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ABSTRACT 

This study explored the use of response art through creating superheroes to increase awareness 

of client strengths.  The researcher conducted a heuristic art-based study that investigated 

personal knowledge, strengths, and mindfulness-based effects of response art.  The study 

evaluated the therapeutic benefits of personal response art for the purpose of understanding 

clients’ strengths based on the intake and information learned about clients from a group therapy 

process.  This study increased the researcher’s awareness of clients’ strengths through the use of 

response art, journaling, and reflection.  The response art allowed the art therapist to have a first-

hand experience that increased insight and understanding of the clients with whom she worked at 

her internship.  This study demonstrated the importance of response art for the researcher’s 

personal practice of art therapy.  It supported the need for continued art therapy education and 

on-going professional development.   
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

“A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and endure in spite of 

overwhelming obstacles.” –Christopher Reeve 

 Response art is a form of artmaking utilized by therapists in order to examine a client 

(Fish, 2012).  Response art has been seen as beneficial to the therapy process and has allowed 

therapists a way to investigate clients and inform treatment.  Response art has also helped to 

create therapeutic alliance.  The therapist normally engaged the response process during or after 

their sessions with the client.  Art responses have involved either instantaneous tapping into the 

unconscious processes that surfaced in art, or may a slower or more meditative experience that 

deepened reflection and understanding.  Reflecting through the art process has drawn attention to 

intense responses to treatment, informed treatment, and brought personal insights into treatment.  

With this experience, the researcher’s desire was to gain a clearer understanding of the clients 

she met at her internship by engaging in the response art process as a way of increasing 

understanding of clients’ strengths. 

Problem Statement 

Response art has been an accepted practice in the field of art therapy, but it is still 

relatively new (Fish, 2012).  To date, there has been a lack of research that showed how response 

art could be an effective tool in increasing the awareness of the therapist for a stronger 

therapeutic alliance.  Focusing on strengths has informed therapists on how to help the clients 

achieve success and perseverance (Niemiec, Rashid, & Spinella, 2012), yet there has been even 

less research on the use of response art for the purpose of increasing understanding of client 

strengths.   
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Research Question 

 This art based heuristic study explored the effects of response art through creating 

superheroes focused on client strengths.  The research involved a self-reflective investigation on 

clients through portraits created in a reflective journal.  This helped to evaluate the therapeutic 

benefits of response art for understanding the client’s strengths from the images created along 

with the intake gained from the group process with the client.  This study was guided by the 

question, what can be learned from the response art process to increase understanding of the 

client for the therapist, that may, in turn, inform the therapeutic alliance? 

Basic Assumptions 

 One assumption of this study was that response art was an effective tool to utilize when 

processing a situation or experience after working with a client.  Response art could give another 

point of view when processing the experience of a therapy session with a client.  Creating an 

image of the therapy experience after a session with a client could deepen the therapist’s 

awareness and understanding of client behaviors or treatment dynamics.  Focusing on strengths 

could be a great coping skill and allow feelings of self-acceptance or self-confidence.  Focusing 

on client strengths may increase the therapist’s appreciation of clients’ greatest talents and 

capabilities.   

 A second assumption was that superheroes could be a useful metaphor to use for response 

art.  Superheroes have their fair share of struggles, including loss, trauma, and insecurities, all of 

which make them relatable.  A superhero can also be a symbol of hope and strength.  These 

characteristics can be utilized in the response art as a metaphor for understanding client 

strengths. 
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Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of process art through creating 

superheroes focused on client strengths.  The researcher did this by creating drawings of clients 

re-envisioned as superheroes in order to gain a better understanding of clients and personal 

strengths.  This study informed a potential for a better understanding of the client through the 

personal art making process of the researcher by helping her to see their strengths.  This point of 

view of response art was a new way to increase dialogue and a relationship with clients.  It was 

the researcher’s hope that the results of this study would inspire more professional research into 

the use of response art for purposes of personal reflection and to increase insight into the client. 

Hypothesis 

 It was anticipated that the researcher would increase her awareness of client strengths 

through the use of response art, journaling, and reflection.  It was also anticipated that the study 

would help build understanding of the client and inform the therapeutic process by focusing on 

their strengths through the response art.  There was a progression in awareness of the client 

through the art response process. 

Definition of Terms 

Superheroes.  A person who does heroic things and has the ability to do them in a way a normal 

person would not (Lee, 2013). 

Response Art.  Art pieces created by the art therapist after a session in response to the client 

interaction (Fish, 2012). 

Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC).  A theoretical framework utilized by art therapists to 

guide the use of art media and experiences through various healing and emergent functions 

(Hinz, 2009).  
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Strengths.  A positive quality of a person’s abilities of cognition and behavior (Niemiec et al., 

2012). 

Reflective Journaling.  A process of recording information to provide a place for internal 

dialogue that unites thoughts, feelings, and actions (Hubbs & Brand, 2005).  

Mindfulness.  State of consciousness that helps a person gain a state of awareness (Niemiec et 

al, 2012). 

Justification of the Study 

 This study necessitated the researcher’s engagement in heuristic, creative inquiry for the 

purpose of deepening reflection in relation to clients and their strengths.  The results may help 

future art therapists understand the benefits of response art for reflecting on client strengths to 

improve awareness and understanding of a client.  This would reinforce the value of response art 

for the therapist and provide an example for other professionals in the mental health field.  This 

study is important because response art can be beneficial to the therapy process and allow the 

therapist a way to investigate the client on a deeper level that may have implications for 

treatment (Fish, 2012).   
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

 A review of the literature on effects of response art through creating superheroes that 

focused on client strengths.  The researcher examined response art and how it was an important 

tool for therapists in therapy.  The literature defined superheroes and how they had been used in 

therapy.  In a culture where superheroes are increasingly mainstream through movies, television, 

and comics, it was important to explore the addition of superheroes into the art therapy process.  

The literature defied positive psychology and its benefits to art therapy.  Finally, the literature 

also defined strengths-based approaches and how it was used.     

Response Art 

 A number of art therapists have recognized the value of art making for art therapists 

during or after the therapy process with clients (Fish, 2012; Leavy, 2015; Miller, 2007; Wadeson, 

2003).  Wadeson (2003) discussed the different ways art therapists have utilized response art in 

professional settings.  The focus of different art media or different styles, themes, or symbols 

used by clients during the therapy process has informed the therapists’ response art.  Art 

responses have either been immediate tapping into the unconscious processes that surface in art, 

or they could be slower and elicit a meditative experience that would deepen reflection and 

understanding.  Wadeson (2003) explained that an art therapist could become aware of client’s 

needs by trying out client emulating forms of expression during art making, by using similar 

styles or symbols the clients used in their art.  The emulation had occurred by using similar 

medias or imagery.  Wadeson stated that by utilizing the client’s symbols and themes, the art 

therapist became able to get in touch with client’s feelings (Wadeson, 2003).   
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 Response art has also been an important way for therapists to express and contain 

difficult material about their work with clients (Fish, 2012).  Fish (2012) explained that reflection 

on the art process has informed treatment and given insights into how a treatment could be 

addressed with the client.  The therapist was able to see things missed during the session with the 

client through the response art.  Fish explained how response art has communicated empathy.  

She explained response art helped her understand how a client was feeling separated from family 

(Fish, 2012).  By studying the image after the session, Fish experienced a similar feeling of being 

separated from family. 

 Kielo (1991) evaluated how post-session response art could clarify countertransference.  

Empathy was developed from replication of clients’ art in post-session art.  Kielo (1991) 

explained that from the empathy, emotion could be transmitted from identification during the 

creation of the response art.  Response art during the post-session helped to evaluate and clarify 

countertransference.  By gaining clarification the therapist was able to gain separation and a 

better interpretation of healthier functioning for the client (Kielo, 1991).  By creating post-

session art, the therapist was able to gain self-awerness. 

Havsteen-Franklin & Altamirano (2015) explained that making response art to clients 

and/or artwork has helped art therapists become more attuned to their clients.  Response art has 

been used to examine specific situations, feelings towards clients, and potential approaches to 

take with a client.  The process of creating an image allowed for transferal of feeling (Leavy, 

2015).  The therapist was able to channel the feelings experienced about the client during the 

session into the response art.  It allowed this whole new process to take place by creating 

connections through the experience of making the visual image (Leavy, 2015).  By creating 

response art, the therapist has been able to have an image that gave another window into the 
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client.  The response art process has helped therapists survey sessions with clients.  Miller (2007) 

used response art as a release for emotions and frustrations that had been stirred up or projected 

onto her during the therapy sessions.  Miller explained that the response art post-session was 

crucial for her to witness and contain what her clients expressed in the art and therapeutic 

process. 

