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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative heuristic study investigated the effects of mixed media art journaling on the 

understanding and acceptance of grief, loss, and healing. For five weeks, the researcher engaged 

in personal mixed media art journaling in addition to researching, exploring, and expanding 

knowledge on the topic of grief to understand how art could transform personal grief when 

accessed and processed artistically. After each piece was created, journaling was used to further 

gather and reflect on the emotional and mental state in correlation to the Kübler-Ross five stage 

grief theory model: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Kessler's addition of 

a sixth stage, finding meaning, was also taken into consideration throughout the journaling 

process. Data analysis involved the identification of key themes, patterns, and concept that 

occurred across the various data forms. The major findings of this study revealed that mixed 

media art journaling contributed to the researcher’s understanding and acceptance of grief, loss, 

and healing. Although research on the topic of grief had been substantial, few studies have 

focused on the impact of visual mixed-media journaling on the expression of grief within the art 

therapy field specifically. This research study supported and encouraged the use of visual art 

journaling as a potentially beneficial art therapy intervention in the area of grief work and could 

serve to advance research in this topic through the results and findings of this study.   
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Grief and loss have been identified as universal human experiences. One of the most 

challenging aspects of understanding and experiencing grief was that of it being a solitary 

experience, but a common experience that effected individuals differently every day. Grief can 

be experienced with any loss. The five stages of grief, as identified by Kübler-Ross and Kessler 

(2005), were denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Kessler (2019) also added a 

sixth stage of grief, finding meaning, which allowed the transformation of grief into something 

meaningful and fulfilling. The grieving process often involved many complicated and 

unexplainable emotions resulting in a troublesome grief process that differed for everyone. In 

addition, every person was impacted differently by the anticipatory grief, preparation for the loss, 

and the relationship to what was lost. Grief may be experienced as a mental, physical, social or 

emotional reaction, which were as unique as individual lives. The five stages of grief were a part 

of the framework that identified the stages of learning to live with what was lost. Grief does not 

have a timeline. The knowledge of the five stages of grief were identified by Kübler-Ross and 

Kessler (2005) with the hopes that it would assist individuals to be better equipped to cope with 

life and loss.  

As a society, grief was typically not a common topic that people discussed. Whereas birth 

and life experiences were celebrated, the last stage of life witnessed and mourned by family and 

friends was often unsung and quietly memorialized. In 2012, the researcher experienced a 

personal loss of a close friend. This loss sent the researcher on a spiritual journey, in search for a 

new meaning to life and the resources life had to offer, ultimately leading to the pursuance of 

becoming an art therapist.  
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Like many people, the initial feelings of grief and loss were pushed to the back of 

consciousness. Wolfelt (2018) described the grief process as unique to each individual, stating 

that new grief did not form after each loss, rather instead a new grief experience was built upon 

all former grief experiences. This was also defined as carried grief, which resurfaced again in the 

year of 2019 following the researcher’s loss of both her biological father and grandmother just 

weeks apart. The researcher became interested in not only how death and loss could be 

experienced differently depending on the stages of one’s own life, but also how using art therapy 

to study, focus, and accept the grief and loss of loved ones could bring significant meaning and 

healing to life.  

The present research study examined how art therapy could be used to assist individuals 

working through personal grief and loss. The researcher performed a heuristic inquiry of mixed-

media journaling to evaluate the therapeutic benefits of personal art making for understanding 

and coping with the effects of grief. Application of Moustakas’ (1990) methods of heuristic 

research to an arts-based inquiry offered the researcher an ideal combination for the exploration 

of personal experiences of grief and loss. Heuristic research allowed for the creative process to 

work through intense reflection, honesty, and discovery.  

Problem Statement 

 Due to loss and grief collectively impacting everyone differently, the grief process has 

been seen as difficult. The experience of loss has varied due to the emotional, physical, and 

spiritual impact; therefore, the stages of grief and personal processes of grief acceptance research 

were limited. Although there was an abundance of research and literature on the topic of grief, 

there was limited research on the benefits of art, specifically mixed-media journaling, on the 

expression of emotions and acceptance during the grief process. This research study emphasized 
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the belief that utilizing creative processes could increase healing, acceptance and life-

enhancement in oneself and during the grief process. 

Research Questions 

 This study was guided by the following two research questions: How can utilizing mixed 

media journaling as an art process facilitate the understanding and acceptance of grief, loss, and 

healing? What can be learned from immersing oneself into the art making process to increase 

personal understanding and acceptance of the grief, loss, and healing process? 

Basic Assumptions 

 The researcher held three primary assumptions when approaching this study. First, as 

someone who had experienced multiple losses, the researcher assumed that utilizing mixed 

media art journaling would contribute to a better understanding and acceptance of the 

researcher’s grief, loss, and healing, as well as help facilitate processes of personal closure. The 

second assumption was that the researcher’s participation in personal reflection would increase 

awareness and understanding of the effects and various stages of grief, including a process of 

emulating and reflecting on the six stages in the grief cycle (denial and isolation, anger, 

bargaining, depression, acceptance, and finding meaning.) Finally, it was also assumed that 

reflective and mixed media journaling could serve as a useful coping mechanism for anyone 

dealing with stress, sadness and anxiety related to grief.  

Statement of Purpose  

 The purpose of this study was to determine how mixed media art journaling would 

facilitate the understanding and acceptance of grief, loss, and healing. Mixed media art 

journaling and personal documentation served as the data sources, which were reflected upon to 
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assess how the art process had contributed towards the researcher’s personal understanding and 

acceptance of grief, loss, and healing.   

