However, this was not the 

case for all three populations based on the data collected for this study.  In contrast to literature 

that has mainly focused on the unhealthy coping skills of these populations, this study revealed 

that participants reported engaging in some form of self-care practice on a regular basis.  Similar 

to the findings of Bloomquist et al. (2015), Colman et al. (2016), and Richards, Campenni, and 

Muse-Burke (2010), the participants in this study also listed activities that they considered to be 

self-care, including hobbies, spending time with friends and family, and support through 

relationships with others.  While the faculty member population sample size was limited, two 

participants from that group reported engaging in self-care activities almost daily.  Though the 

sample size precludes generalizability, this finding stands in contrast to Trautvetter et al.’s 

(2008) findings, who reported that faculty members described themselves as usually too busy in 
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their preparations for educating students, meeting the expectations of the college, and their own 

life outside of work to have time to do self-care.   

Level of Perceived Stress 

Similar to the findings of Holinka (2015), Muthard and Gilbertson (2016), and Rennis et 

al. (2015), the undergraduate participants reported that they experienced stress on a regular basis.  

However, this researcher was unsure about the stress levels of the faculty because of such low 

response rates and an issue with the online rating scale.  However, feelings of stress among 

faculty and staff members has been a topic of focus for multiple researchers, the findings of 

which have been similar to the responses generated from the faculty members in this study 

(Fernet et al., 2014; Trautvetter et al., 2008; Van Tonder & Williams, 2009; Zysberg et al., 

2017). 

The stress experienced and disclosed by the student participants is an important finding 

that supports the need for programs that can help students to better cope with their stressors.  

This data may also be viewed as supportive to the researcher’s aim of assessing interest in the 

creation of art therapy program on a college campus, especially if used to assess the interest of 

college administration when making programming decisions. As indicated by Dinzeo et al. 

(2014), when academic stressors are combined with personal stressors from a student’s work and 

home life, this may accumulate over time and lead to harmful outcomes.  Furthermore, if 

students, staff, and faculty alike do not find effective ways to cope with their stressors, it may 

lead to academic or professional burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Attitudes about Stress 

The negative effects of stress discussed in the reviewed literature were also seen in many 

of the responses to the survey question that asked participants how stress impacted them 
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emotionally, physically, and psychologically.  Similar to the findings of Bauer et al. (2006), 

Kleinpeter et al. (2013), and Zysberg et al. (2017), the participants reported feelings of tiredness, 

sadness, and anger, as well as symptoms of headache, back pain, and exhaustion.  In addition to 

the negative aspects that participants identified, the manner in which participants worded their 

responses had an overall negative tone, which could have been the result of unhealthy coping 

strategies (Kleinpeter et al., 2013).  However, in contrast to a majority of the responses, one staff 

participant did state that they “manage stress well” and had more of a neutral tone.  Due to the 

workload and stress this population faces, a negative attitude towards stress seemed likely 

(Zysberg et al., 2017). 

Another major finding that resulted from the analysis of the student responses concerned 

issues with sleep. Overall, the students’ responses in this area supported earlier literature 

contending that sleep deprivation resulted in a negative impact to students that they often were 

not able to recognize (Hershner, 2015).  The results of this study appeared to support research 

that has characterized sleep as vital for students in order to ensure that they are meeting their 

basic needs. 

Interest in Creating Art 

Muthard and Gilbertson (2016), Eagan and Garvey (2015), and Naring et al. (2006) 

concurred that creating art can provide an individual with a relaxing process that may be helpful 

for the students, staff, and faculty, all of whom reported high stress levels in the present study.  

In contrast to researchers’ Holinka (2015) and Trautvetter et al.’s (2008) insinuation that these 

populations may be too busy for self-care activities, such as art, this study found that participants 

from all three populations found time to create some type of art, even if it was only for a few 

minutes. 
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Understanding of Art Therapy 

The researcher found a general lack of literature that addressed the topic of art therapy in 

college and university settings.  Additionally, Aaron et al. (2011) wrote that art therapy was not 

used as often as it should be on the college campus.  Due to this, the researcher had anticipated 

that there would be limited understanding regarding the topic of art therapy, which was, on 

average, the case for most participants.  However, she did find that several participants indicated 

a basic understanding of what art therapy was and the idea that it could be used to relieve 

stressful feelings for self-expression (Bazargan & Pakdaman, 2016; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010). 

Self-Reflection 

The researcher’s participation in heuristic inquiry through a visual journal reflection 

lasting five months revealed both positive and neutral experiences. Similar to research findings 

pertaining to visual journal interventions, the researcher perceived it as relaxing, as well as 

having helped to reduce her stress and increase her emotional well-being (Ganim and Fox, 1999). 