Superheroes in Therapy  

 Every superhero has faced struggles, whether experiences of trauma, being bullied, or 

prejudice (Rubin, 2007).  Batman (Bruce Wayne) witnessed the murdered of his parents right in 

front of him, and Robin (Dick Grayson) was adopted by Batman after watching his parents get 

killed by racketeers (Haen & Brannon, 2002).  The X-Men were a prime example of victimized 

superheroes who are viewed as mutants and outcasts for having super powers (Haen & Brannon, 

2002).   

 Superheroes have been used as a theme in therapy.  This theme has occurred when a 

client was looking to escape from personal life into a fantasy world where creation of origin 

stories could be told (Rubin, 2007).  This has been done by the client’s creation of a superhero 

person and tying in person stories with those of the superhero.  Rubin (2007) explained that 

fantasy play allowed for cognitive, social, and emotional growth.  Moreover, Rubin theorized 

that fantasy play allowed a person to step out of reality and into a world of imagination where 

changes could be made to identity, destiny, and body limits. 

 Rubin (2007) believed that play therapy could provide children with a safe place to 

problem solve, including examination and working through an understanding of strengths and 

weaknesses.  This process involved comparing and contrasting the self with the superhero’s 

values and qualities of self, as well as gaining an understanding of the triumphs of superheroes 
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over villains.  Rubin asserted that this, in turn, helped children to gain an understanding over 

how to navigate real-life struggles.  Additionally, Rubin identified one commonality of many 

superheroes that was widely related to children in treatment, which is the superhero’s separation 

from primary biological family members.  For example, Batman’s parents died tragically, and 

Superman’s parents sent him to earth to be adopted by the Kent family (Haen & Brannon, 2002).  

Thus, superhero play therapy has been described as particularly popular with children who have 

been adopted, neglected, abused, or abandoned (Rubin, 2007). 

 Rubin & Livesay (2006) discussed using superheroes in play therapy.  Play therapists 

used powers of superheroes in two ways.  The therapists either had the clients focus on how the 

superheroes came to be and how it linked to the client’s lives or by how the unique powers and 

abilities tied into archetypal plot of the superhero (Rubin & Livesay, 2006).  Rubin & Livesay 

(2006) explained that superheroes continuously used by clients as they coped with life’s 

challenges.  The use of superheroes in play therapy had assisted young clients to improve social 

and conflict resolution skills.  

 Fradkin (2016) explored the use of superheroes as a tool of empowerment for Rwandan 

orphans.  Based on the idea that learning about how superheroes had found resiliency in the face 

of hardships may empower children to apply this principle to their own lives, Fradkin developed 

an activity using superhero origin stories in a life-skills group with Rwandan orphan boys.  

During his work with the Rwandan orphans, Fradkin shared the origin stories of superheroes, 

such as Batman and Iron Man, who lost their parents when they were young, but found resilience 

from their hardships and became strong humans.  Though no empirical data was collected, 

Fradkin observed that the boys appeared to feel validated through the use of the intervention.  
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The participants made statements such as, “If Batman can be an orphan so can I” (Fradkin, 2016, 

p. 2).   

 In the same article, Fradkin (2016) described an art project developed by the A.C. 

Camargo Cancer Center that took place in Brazil in which the theme of superheroes were used to 

encourage children undergoing treatment for cancer.  The project invited the children to fight 

cancer like superheroes battle their villains and involved having the children design their own 

special superhero covers themselves for their plastic intravenous (IV) bag.  The superhero 

depicted on the IV bag inspired the young patient to keep fighting through the tough times.  The 

superhero design was also intended to serve as a symbol of hope and strength for the children 

while battling cancer.   

Positive Psychology 

 Positive psychology took a different approach to the treatment of the client that focused 

on the resiliency and well-being of the client (Darewych & Bowers, 2017; Seligman, 2002).  

Positive psychology had the following constructs which are: imagination, strengths, goals, 

positive emotions, meaning and spirituality (Darewych & Bowers, 2017; Seligman, 2002).  In art 

therapy, positive psychology has been transformed into art activities that promoted well-being, 

expressed gratitude, and increased positivity.  Darewych & Bowers included different art 

interventions that they had found to be successful positive art interventions which used the main 

constructs of positive psychology.  Darewych & Bowers (2017) found that positive art 

interventions would help individuals discover positive aspects of themselves.   

 Wilkinson & Chilton (2013) introduced the idea of “positive art therapy”.  This new idea 

helped the client experience well-being through the different pathways of creativity.  Wilkinson 

& Chilton (2013) explained that positive art therapy provided a new lens for understanding 
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trauma.  The client was able to gain a sense of positive change and was able to express through 

art with a meaning- making process (Wilkinson & Chilton, 2013).  Focusing on strengths was 

one of the focal points of positive art therapy.  Focusing on client’s strengths helped the clients 

move past negative emotions towards self.  Wilkinson & Chilton (2013) believed that positive art 

therapy would increase the knowledge and understanding of well-being for the client. 