Definition of Terms  

 Bereavement. Bereavement was recognized as grieving a loss while in the state of being 

deprived of something or someone (“Bereavement”, 2019). 

 Carried Grief. Carried grief had been defined as accumulated grief from life losses that 

had never been adequately acknowledged and mourned, which may lead to burgeoning grief 

from a lifetime of losses (Wolfelt, 2018).  

 Complicated Grief. This referred to a persistent form of intense grief, which could 

dominate a griever’s life patterns and lead to continued yearning, longing, sadness and/or 

preoccupation with thoughts and memories of a person who died (Wolfelt, 2018).  

Five Stages of Grief. The five stages of normal grief that were first proposed by Kübler-

Ross (1969) and were identified as denial and isolation, anger, bargaining, depression, and 

acceptance. 

 Grief.  Grief had been defined as a deep and poignant distress caused by or as if by 

bereavement or loss (“Grief”, 2019). 

 Grief Work. A concept outlined by Freud (1961) wherein individuals grieving would 

withdraw and detach from the work of psychoanalysis while working through the loss so that the 

grief can be overcome.  

 Loss. The act of losing possession; separation (“Loss”, 2019).   

 Mixed Media. The use of a variety of materials including but not limited to magazines, 

acrylic paint, watercolor paint and collage materials. (“Mixed Media”, 2019). 
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Justification of the Study 

 This study aimed to contribute to the field of art therapy through qualitative heuristic 

exploration of how art and mixed media journaling had contributed towards the researcher’s 

understanding and acceptance of the grief, loss, and healing process. As art therapy offered 

personalized ways to express thoughts and emotions, it was believed that this study would serve 

to build on and advance prior research examining the efficacy and benefits of applying art 

therapy to grief work. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

 This literature review examined the information and scholarly articles collected to 

support this research study and collection of data, while allowing the reader to further understand 

and gain knowledge on the different grief theories, types of grief, art therapy in grief work, and 

visual journaling. There was a variety of information available on the topic of grief, however 

there was minimal information on the effects of art journaling and processing in relation to grief 

and how it might assist in the healing process of individuals who had experienced grief and 

death.  

Grief Processes and Theories 

 There are vast differences in how each person experienced grief and loss. Many theories 

and models of grief had common themes that validated grief as a complex process (Wetherell, 

2012). American culture typically depicted the pain of grief as something that should be avoided, 

as opposed to an inescapable part of being a human (Hooyman & Kramer, 2006). Renowned 

psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud was one of the first to explore the concept of grief. Freud (1961) 

viewed grief as a solitary process, wherein those grieving would withdraw from the world so that 

detachment from the deceased could be a gradual process. Detachment from the deceased 

involved reliving memories of the deceased and working through the loss so that the grief could 

be overcome, which was also known as “grief work.”  

Bowlby’s (1973) theory of attachment was based on his study of individuals who had 

experienced bereavement and grief after a loss. Attachment theory provided an explanation both 

for the human desire to form bonds and the emotional distress that could be caused when these 

bonds were involuntary severed, which caused bereavement and grief. Bowlby (1969) took his 
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observations of attachment and applied them to grief and bereavement. His studies suggested that 

grief was a normal adaptive response based on the environmental and psychological make-up of 

the griever. After this discovery, Bowlby and Parkes (1970) concretized a theory describing the 

natural adaptive grief responses that an individual may experience.  These included shock and 

numbness, yearning and searching, despair and disorganization, and reorganization and recovery.  

The Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement (Strobe & Schut, 1999) was 

conceptualized to describe the management of grief and how a bereaved individual may cope 

with the experience of loss in everyday life in addition to other lifestyle changes that developed 

as a result of the loss. Dunne (2004) labeled the dual process model as a two-way process of a 

person moving between grieving and trying to come to terms with the loss.  

 Lindemann (1944) developed a theory of grief and grief work that subjected the 

psychological processes of coping with a significant loss. It outlined the significance of a 

bereaved person needing to emotionally detach and adapt to a new environment in which the 

deceased was not included while beginning to process the death of a loved one. This could be 

implemented by beginning the process of immersing oneself into the stages of grief. It was 

typical that the persons dealing with grief and bereavement would experience difficult phases, 

such as denial, anger, bargain, depressing and acceptance (Kübler-Ross, 1969), while accepting 

and detaching from a loss.  

 Kübler-Ross (1969) introduced her five stages of grief model as a framework to assist in 

identifying what may be felt when experiencing any type of loss.  Kessler (2019) assisted in the 

framework of the five stages and, after encountering a personal loss of his own, realized that a 

sixth stage was crucial to the healing process. He referred this sixth stage as ‘finding meaning.’ 

Kessler (2019) identified that ‘finding meaning’ empowered finding a path to move forward after 
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making sense of grief. Making meaning could help with grief systems due to allowing 

individuals to assimilate the loss, while reconstructing a work of meaning that had been 

challenged by that loss through self-narratives and world view preservation (Neimeyer, 2012). 

Wolfelt (2015) identified Kübler-Ross’ Stages of Grief as a landmark work but 

recognized that she never intended for the five stages to be understood as a rigid or linear 

sequence that all mourners precisely followed because of individual differences among 

mourners. Rather, Wolfelt contended that any of the stages of grief may predominate at any 

given time, then dissipate, only to return later in full force because of the time, patience, and a lot 

of backward motion that may need to happen before forward motion could occur. Shear (2015) 

recognized that mourners may also experience a period of “acute grief,” which typically began 

immediately after a person learned a loved one had died. Acute grief was characterized by 

feelings of intense yearning and longing and was often accompanied by thoughts and images of 

the deceased person. 