Based on her personal experiences with visual journaling, this researcher would recommend 

visual journaling as a potentially helpful intervention for a wide variety of treatment populations 

due to its flexibility and accessibility.   

Ganim and Fox (1999) mentioned that visual journaling helps to reduce stress by 

avoiding conflicts between thoughts and feelings, thereby allowing individuals to better maintain 

their emotional well-being.  They also found that using artwork to express stress-producing 

emotions could help to reverse the stress response, which they purported to relieve the body of 

tension, alleviate pain, and boost the immune system.  Others have supported these ideas, as well 

have suggested that visual journaling may lower blood pressure (Mercer et al., 2010; Tourtillot, 

2002).   
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In relation to these findings, this researcher found the process of visual journaling to 

coincide with the stages of healing that visual journaling has been described to provide (Ganim 

& Fox, 1999).  For example, Ganim and Fox (1999) described the visual journal as a “journey” 

through the three stages, which consisted of access, healing, and transformation. They also stated 

that these states are a path for understanding and redirecting negative emotions into a more 

positive experience.  Moreover, the researcher felt that she experienced these stages in an up and 

down manner, as the process allowed her to address and reflect on her thoughts or emotions as 

she experienced them (Mercer et al., 2010). 

Experience utilizing the art intervention. Lending credence to Aaron et al.’s (2011) 

research, this researcher noted decreases in her stress levels after participating in the visual 

journal intervention. The researcher also experienced the intervention as promoting connection 

between her mind and body through the creative process, especially the creation of lines and the 

mixing of watercolors and India Ink, both of which are fluid mediums (Skeens, 2017).  Using 

both types of media allowed the researcher to feel more relaxed and focused with each step of 

the creative process, which helped her achieve a greater sense of relaxation (Aaron et al., 2011; 

Curl, 2008; Skeens, 2017). 

Stress before and after art making.  Similar to what Drake et al. (2014), Holinka 

(2015), Male and May (1998), and Rennis et al. (2015) found in their research, stress was 

commonly experienced by all three populations. Through the self-reflection portion of this study, 

the researcher found that she was able to identify that her experiences as both a student and a 

staff member caused her to experience stress on a daily basis. She experienced multiple job-

related demands in order to meet the expectations of the college, including administrative duties, 

event coordination and management duties, managing student workers, and navigating complex 
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interactions with students (Frisby et al., 2015).  As a graduate student, she was also tasked with 

completing assignments for coursework, completing internship and research requirements, and 

working towards career goals (Dinzeo et al., 2014).  Because of juggling multiple responsibilities 

related to her roles as an employee and a graduate student, the researcher predicted that she 

would be able to relate to the populations she studied insofar as their experiences with stress; she 

too experienced high amounts of stress on a daily basis. The researcher perceived that her stress 

levels decreased after creating art because she was able to embrace her experiences and not 

ignore them. Through acknowledging and reflecting on these experiences she had, she was able 

to increase her own level of self-awareness.  

Attitude toward using the art intervention with future populations. According to 

researchers Eagan and Garvey (2015) and Hoffmann (2016), using a visual journal may serve as 

a useful self-care practice for a wide variety of populations, including college students and 

campus employees, all of whom may be in need of more resources and strategies to help them 

effectively manage their stressors. Ultimately, by promoting the use of art as a form of self-care, 

this study aimed to explore and assess interest in the use of healthy coping strategies.  In turn, it 

is hoped that implementation of these might result in the decrease of unhealthy choices used to 

cope with stress, such as smoking, drinking, and poor sleeping habits.  

Limitations 

One significant limitation of this study was the small sample size, especially with respect 

to faculty participants.   This was attributed to the time constraints experienced by the researcher, 

resulting in a low number of survey respondents, as well as difficulty with the online survey 

utilized primarily with this population.  Thus, there was a greater response from students and 

staff members than from faculty members, which did not allow the researcher to extract exactly 
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half of the surveys from this population for the random sample.  Consequently, the findings from 

these respondents should be interpreted with an abundance of caution, as the perspectives on this 

topic from this group may not be representative of the faculty population.   

Other limitations that the researcher encountered related to all three populations 

themselves. The college that this survey was conducted at was a private art college, which limits 

the applicability of the results to other college campuses. The undergraduate student and faculty 

populations experienced different types of stressors. In regard to the student population, 

administering these surveys in at a dorm meeting could increase the risk of breaching of 

confidentiality and group sharing among the participants. 