Use of Strengths Based Approaches in Therapy 

 Strengths based approaches have offered a way to move past negative thought processes 

and acknowledge abilities.  Focusing on strengths allowed clients to see personal capability and 

ways to meet goals.  Bowles (2013) investigated how adults perceived personal talents, more 

specifically, whether clients entering therapy had a different perception of their talents than those 

who did not attend therapy.  Two groups compiled of 264 participants of adult males and females 

were used.  He had participants attend one of two clinics to either see a psychologist or a medical 

practitioner, during which they completed questionnaires related to strengths during sessions.  

Strengths based approaches focus on enhancing the client’s strengths and breaking their negative 

pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving (Bowles, 2013).  Bowles explained that, focusing on 

strengths helped the clients to acknowledge capabilities, talents, and intelligences.  He found that 

by focusing on the client’s strengths the client was given information that could help them 

achieve success and work past perceived weaknesses.    

 Niemiec et al. (2012) explored the integration of mindfulness meditation and character 

strengths.  They defined character strengths as capacities of cognition and behavior and 

described mindfulness as a human strength critical to self-regulation skills.  Niemiec et al. (2012) 

Strengths based research was guided a classification system.  Peterson & Seligman (2004) came 

up with this classification system, a list of character strengths used as a coding template.  
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Niemiec et al. explained that by focusing on mindfulness, clients were able to tap into character 

strengths, such as perseverance, self-kindness, and perspective.  The authors also asserted that 

clients could improve relationships, coping, and wellbeing.  This article did not measure whether 

mindful techniques in therapy improved client strengths, it did support of the use of mindfulness 

as a way for clients to increase understanding of their strengths.  

Summary of Literature Review 

 The presence of response art in therapeutic practice is important.  The literature explained 

that, helped the art therapist understand the client and build a relationship (Fish, 2012; Leavy, 

2015; Miller, 2007; Wadeson, 2003).  The researcher has provided an overview of Superheroes 

and how they have been used in therapy.  By focusing on positive psychology and strengths in 

art therapy the researcher is able to see how it has helped to see the client’s capabilities 

(Darewych and Bowers, 2017; Seligman, 2002; Bowles, 2013).  The purpose of this study was to 

examine the effects of process art through creating superheroes focused on client strengths.  

Using art as a means of understanding the client, the researcher hoped to find another method of 

understanding the client by focusing on client strengths. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

      This study explored the creation of client superheroes as a form of response art that 

focused on client strengths.  The researcher used the art to focus on client strengths and increase 

her understanding of client.  Data was collected weekly, which consisted of the creation of one 

superhero portrait for a total of eight clients.  A weekly journal response was also completed in 

the 5 x 8 in. sketchbook.  The following study was conducted at the researcher’s internship site.  

The following study helped the researcher gain insight into the clients seen at site. 

Participants 

 This was a heuristic study in which the researcher served as the sole participant.  The 

researcher is Caucasian, female, and in her mid 20s.  The researcher chose herself because she 

felt that she could give a portrayal of using response art to identify client strengths to help 

increase understanding of client.  The study was conducted at the researcher’s internship site in 

Naperville, IL.   

Research Design 

 This study used an art-based heuristic approach in which response art was used to answer 

the research question, ‘What can be learned by doing response art to increase an understanding 

of the client?’  The researcher was challenged in her professional development by the internship 

requirement of her graduate studies.  Art was a way to increase understanding of the clients at 

her internship site while beginning to form a relationship with them.  The researcher achieved 

this by creating the response art piece after the first session.   

The paintings and reflective journal were analyzed using the six phases of heuristic 

inquiry described by Moustakas (1990).  The six phases of heuristic inquiry were:  
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Initial engagement: In this phase, the researcher immersed herself in an exploration of 

response art.  The goal was to examine the effects of process art through creating superheroes 

focusing on client strengths.   The researcher created the response art images in a sketchbook in 

order to contain the art in one location for the convenience of the researcher.  This allowed for 

multiple reflective responses and enabled the researcher to stay focused on purpose. 

Immersion: During the immersion phase, the researcher became fully connected with 

research question and topic by engaging in response art.  The researcher created a new response 

art piece and reflective journal to note her thoughts and feelings during this heuristic process.  

weekly the researcher would complete an art response, and a weekly journal response was also 

completed.  The researcher reflected upon each image and her journals.  The immersion process 

allowed the researcher to increase her knowledge and understanding of topic. 