Complicated and Carried Grief 

 Sadness and depression had been described as some of the most challenging emotions for 

grievers to befriend (Wolfelt, 2018). However, both sadness and depression had played essential 

roles in the grief process due to forcing the griever to pause and regroup “physically, cognitively, 

emotionally, socially, and spiritually” (Wolfelt, 2015, p. 55). Complicated grief could occur 

when individuals were in a chronic state of mourning and were unable to accept the reality of 

loss. Wolfelt (2018) defined complicated grief as grief that did not soften over time, instead 

staying the same or becoming worse. Complicated grief was also characterized as intense grief 

that lasted longer than anticipated in accordance with social norms, as well as causing 
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dysfunction in daily living (Shear, 2015). Complicated grief had also been seen to surface during 

a loss due to preexisting unresolved grief.  

Past losses have had impacts on current losses, separations, and attachments (Simos, 

1979). Past loss may cause individuals to fear future loss or separations, as well as hinder their 

capacity to form secure attachments. Wolfelt (2018) defined carried grief as a recognized 

component of complicated grief. Carried grief is an accumulation of grief from previous losses 

that have not been adequately acknowledged and mourned which lead to burgeoning grief. 

Difficulties with trust, a negative outlook, anxiety, disconnection, irritability, agitation, substance 

use, and physical problems (pain and stiffness) are all signs and symptoms of carried grief 

(Wolfelt, 2018). 

 Kübler-Ross and Kessler (2005) labeled complicated grief as an intense yearning for the 

lost loved one. Moreover, the preoccupation with the loss may hinder them from living in the 

present and finding joy in other relationships. Complicated grief was multifactorial and could be 

exacerbated by a range of other factors, including mood disorders, alcohol and drug abuse, and 

multiple losses (Shear, 2015). Deaths by an opioid overdose can leave the griever feeling anger, 

shame, and guilt due to the grievers’ inability to have prevented the drug use and death, even 

though the behavior may have been outside of their control (Wolfelt, 2018). Complicated grief 

can frequently manifest in prolonged shock and denial, especially when the griever did not see 

the body or did not expect the loss (Wolfelt, 2018). Due to the difficulty of adapting to a loss, 

emotions were able to resurface on different occasions, such as holidays, anniversaries, or 

celebrations (Shear, 2015). Overall, the scholarly literature underscored the conceptualization of 

grief as a highly individualized, complex, and difficult process.    
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Art Therapy in Grief Work  

 In reviewing the various processes involved in grieving, Graves-Alcorn (1994), a 

pioneering art therapist in the United States, encouraged her readers to engage in creative 

activities and ask questions to assist them towards understanding their losses as part of 

developing a new identity. Turetsy and Hays (2003) created a model of arts psychotherapy for 

the preclusion and treatment of unresolved grief through emergent creativity through art 

exploration. Weiskittle & Gramling (2018) wrote that visual arts were frequently used to express 

grief and mourning in funeral rituals to express loss, love, and remembrance across cultures. Sas 

and Coman (2016) also discussed the value of making and showcasing symbols for use during 

grief rituals as a way to improve the process of honoring, memorializing, and experiencing 

transformation that could accompany any loss.  

 Strouse (2013) used the loss of her own daughter to create collages as a tool to piece 

together a new visual reality through a transformative creative process. Beaumont (2013) 

concluded in her research that expressive artmaking aided in storytelling in order to reconstruct 

self-narratives. Her goal of the narratives included providing context that was safe for a griever 

to integrate their experience of a loss into a self-narrative to continue a bond with their deceased 

love one while simultaneously experiencing a sense of renewed trust in themselves and their 

worlds. Complexities of the grief process had been met by using creative engagement through 

visual art materials and processes (Arnold, 2020). These studies outlined the important role that 

art therapy played in grief work. Further research could continue to build on these works by 

further identifying ways that art therapy could specifically meet clients’ goals and needs when 

working through the grief process.  
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Reflective Visual Journaling 

Messenger (2016) used the term visual journal to refer to “notebooks which freely 

combine both text and image as purposefully used research tools” (p. 131). Sanders-Bustle 

(2008) described visual journals as a creative and critical space in which individuals could 

represent, explore, and reflect on the content of their daily lives. Cowan & Clover (1991) 

emphasized visual journaling as a way to break down communication walls that allowed 

connections to be made from past experiences to the present world. Keeping a journal of 

thoughts, feelings, questions, and experiences could be useful toward assisting an individual in 

expressing thoughts and emotions in an uninterrupted format (Wiggins, 2011).  

Deaver and McAuliffe (2009) conducted a study examining the use of visual journaling 

as an augment to supervision with graduate art therapy students. In this study, visual journaling 

consisted of having students make art in combination with written text in response to internship 

experiences, and then engaging in critical reflection through journal entries. The researchers 

concluded that visual journaling had been an effective tool, noting that students felt they had 

gained increased insight and clarity as a result of this process. Visual journaling was also 

supported by Mims (2015), who concluded from her research that visual journaling could be 

used as a psycho-educational tool, and may result in decreased symptoms of stress, anxiety, 

depression, and trauma. Journaling that specifically focused on reflection related to memories of 

loved ones may also assist individuals in maintaining a sense of connection to the person, which 

in turn, would help decrease feelings of anxiety in relation to the deceased over time (Muselman 

& Wiggins, 2012). 

Shields (2016) stated that an initial goal in using visual journaling was to access 

subconscious thoughts and begin the process of imaginative thinking to work through cognitions 
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and develop a better self-awareness. Having a form of a visual journal allowed for a rich form of 

expression in which an individual used an array of media to create meaningful reflections (Song, 

2012). Deaver and McAuliffe (2009) contended that reflection through visual journaling had 

enabled participants in their study to make sense of their experiences, believing that combining 

words with responsive imagery had served an integrative purpose.  