Recommendations 

Further research might explore the use of specific art therapy interventions in order to 

help undergraduate student, staff, and faculty populations.  By focusing on these populations, we 

might learn useful information about how to best help individuals who encounter high levels of 

stress, such as those who are part of a high stress academic environment.  Additionally, aspects 

of this research might also be modified to address the needs of other population groups that may 

also otherwise experience high stress environments.  Additionally, this study could also be 

replicated with a larger sample size comprising the same three groups of participants or could 

focus more exclusively and intentionally on only one of the three groups surveyed.  Providing 

incentives for participation could also be effective in obtaining more responses.   

This study could also be expanded to incorporate a larger sample of students across the 

academic continuum, thus including not only undergraduate students, but also elementary, 

middle school, high school, graduate and doctoral population groups, as well as the staff and 

faculty members teaching at each of these levels.  Researchers might also implement pilot art 
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therapy programs within a range of academic settings and utilize research methods to examine 

their effectiveness.  Doing so within elementary and high school settings might allow self-care 

practices, such as art making, to become established coping strategies by the time a student 

transitions to college. This, in turn, could increase the success that a student has in their 

academic career.  Future studies might also test the physical effects of stress, including tension, 

body pain, headaches, and blood pressure, before and after working through a visual journal 

intervention to corroborate and build on earlier findings that have proposed art-making as a 

means to reverse the stress response (Ganim & Fox, 1999; Mercer et al., 2010; Tourtillot, 2002).  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it may be surmised from the literature review, the survey results and the 

reflective writing and journaling completed by the researcher, that the undergraduate students, 

staff, and faculty may all benefit from using art as a form of self-care. Furthermore, through the 

thematic findings and the researcher’s findings from the quantitative analysis, providing these 

populations with an opportunity to participate in an art-related activity aimed at reducing stress 

could assist in reducing their stress levels. Moreover, these individuals would be reducing their 

stress levels in a healthy way, instead of resorting to unhealthy ways of dealing with stress (Van 

Tonder & Williams, 2009).  

Further research is recommended to gain a better understanding of student, staff, and 

faculty populations’ self-care practices and to advance qualitative data that might examine the 

potential effectiveness of art therapy and self-care with all populations.  However, results from 

this study will be resourceful in advancing the field of art therapy by increasing the awareness 

and understanding of how art therapy can be utilized as a form of self-care. The results from the 
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study will also be used to help create a program, which does not already exist on campus and can 

help to further promote the benefits of applying art therapy into daily life practices.  
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APPENDIX A 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Research Questions for Student Participants 

1. Students: What major are you currently pursing? ________________________________________ 

2. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the most frequent, in a typical week how often do you feel 

stressed? (circle one) 

  1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

  Not At All Frequent                                                  Very Frequent 

3. How would you describe the physical, emotional, and psychological effects of stress?_________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What types of self-care practices do you currently engage in? ____________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

5. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being very often, in a typical week, how often do you engage in self-

care practices? 

1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

Not Often At All                                                                   Very Often 

6. What is your understanding of art therapy? ___________________________________________     

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

7. How many times in the past 2 months have you created art?______________________________ 

8. What type of art have you created? _________________________________________________ 

9. How would you rate your stress level afterwards on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 being the highest)? 

(circle one) 

1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

    Very Low                                                                      Very High 

10. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest, how would you rate your interest level in learning 

more about art therapy? (circle one) 

1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

   Not Interested                                                            Very Interested 
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APPENDIX B 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Research Questions for Staff/Faculty Participants 

1. Faculty/Staff: What department do you work in at Ringling College of Art and Design?______ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the most frequent, in a typical week how often do you feel 

stressed? (circle one) 

  1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

  Not At All Frequent                                                  Very Frequent 

3. How would you describe the physical, emotional, and psychological effects of stress?_________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

4. What types of self-care practices do you currently engage in? ____________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

5. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being very often, in a typical week, how often do you engage in self-

care practices? 

1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

Not Often At All                                                                   Very Often 

6. What is your understanding of art therapy? ___________________________________________     

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

7. How many times in the past 2 months have you created art?______________________________ 

8. What type of art have you created? _________________________________________________ 

9. How would you rate your stress level afterwards on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 being the highest)? 

(circle one) 

1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

    Very Low                                                                      Very High 

10. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest, how would you rate your interest level in learning 

more about art therapy? (circle one) 

1 --------------------  2  ---------------------  3 ---------------------- 4  ----------------------- 5 

   Not Interested                                                            Very Interested 
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