Incubation: During this phase, after the eight weeks were completed the researcher went 

back through all the images and journal responses.  She allowed the information to rest in her 

mind.   

Illumination: During the illumination phase, the researcher spent time with the data 

represented in artwork gaining new awareness of effects of response art through creating 

superheroes focusing on client strengths.  This phase allowed for discovery of hidden themes that 

were not conscious up to this point.   

Explication: In this phase the researcher identified themes that had been illuminated.  

She searched for common patterns and ideas.  The researcher noted these patterns by creating a 

visual table that informed her discoveries. 

Creative synthesis: During this final phase of the process the researcher externalized 

her findings in a final synthesis art piece (see Figure 9, Appendix I) created to honor the 
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overall research process.  The researcher chose to integrate the separate response art pieces 

together into a mixed media piece, like a final comic book story.  Two primary colors were 

also incorporated to depict the common colors and themes that were identified as a result of the 

data analysis process.  Thus, the superhero response art images were incorporated into a 

collective art image that represented the overall themes identified and the strengths of the 

clients.   

This particular study provided flexibility in the art material, this was important in that 

choices were made at the moment and feed into the reflection of the imagery.  The researcher 

chose to depict clients as superheroes to gain a better understanding of strengths.  Superheroes 

were the focus due to components of the origin story containing illness or trauma, and the 

clients’ ability to withstand those obstacles.  This was what the response art helped the art 

therapist see and understand.  This process helped her gain insight into the clients seen at 

internship.   

Research Instruments 

      Art response.  The researcher created a 5 x 8 in. superhero portrait depiction of a client 

she came in contact with during group.  The art response helped the researcher explore the 

client’s personal strengths in hope of a better understand the client.  

Reflective journaling.  After the completion of the superhero portrait, the researcher 

wrote in a journal to further analyze the image through written reflection.  She documented the 

impressions and reactions to the image that contributed to how she saw the client.  

Art images.  The researcher took observed strengths of the client in art therapy group and 

created a superhero encompassing those strengths.  The researcher saw the patients in a group 

setting.  She also created a superhero portrait that represented her findings. 
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Data Collection 

 The researcher collected data over a period of eight weeks.  The researcher’s responses 

did not include any client information in order to protect confidentiality.  Data was collected 

weekly that reflected the researcher’s art responses, and primarily consists of the creation of one 

superhero portrait for a total of eight clients that were drawn in a 5 x 8 in. sketchbook.  A weekly 

journal response was also completed in the 5 x 8 in. sketchbook.  The decision to create the 

response art images in a sketchbook was made in order to contain the art in one location for the 

convenience of the researcher.  This allowed for multiple reflective responses and enabled the 

researcher to stay focused on purpose.  In order to prepare for her art process each week, she 

used mindful-based practices, including deep breathing and meditation to help prepare for the 

response art piece.  Following this, the researcher approached her art work by first writing 

down what she had learned about the client.  This process helped her reflect further on the 

characteristics and type of superhero created for each client.  The researcher also had weekly 

supervisions to review her findings.  She kept a journal in which information was recorded 

after each session, including a description of the image and the art process, what was learned 

from completing the image, and the individual strengths identified for the client.   

Data Analysis 

 The researcher used thematic analysis to provide a rich, detailed account of the data 

collected (Creswell, 2014).  The researcher looked for themes that came up throughout the art 

process and in the journal responses.  As themes were constructed, the researcher made note of 

them in an art journal along with the other responses.  Through analyzing and rereading, key 

concepts emerged and were integrated into over-arching themes.  A thematic analysis was 

conducted on words and phrased used compared to overall themes in the art work. 
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The data was organized by common themes, then depicted in a Microsoft Word table for 

further exploration.  From the analysis of the journal and art themes emerged in correlation with 

Peterson & Seligman’s (2004) list of character strengths.  A strategy of triangulation was used to 

establish themes based on converging codes between the art and journals (Creswell, 2014).  The 

researcher took the qualities identified from all images in the journal and processed them in 

three different Wordles, a web-based tool, that depicted the important words contained in the 

responses (Feinberg, 2014).  These depictions showed the frequency and what was learned 

during the researcher’s experience (see Figure 9, Appendix I).  In the last phase of the analysis 

the researcher externalized her final findings in a final art piece.  The researcher created a mixed 

media image that was an integration of her findings in visual expression.  The piece was created 

to depict the discoveries that the process uncovered. 