Various art media and creative exploration had been seen to simultaneously provide a 

means for safe expression, while facilitating emotional release and furthering personal self-

development (Gladding, 2012). Further, drawing and text could also be used within academic 

contexts to enhance observation, personal development, and reflection (Messenger, 2016). Art 

therapy had been said to transform consciousness because by fully engaging the mind and body 

in ways that were both immediate and personally satisfying (Kapitan, 2013).    

Through her research in the area of visual journaling, Shields (2016) stressed that visual 

journaling was a process that allowed the development of trust in instincts and openness to the 

process of questioning to consciously seek out and find ways to foster and appreciate intuitive 

knowing. Shields also highlighted the important role that visual journaling played when 

conducting research, defining a visual journal in relationship to her own research as a tool that 

served to collect important thoughts and feelings experienced throughout the research process. 

Millan (2012) also explored the use of visual journals as a medium for artistic research, 

concluding that visual journals were fundamentally illustrated narratives that documented the 

artist-researcher’s personal experiences. Overall, prior research made clear that visual journaling 

had several different applications, including use as a therapeutic intervention in grief work or as 

a research tool within qualitative and arts-based inquiry. 
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Narrative Therapy with Grief and Loss 

According to Harber (2011), a narrative approach to art therapy could help create a 

framework in which clients’ attachment patterns and past trauma would be better understood and 

processed. Further, a narrative approach to treatment provided an essential way of helping 

individuals reconstruct personal meaning of their life when dealing with grief and loss.  

Narratives had provided grounding experiences that allowed individuals to be fully present in 

mind and/or body (Cozolino, 2010). Narrative therapy utilized an outline and sequential 

framework which included recollection of events that outlined emotions, behaviors, and identity 

and allowed for a context of self-definition. This unique approach assisted in making sense of 

and giving meaning to one’s own life by reframing and reauthoring the lived experience 

(Cozolino, 2010). In cases where grief and loss were unexpected, the period of change and 

transition has caused feelings of distress and hopelessness in the griever. Neimeyer’s (2014) 

research on the use of narrative therapy with individuals who had experienced grief 

conceptualized a number of things as helpful in facilitating posttraumatic growth. These included 

efforts towards meaning-making (e.g., reconstruction of meaning after a loss), hopefulness for a 

positive outcome, and believing that one would still experience eventual gains in life despite the 

circumstances. Neimeyer concluded that integration of narrative processing in the treatment of 

grieving individuals who had experienced losses could create a greater sense of understanding, 

well-being, growth, and compassion.  

Arts-based research 

Art-based research had been defined as the systemic use of the artistic process as a way to 

understand experiences and utilize creative imagination. Art-based research was combined with 

other disciplines to assist in a growing academic environment from further investigation into 
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different topics. Arts-based researchers were generally interested in improving our understanding 

of phenomenon through how the arts revealed important insights about the topic of study 

(Sullivan, 2006). Leavy (2009) described arts-based practices as methodological tools used by 

researchers across disciplines during all phases of social research, including data collection, 

analysis, and representation. Arts-based research has involved writing, music, performance, 

visual art, and other creative media to illuminate human experience and perspective (Leavy, 

2011).   

Sullivan (2006) identified that art-based research consisted of utilizing a creative act 

(e.g., drawing, painting, graphic design) in order to see things from a new point of view and to 

allow for creation of new knowledge. Art opened the imagination to symbols and metaphors, as 

well as sensitizes us to touch, texture, shape, sound, and color (Hinz, 2009). Based on these 

ideas, Sullivan (2006) contended that the practice of creativity and human engagement projected 

in an art experience should be appropriately conceptualized as research due to the complex forms 

of imagination and intellect. McNiff (2008) discovered that that researching human experiences 

through the arts made sense to people who integrated art with services to others (i.e., art therapy, 

music therapy, dance therapy, community arts) in addition to reviving partnerships between art 

and science. Titus and Sinacore (2013) conducted a study on artmaking, collecting data through 

journals, focus groups, and individual interviews to understand how artmaking and different 

types of visual art impacted the participants’ lives. The researchers found that engagement in 

artmaking improved participants’ overall well-being, as well as influenced other areas of life 

such as productivity, management of emotions, and social life.  
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Heuristic Studies 

Bloomgarden and Netzer (1998) explicated how the heuristic research model dovetailed 

well with art therapy, as creativity was a key and inherent aspect of both. Moustakas’ (1990) 

heuristic inquiry model allowed for exploration of the basic patterns of experience through self-

searching and self-dialogue. Moustakas (1990) developed the heuristic method as way of 

illuminating personal experiences. Ozertugrul (2015) defined heuristic research as involving 

engagement with internal experiences and phenomena in relation to how one personally saw, 

experienced, and reasoned with the world. From this standpoint, heuristic studies allowed for 

intuitive internal vision and comprehension.  

Arts-based heuristic research utilized the structure of heuristic research methodology to 

explore a phenomenon that the researcher found meaningful (Chiu, 2014). Utilizing art was an 

effective modality for opening visual, aesthetic, sensory, and imaginative realms seen as 

conducive to self-care (Eberhart & Atkins, 2014). Sullivan (2010) advocated for art making as a 

form of research. Sullivan conducted a heuristic study to explore the possibilities of how art 

could facilitate self-repair of trauma and inability to fully offer forgiveness to individuals 

involved in his trauma. Heuristic researchers also sought to illuminate meaning by searching the 

internal world of the self through self-reflection and exploration. They attempted to “become 

one” with the question through self-dialogue and research through pursuing intuitive clues and 

hunches (Djuraskovic & Arthur, 2010).  