Validity and Reliability 

 Kapitan (2010) stated that a heuristic study is not a quantifiable method of inquiry.  The 

researcher knew the outcome of this study was based solely on the researcher’s personal 

experience expressed through artwork, and thus did not produce generalizable results.  The 

qualitative analysis of response art provided through construction of themes in determining the 

validity of the response art process.  The triangulation of the data through multiple data sources 

of journal entries, response art examination (color dominance, categorical content), and pre and 

post-data collection increased the validity of the research (Creswell, 2014).  The validity of a 

heuristic study is natural due to its genuine self-inquiry of the research itself (Given, 2008).  

Heuristic research has strength and validity because it was systematic and was conducted 

through a process of direction and motivation using structured methodology (Given, 2008).   
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The researcher had weekly supervision with a registered art therapist (ATR) to process 

any issues arose.  The researcher discussed her response art works within the supervision 

sessions for peer assistance and management of thoughts and feelings.  By creating eight 

response art works, the sample helped provide sufficient recurring themes and characteristics.  

The researcher proposed that the results of increased self-awareness through response art could 

be repeated and understood by others who had chosen to investigate response art. 

Ethical Implications 

 The researcher was aware that due to the studies main focus being directed toward her 

responses, she knew that she may be overwhelmed by feelings and emotions.  The researcher 

acknowledged that she may need to consult her own therapist; if those feelings and emotions 

arise.  The researcher did recognize this during her research process.  She became overwhelmed 

by thoughts and emotions due to time constraint with her clients.  The researcher navigated this 

during her supervision sessions and in separate art responses. 

Researcher Bias 

 Personal bias was present due to the fact that this is a heuristic study, and the researcher 

was the explorer of the art process.  In doing so, the researcher also analyzed internal responses.  

To counteract these biases, the researcher sought weekly supervision with a registered art 

therapist for perspectives beyond the researcher’s personal thoughts and feelings.  The 

supervision helped the researcher through peer assistance and she was given an outlet to express 

her thoughts and feelings.  The researchers bias is also increased based solely on the fact that the 

data analysis and understanding were the researcher’s interpretation.  The researchers view point 

may also be biased due to her past experience using superheroes as response art. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

  Four themes (see Table 1) emerged from the findings of this heuristic study and 

included (a) color, (b) persistence, (c) kindness, and (d) bravery. Figure 9 details the analysis 

of the data from the researcher’s artwork and reflective journal. 

Table 1. Thematic analysis extracted from artwork/reflective journal 

Color Persistence Kindness Bravery 

Happy Mindful Empathy Strong 
Sad Resilience Caring Fearless 

Depicts Smart Compassionate Powerful 
Passion  Heart  

Feelings  Nice  
 

Relevant Data by Figure 

  Figure 1, Plastic Man, depicted a boy that could stretch, and intended to show his will 

to keep trying by being able to warp himself (see Appendix, A).  Figure 2, Forcefield Girl, 

was a girl with a force field around her, which spoke to her resilience and willingness to stick 

it out (see Appendix, B).  Figure 3, Bird Girl, is bird girl, which depicted the client as strong 

and fearless, ready to take on whatever was thrown her way (see Appendix, C).  Figure 4, 

Nature Girl, was nature girl, ready to fly, she was fearless and powerful (see Appendix, D).  

Figure 5, Music Man, music man was unique and mindful (see Appendix, E).  Figure 6 depicts 

Mr. Hair a strong man who was compassionate and caring (see Appendix, F).  Figure 7 was 

Squirrel, a spit fire girl who was fearless and strong (see Appendix, G).  Figure 8, Golden 

Boy, depicted a golden boy who was compassionate and caring, which brought him strength 

(see Appendix, H).   
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Color 

Upon analysis of artwork and reflective journals, the theme color was noted by the researcher 

surrounding the client’s emotions.  There was a correlation in the color choice and way the 

superhero is depicted.  The researcher used the color blue in Figure 1, Figure 4, and Figure 5 

to represent the client’s sadness or depression (see Appendix, A, D, & E).  The researcher also 

used the color red in Figure 1, to represent the client’s passion (see Appendix, A).  After 

reflection on Figure 1 the image shown that the client was hiding his emotions behind 

sunglasses.  In Figure 4 red was used to represent the client’s strength and knowledge (see 

Appendix, D).  In Figure 5 red represented love and acceptance (see Appendix, E).  Figure 8 

used yellow to represent the client’s bubbly personality and happiness (see Appendix, H).  