Self-Portraiture and Identity 

Exploration of personal identity was believed to be interrelated to the sixth stage of grief, 

finding meaning (Kessler, 2019). While working on identity awareness, many artists had 

practiced self-portraiture as a way of discovering innermost thoughts and feelings. Rojas’ (2012) 
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research utilized self-portraiture as a means of illuminating the complexities of personal and 

professional facets of his identity. More specifically, he found that engaging in self-portraiture 

enabled him to better understand how personal and professional aspects of his identity were 

continually moving and shifting in relation to each other. Carr (2014) conceptualized the 

symbolic nature of self-portraiture work, stating that portraits acted as “bridges between the body 

and the brain, imagination and reality, emotion and memory, integrating lost aspects of the self 

into images that powerfully communicate self-identity” (p. 66).  

Summary 

This literature review first examined the topic of grief broadly, including definitions of 

various grief processes, theories, and stage models, in order to lay the theoretical groundwork for 

the present heuristic study. Next, the application and benefits of art therapy in the area of grief 

work was reviewed, with in-depth focus to visual reflective journaling in order to establish 

support for this mixed-media approach as one that may be particularly relevant to grief work 

given its narrative and art-based properties. The inclusion of narrative therapy focused on how 

utilizing a narrative approach to grief and loss might allow for reconstruction of personal 

meaning to create a greater sense of well-being, growth, and compassion. Finally, a review of 

heuristic and art-based research served to outline previous studies to support the research design 

for this art-based heuristic study.  Overall, examination of the literature served to establish the 

conceptual and methodological basis of the current study, which ultimately aimed to increase 

understanding of how visual journaling as a form of art therapy might support healing during the 

grief process in order to advance therapeutic work and research in this critically important. 
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CHAPTER III  

Methodology 

 The methodology portion of this report reviewed the participant, research design, 

research instruments, data collection, data analysis, validity and reliability, and researcher bias of 

this research study. The methodology section will allow the reader to understand the actions 

taken to investigate the research questions and the rationale for the application, allowing the 

reader to critically evaluate the study’s overall validity and reliability.  

Participant 

 This research study utilized a heuristic approach. The researcher acted as the sole 

participant in this study. The researcher, a 25-year-old Caucasian female, completed this study 

with the assistance of a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC), who was available to the 

researcher on an on-call basis as a safeguard measure. The researcher utilized this trauma 

informed LPC for purposes of feedback, debriefing, and to ensure her well-being throughout the 

intense heuristic process.  

Research Design 

 The research design employed in this study was a single case design that employed use of 

arts-based heuristic methodologies. The researcher utilized mixed-media journaling as the 

primary arts-based research method. Additionally, the researcher utilized a literature review as a 

means of expanding knowledge on the topic of grief, which aided in analysis of how the 

researcher’s art transformed when personal grief was accessed and accepted. Kübler-Ross’s 

(1969) Five Stages of Grief were used to explore the stages of denial and isolation, anger, 

bargaining, depression, and acceptance through reflective journaling after the new mixed-media 

piece was created.  
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 The researcher engaged in thoughtful and philosophical writing for a period of no more 

than 15 minutes after the created piece that employed the emotional responses felt and noted 

during each of the give mixed-media exploration pieces. In addition, the researcher also noted 

and reflected on mixed-media journaling pieces that were created during the personal losses 

experienced by the researcher. These were further examined and evaluated in order to gather 

additional qualitative data in correlation to each of the grief stages as outlined by Elisabeth 

Kübler-Ross (1969) and David Kessler (2019). 

 The researcher performed an analysis of each journal entry to document the emotions and 

impression used during the creative process. In addition, the researcher also noted patterns 

during the experiences that aided in developing the results reflecting the domains of the 

experience. The researcher then reviewed all reflective journals on the topic of the exploration of 

the grief process in order to further evaluate the similarities and differences of the researcher’s 

thoughts and feelings through the various stages in the grief process. 

Research Instruments 

While examining each mixed media journaling piece, the following questions were 

addressed: (1) How did your body feel before beginning this mixed media art response? (2) What 

were your thoughts before beginning this mixed media art response? (3) What is your visceral 

response to this artwork upon completion? These questions allowed and encouraged structure for 

the results sections of this study. 

Data Collection 

 Through a five-week period, the researcher used the heuristic phases of research as 

conceptualized by Moustakas (1990) to guide and encompass the research design. The six phases 

of heuristic research include the initial engagement, immersion into the topic and question, 
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incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis. Each week involved going through 

each of the six phases day after day, leaving the final seventh day of each week for self-care, 

relaxation, and rest. The schedule of weekly data will be outlined below and further describe 

how each phase is defined and conducted.  

 Day One: Initial Engagement. This phase consisted of the interest and passion that drew 

the researcher to the topic and the engagement that the researcher was willing to partake in to 

clarify and expand knowledge on the topic of interest that held personal meaning to the 

researcher. During this phase, the researcher became immersed into a guiding question and 

worked to discover significant and personal meaning within the question. The researcher 

prepared a space during day one where a mixed-media piece could be created in the same setting, 

week after week to enhance the reflective process and feelings of a safe space.  

 Day Two: Immersion. During the immersion phase, the researcher became invested in 

the research question and topic by personal absorption of the question through engaging in self-

dialogue. The process of immersion allowed for the researcher to increase the knowledge on the 

topic of grief in addition to exploring potential creative art mixed-media options. During this 

phase, the researcher created a new mixed-media piece and journal entry. The researcher then 

spent time for reflection upon each finished art piece and self-reflective journal. This time 

allowed for conclusion of the process of immersion into the grief exploration.  

 Day Three: Incubation. The incubation process was a time in which the researcher 

retreated from the focus of the question. The researcher placed the mixed-media pieces and 

journals out of sight during this phase. During this phase, it may still have been possible for other 

events or happenings to bring the question and mixed-media pieces to present awareness. During 



EFFECTS OF MIXED MEDIA ART JOURNALING ON GRIEF 26 

this stage of retreat, the researcher gained new insight and understanding due to no longer being 

completely absorbed in the topic and allowed growth to take place.  

 Day Four: Illumination. The illumination phase involved a breakthrough into conscious 

awareness and knowledge of the question, thus further developing the experience. During this 

phase, the researcher experienced an array of emotions, such as guilt, anger, relief, happiness, 

understanding, confusion, and sadness. The illumination phase allowed for the discovery of 

previously distorted understandings which allowed for an essential degree of reflectiveness, new 

awareness, and modified understandings of the personal grief process. The feelings of the 

researcher which had been previously missed, misunderstood, or distorted were able to add 

something essential to the experience.    

 Day Five: Explication. During the explication phase, the researcher identified alternative 

explanations and patterns to decipher meanings that were discovered in the illumination phase. 

This phase required the researcher to attend to personal awareness, feelings, thoughts, beliefs, 

and judgements to bring together discoveries of meanings and then organize them into a 

comprehensive experience in order to continue to the culmination of the entire mixed-media 

journaling experience. During this phase, the researcher worked to process themes, 

understandings, and concerns, as well as experienced moments of healing.  

 Day Six: Creative Synthesis. The creative synthesis was a time of reflection to refine the 

researcher’s experience and growth. This phase of the heuristic inquiry required the researcher to 

integrate the discoveries gained through research, reflection, processing, and journaling. The 

creative synthesis phase allowed for a full reflection of the gained experience during each week 

and at the conclusion of the study.  
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 Day 7: Self-care and Rest. During this phase, the researcher allowed time for personal 

self-care and rest before engaging in a new week of the outlined six stages. This day allowed the 

researcher to collect thoughts, reflect, and engage in whatever activities perceived as personally 

beneficia to the researcher’s mental, physical, or emotional health. 

Data Analysis 

 The researcher’s mixed media piece and reflective journals were analyzed in order to 

identify key themes, patterns, and concepts that occurred across the various data forms. Through 

the examination of each mixed-media piece and the reflective journals associated with each 

piece, the researcher operated each week in a ritualistic form using the six phases of heuristic 

research as conceptualized by Moustakas (1990). The phases were used in correlation with 

Kübler-Ross’s (1969) Five Stages of Grief in order to direct the researcher’s exploration of each 

of these stages (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance) through both the process 

of creating the visual journaling and in analyzing the data. Thus, data analysis was largely a 

deductive and iterative process that occurred simultaneous to data collection given the structured 

nature of the visual journaling in accordance with these stages, which were also used to 

deductively categorize the resulting data.   

Validity and Reliability 

 According to Moustakas (1990), validity in heuristic studies could not be determined by 

correlations or statistics. The question of validity proposed from a heuristic study was: “Does the 

ultimate depiction of the experience derived from one’s own rigorous, exhaustive self-searching 

and from the explications of others present comprehensively, vividly, and accurately the meaning 

and essences of the experience?” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 32). The researcher utilized data 



EFFECTS OF MIXED MEDIA ART JOURNALING ON GRIEF 28 

collection and analysis to increase the reliability and validity by interpreting meaning, 

visualizing patterns and drawing conclusions from the subjective experience of the researcher.  

 Due to the researcher being the primary research instrument, trustworthiness and 

authenticity of the researcher was imperative for purposes of qualitative research. Through this 

arts-based heuristic study, the researcher was able to process and understand the data collection 

through genuine self-motivation and direction. The researcher used ritualistic practices weekly in 

order to establish a schedule, work with boundaries, and execute a routine that permitted the 

reflection of feelings and allowed the researcher to gather data and analyze themes through the 

researcher’s mixed-media pieces and reflective journals to increase the overall trustworthiness 

and authenticity of this arts-based heuristic study.  

Ethical Implications  

 As the researcher was the sole participant in this study, ethical considerations pertained 

mainly to ensuring the safety and wellbeing of the researcher throughout the intense heuristic 

process given the sensitivity of the research topic. The heuristic process required the researcher 

to become vulnerable and open, thus personal safety was paramount. To this end, the researcher 

utilized a mental health consultant on a regular basis who was well-informed in the area of grief 

in order to safeguard and ensure her wellbeing. The support system confirmed the protection of 

the researcher’s well-being due to uncovering raw emotional experiences during the analysis and 

exploration of the topic of grief and death.  

Researcher Bias 

 Going into the study, the researcher recognized that bias may have been inevitable due to 

a heuristic study being a collection of personal experiences and reflections. The researcher also 

noted her background in arts and art therapy which could have led to a bias of the impact of arts 
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on personal healing and reflection. Due to the personal nature, structure, and requirements of this 

heuristic study, the researcher experienced bias towards art making, thoughts, and feelings. 

Although the research, data collection, and data analysis were solely based on the researcher’s 

interpretation, the researcher worked to remain honest and truthful with the information, data, 

and knowledge acquired.  
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Chapter IV  

Results 

 The purpose of this study was to determine how mixed media art journaling contributed 

to the understanding and acceptance of grief, loss, and healing. The results of this arts-based 

heuristic inquiry, as explicated further below, demonstrated the positive contribution of mixed 

media art journaling in facilitating the researcher’s growth and healing process in relation to 

experiences of personal grief. The researcher continually noted reoccurring patterns of denial and 

isolation, bargain, depression, anger, and acceptance and was able to note keywords in each 

reflective journal following the creation of each mixed media piece which supported each of the 

presented patterns.  