The purple and black colors in Figure 2 represented how the client felt and identified as (see 

Appendix, B).  The client was extremely depressed and felt worthless. 

Persistence 

The theme persistence was noted by the researcher given correlation with reflective journal 

and artwork.  She found that persistence was referenced more than once in the reflective 

journal.  Figure 1 depicted the client as a person who could bend and twist, this represented 

his perseverance (see Appendix, A).  The researcher chose to depict the client this way 

because he was strong and able to bend with what challenged him instead of break.  The 

researcher the client’s resilience in Figure 2 was represented by the superhero’s stance and the 

way the forcefield is depicted around her (see Appendix, B).  Upon reflection of figure the 

researcher realized that the force field was around the client instead of in front, as if it was 

protecting the client’s heart and mind. 
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Kindness 

Upon analysis of artwork and reflective journals, the theme kindness was identified by the 

researcher in correlation with the reflective journal and artwork.  The color choice and 

depiction in Figure 8 were found to represent the client’s kindness (see Appendix, H).  The 

researcher chose to depict the client with his thumb up because his attitude was pretty laid 

back.  Client was always laughing and smiling with peers during group, so she had drawn him 

with a smile on his face.  Figure 6 also depicted the clients care for others (see Appendix, F).  

The researcher used the red in the cape and the way it wrapped around the body of the hero to 

represent his compassion to help others.  The researcher found from the image that even 

though client had depression, his need to care for others made him happy.  This client would 

always color his hair different colors and the way he wore his hair could tell you how he felt 

that day. 

Bravery 

The theme bravery was identified by the researcher in correlation with the reflective journal 

and artwork.   Figure 3 and Figure 7 used animals as a representation of a symbol of strength 

(see Appendix, C & G).  Both superheroes were depicted in power stances and given aspects 

of their animal.  The researcher chose to depict her client as squirrel girl due to her 

personality during their first session (See Figure 7).  She had drawn her in a power stance 

because she liked to stick to her guns on what she was going to do that day.  After completing 

the image and seeing the client’s full cheeks, the image seemed to inform that the client had 

something to say.  For Figure 3 the researcher chose to depict the client as a bird because she 

had spoken about how she liked birds (See Figure 3).  The client would always be drawing 

them during group.  Figure 4 depicted bravery with the client in a power stance (see 
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Appendix, D).  The researcher related the color red to the client’s strength and knowledge.  

The client was full of knowledge about nature and knew what she had to do to get in touch 

with it.  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 The results from the present study aimed to demonstrate that using response art could 

increase awareness of client strengths.  The researcher was able to gain an increased 

understanding of the client through her response art.  This was demonstrated in the results in 

Figure 2 by reflection of figure the researcher realized that the force field was around the 

client instead of in front, as if it was protecting the client’s heart and mind (see Appendix, B).  

Figure 7 was also an example of this the researcher chose to depict her client as squirrel girl 

due to her personality during their first session.  Upon completion of the image and seeing the 

client’s full cheeks, the image seemed to inform that the client had something to say (see 

Appendix, G).  These findings link to the literature to reflection through the art process had 

the potential to inform treatment and give insight into the treatment of clients (Fish, 2012; 

Leavey, 2015; Miller, 2007; Wadeson, 2003). 

 By focusing on the art response, the researcher was able to engage in a deeper level of 

intentional reflection and dialogue.  This is evidenced by how each figure informed the 

researcher on the client’s present emotions and strengths.  The literature explained the way an 

image could speak to the artist and inform the therapist about what the client may have been 

feeling in the present moment (Fish (2012); Wadeson, 2003).  The researcher went into this 

experience wanting to gain more knowledge into the clients she was seeing at her internship 

site and focus on increasing awareness of their strengths.  She found that this process helped 

her understand the clients she was seeing and informed the direction of treatment for those 

clients. 
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Color 

 The researcher made decisions in regard to color while creating artwork and think 

about clients’ core strengths.  For example, the color blue was used due to the client’s sadness 

or depression during the therapy session.  Figure 1, Figure 4, and Figure 5 were examples of 

this (see Appendix, A, D & E).  There were also correlations where the colors were used in 

the image.  This correlation of color to emotions shows the congruence with empathy in 

response art (Kielo, 1991).  Another interpretation found was that the color backed up the 

strengths identified for the client.  For example, in Figure 8 the researcher chose blue and 

yellow for the superheroes suit (see Appendix, H).  The yellow was placed over the client’s 

heart and eyes which represented the caring and compassionate side of the client.  Based on 

the idea that, the therapist picked up on the emotions and recreated them in the response art.  