Pre-research Work 

 Prior to gaining approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the researcher had 

already been involved in making reflective response art before solidifying the idea of this study. 

Through the exploration of the art, the researcher became very interested in the themes that were 

emerging in the finished works, which appeared to correlate with the five stages of grief. The 

researcher believed the prehistoric work provided a strong foundation for this study and was a 

representation of the beginning stages of what influenced the researcher to explore the effects of 

mixed media art journaling on the expression of grief. Each of the works (Figures 1-5) allowed 

the researcher to begin seeing a correlation between the five stages of grief and the personal grief 

the researcher was experiencing.  
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Figure 1. Denial. (Tatro, 2020).  

 

Figure 2. Anger. (Tatro, 2019). 
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Figure 3. Bargaining. (Tatro, 2020). 

 

Figure 4. Depression. (Tatro, 2019). 
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Figure 5. Acceptance. (Tatro, 2019).   

Summary of the Five-Week Study 

 Beginning this heuristic research study was filled with uncertainty and anticipation. The 

researcher thought that maintaining the ritualistic type days/weeks would probably prove to be 

the most difficult. When beginning the reflective journaling process, the researcher worked to 

formulate questions that would assist any reader in relating to the thought process during the 

creation and reflection of each work. The researcher guided each reflective journaling process 

with the following three questions: (1) How did your body feel before beginning this mixed 

media art response? (2) What were your thoughts before beginning this mixed media art 

response? (3) What was your visceral response to this artwork upon completion? These questions 

allowed for a structured analysis of each finished work.  

While exploring, engaging, and analyzing the results of each mixed-media piece, the 

researcher found that the themes of denial and isolation, anger, bargaining, depression, and 

acceptance were evident due to the conflict of emotions that emerged during the exploration of 

grief. The researcher also noted the three keywords used to describe each completed piece which 
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she believed coincided with the themes. These three keywords and the themes that were present 

throughout the research assisted in the formulation of the results and discussion section.    

Weeks (1-5) Keywords 

Week 1 overwhelmed, repressed, and weary 

Week 2 drained, distraught, and contemplation 

Week 3 release, hiding, and troubled 

Week 4 dragging, substantial, and condensed 

Week 5 yearning, healing, and growth 

Figure 6. Keywords by week. 

Week One. The three words that were noted in the reflective journaling process to 

describe this piece before, during and after were: “overwhelmed, repressed, and weary.” Before 

beginning this art media response, the researcher’s body felt extremely tense. The researcher 

experienced waves of anxiety throughout the day with the anticipation of creating a piece but not 

knowing what it was going to be. Knowing that she was going to be in the creation process soon, 

her mind and heart both felt heavy. It had been awhile since she had even thought about 

continuing her grief works while waiting for her approval from the Institutional Review Board.  

When sitting down to begin the art piece, the researcher’s thoughts were scattered. Once 

the researcher began to sketch on the piece of paper, a sense of release of suppressed emotions 

was felt. The researcher realized the possibility of not creating new works for a period of time 

may have affected the grief process negatively. The researcher noted so much thought and time 

was put into the prehistoric works, which allowed for the grief to feel some sort of stabilization. 

After finishing Figure 7, the visceral response was shock. The researcher was shocked 

that the piece resembled more of herself than any of the other grief works had thus far. There 
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was so much emotion screaming from one image. Every way that her heart had been hurting 

recently was depicted, pure raw emotion. Pure hurt and heartache.  

  

Figure 7. (Tatro, 2020).  

The researcher was able to recognize the need to slow down, wallow in the pain, work to 

process, and eventually create the space and energy to let the world back in and begin to 

recognize the pains that had been subsided for so long. After creating this work, the researcher 

spent the rest of the week during the illumination, explication, creative synthesis, and self-care 

and rest phases to allow to process the intensity of the emotions experienced during this opening 

work. Although the previous historic works were meaningful and strong, the researcher believed 

that the emotions were stronger and more personal after completing the heuristic phases and 

processing during the first week of this research study. 
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Week Two. The three words that were noted in the reflective journaling process to  

to describe Figure 8 before, during and after were: “drained, distraught, and contemplation.” 

Before beginning this art media response, the researcher noted that her body felt weak. The 

researcher distinguished that she had been feeling very drained and as if she was living in a haze. 

The researcher expressed that having reoccurring thoughts of the losses that she has endured 

were present and she had still been having difficulty fully accepting the losses encountered. It 

was a year during this date that the researcher’s father had died of an overdose. It forced the 

researcher to confront the fact that an entire year had officially gone by in order to accept the 

reality of the loss.   

  

Figure 8. (Tatro, 2020). 

When the researcher sat down to begin her art piece, her mind was blank. At this point, 

the researcher felt unrested and an urgency to sleep the entire day away. To feel like this entire 

year maybe had just been a dream and laying down would allow her to wake up and have all the 

hurt and loss be gone.  
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After finishing this piece, the visceral response was relaxation. The researcher painted 

what was needed and what she had been feeling. During complicated grief, feelings of 

numbness, denial, and disbelief continue to persist despite the amount of time that has passed.  

Week Three. The three words that were noted in the reflective journaling process to  

describe this piece before, during and after were: “release, hiding, and troubled.” Before 

completing this art media response, the researcher noted her body felt on edge. After the 

previous weeks’ piece of art and the anniversary of the death of her father, the researcher found 

herself wallowing in emotions that she wanted to replace with alcohol and tobacco to numb the 

pain and drown out all the feelings and noise that she did not want to confront.  