This became a cycle of each piece to find a correlation with color and emotions or aspects of 

client’s personality. 

Strengths 

 Several words that arose in analysis related to aspects of core strengths (Peterson & 

Seligman, 2004):  

Persistence. This was a common theme identified. Figure 1 depicted the client as a 

person who could bend and twist, this represented his perseverance (see Appendix, A).  The 

reflective journal process linked different words to the strength persistence. 

Kindness. This another theme identified for analysis.  In Figure 6 the client’s kindness 

was depicted in his smile and wrapping cape (see Appendix, F). 

Bravery. This was the final them identified in the analysis.  The researcher described 

the client’s bravery in her reflective journal.  For example with Figure 7, the researcher 
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described the clients adaptability to her surrounding due to her being in multiple foster homes 

which is why she drew her as a squirrel girl because squirrels are adaptable fearless animals 

(see Appendix, G). 

Bowels (2013) explained that, focusing on strengths helped acknowledge capabilities, 

talents, and intelligences.  By focusing on strengths during the response art process the 

researcher was able to recognize the client’s intelligences and capabilities.  Niemiec et al. 

explained that by focusing on strengths, a person is able to tap into self-kindness, and 

perspective.  The researcher found that focusing on the client strengths by depicting them as 

superheroes as a form of response art increased the researchers understanding of client 

strengths.   The researcher was able to gain perspective from creating the art.  This process 

allowed her to recognize the client’s personal skills. This showed that if a therapist wanted to 

gear their response art to focus patient strengths they could.   

Limitations 

The researcher recognized the limitations of this study.  For the purpose of this study 

strengths were only limited to the researcher’s perception.  Clients could have also identified 

their own personal strengths.  The studies main limitation was sample size as it focused on the 

unique process of the researcher.  For each response art created, the researcher was only able 

to identify two to three strengths for each client.  This could be related to the limitation of the 

researcher only having seen the clients maybe one to two sessions.  

As a heuristic study, the study was also limited to one participant.  The researcher was 

the only one who created artwork for the data analysis.  Due to the nature of heuristic 

research, the responses are based on the researcher’s personal thoughts and feelings 
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(Creswell, 2014).  Therefore, results are not generalizable.  However, generalizability is not 

the goal of qualitative research, rather the goal is to gain awareness. 

Recommendations and Future Studies 

Replication of this study was recommended using a larger sample of diverse art 

therapist participants.  In order to move beyond the single subject, three to four art therapists 

completing response art and journaling after each session with their clients over the course of 

six to eight weeks.  Using a larger sample size could provide more insight into how response 

art could be used to understand client strengths.  Also, having the therapists doing it over a 

span of sessions may help them gain more knowledge into the client as more responses were 

completed. Because this research only attempted to examine the benefits of response art in 

increasing awareness of client strengths, a larger and more systematic study involving 

empirical methods might build on these results to better assess its effectiveness and value to 

the art therapy field generally.  

 Another recommendation would be to take some alternative approaches to focusing on 

client strengths.  The therapists could show the client’s the drawing, they created to see how it 

affected the clients own personal strengths.  Instead of focusing on strengths the focus was on 

empathy from response art.  Focusing on self-kindness in response art could allow the 

researcher to approach how empathy could be identified through response art. 

Conclusion 

 This study explored the effects of response art through the intentional creation of 

superheroes that focused on client strengths.  In this study, the researcher chose to focus her 

response on creating superheroes as a way to deepen reflection and understanding of client 

strengths.  The results of this study supported the researcher’s hypothesis that she would gain 
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awareness of client strengths through the use of response art.  After review of the literature, the 

themes were consistent with those of positive psychology and strengths-based approaches, so 

response art can inform these topics.  The researcher believed response art and reflective 

journaling created awareness of client and client strengths, and this data can advance the art 

therapy field. 
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APPENDIX A 
Figure 1. Plastic Man 
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APPENDIX B 

Figure 2. Forcefield Girl 
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APPENDIX C 

Figure 3. Bird Girl 
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APPENDIX D 

Figure 4. Nature Girl 
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APPENDIX E 

Figure 5. Music Man 
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APPENDIX F 

Figure 6. Mr. Hair 
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APPENDIX G 

Figure 7. Squirrel 
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APPENDIX H 

Figure 8. Golden Boy 
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APPENDIX I 

Figure 9. Final Synthesis Piece: “Ordinary Heroes” 

 