As the researcher sat down to begin this piece (Figure 9), she knew that she needed to be 

honest with herself. It could have been easy to hide it because she had control over what is 

shown and what is put into her art, but during this piece, she knew that she would need to look 

further into grief and addiction, especially since her father was an addict.  

 

Figure 9. (Tatro, 2020). 
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The visceral response to this piece was feeling pleased. It has always been difficult for 

the researcher to recognize her wrongs. During this piece and while processing it, the researcher 

began to understand that it was time to own what she was doing to her brain and body. Healing 

and coping with her grief would not be able to come with a temporary fix. Once again, the 

research helped solidify that she was not alone and that any type of consuming behavior that 

distracted from the grief process was essentially the wrong and longer path on the road to 

healing.  

Week Four. The three words that were noted in the reflective journaling process to  

to describe this piece before, during and after were: “dragging, substantial, and condensed.” 

Before completing this art response, the researcher noted that her body felt obliterated. What a 

heavy process this had been. The researcher had begun more processing with her grief more than 

ever before in the past couple of weeks. She was starting to own the things that she never had 

before (i.e., feelings about grief, substance use, etc.) but there was still a feeling of a huge stack 

of weights sitting on her back. 

 When sitting down to create this piece, the researcher continued to think about how 

difficult it had be to depict and express the feelings of grief. It was something that could eternally 

weigh and individual down while going through the motions of trying to work to process and 

understand death. After completing this piece (Figure 10), the researcher believed that any 

viewer would be able to feel the amount of weight that she, as a griever was carrying. In 

addition, it was not just the grief that the griever was carrying, it was everything else in life that 

was occurring while also trying to process the weight of the grief.  
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Figure 10. (Tatro, 2020). 

This week was also the one-year anniversary of the death of the researcher’s 

grandmother. The researcher’s biological father and her grandmother had died just two weeks 

apart. As relayed in the introduction to this study, the researcher’s interest in examining her grief 

more closely became apparent to her after she experienced carried grief. The researcher had 

experienced the loss of close friend in 2012, which she did not understand at a younger age. She 

then started experiencing a multitude of losses starting in the year of 2017, including the loss of 

an individual who at one point acted like a father figure, losses of friends, family friends, and her 

father and grandmother. The weight on the researcher’s back in Figure 10 was representation of 

what all these memories and grief of the losses represent to the researcher. 

Through her research, she had begun to understand that enduring complicated grief and 

carried grief was a component to why she had experienced such a prolonged grief during the 

accumulation of these losses. The researcher felt momentum from what she had begun to learn 

while moving forward to allow herself to process the feelings of grief more naturally and 
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organically due to having begun to educate herself on what movements to make in her life to 

accept and enable change.  

Week 5. The three words that were noted in the reflective journaling process to 

describe this piece before, during and after were: “yearning, healing, and growth.” Before 

beginning this image (Figure 11), the researcher’s body felt numb. During the past five weeks 

she had been following a ritualistic practice in order to maintain the systematic integrity of the 

study. The researcher wanted it to be applicable not only to herself, but to others as well.  

 

 

Figure 11. (Tatro, 2020). When sitting down to create this piece, the researcher felt a 

strong urge of yearning. Yearning to be better, yearning to feel better, and yearning to be 

connected to each individual that she had grieved over, but in a healthier manner now due to 

having a better understanding and the proper tools to begin to heal. However, a sense of 

disorganization and confusion was present because of still having so much to learn, so much to 

process.  
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After completing this piece, the researcher felt content. Although the hurt was still there, 

she experienced the growth as beginning to outweigh the intense yearning for everything to just 

feel okay. The image created exemplified that relaxation into the pain; the beginning of 

acceptance. It hurt to acknowledge the loss, but the beginning of embracing and acceptance 

allowed for feelings of humbleness regarding the loss. It has allowed the researcher to begin to 

accept her pain, while wanting to support and provide hospitality to others that are yearning for 

this same need. In other words, an artful balance was achieved. 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

 The discussion section serves to interpret and describe the significance of the findings 

throughout this research study. It will also compare the results to the existing literature from the 

literature review. The discussion will review the new understandings and insights that emerged 

as a result of this study and explain how this study can assist in advancing the reader’s 

understanding of the research topic in addition to analyzing the limitations and recommendations 

of this research study.  

Overview 

 Although a mixed media approach was predominant throughout this research, 

examination of the researcher’s artwork revealed that a similar color palette was used in each 

work throughout the duration of the study. This was apparent when looking at the collective 

body of work. Hence, the researcher created a series of works that showed relationships in 

formal art qualities (e.g., use of color, line), and in doing so, exemplified the evident subjects of 

the grief process (e.g., denial, anger, depression, bargaining, and acceptance). The researcher 

believed that the subjects were present due to the previous in depth research on the grief process 

and theories which may have impacted the researchers artwork and subjects at a preconscious 

level.  

While reviewing the pre-research works in comparison to the works created throughout 

the study, the researcher noticed more of herself within the works completed in alignment with 

the heuristic phases of the inquiry. The prehistoric works provided an overview on the stages of 

grief, while the works completed during the study were more personal. The different phases of 

heuristic research allowed the researcher to completely immerse herself into the topic and to 
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begin to understand that, in order for this study to be productive and relevant to the subject, she 

needed to face parts of the grief process that had been most daunting to her. When doing so, the 

researcher experienced firsthand perpetual oscillation between the various stages of grief. In 

other words, the stages of grief were felt at various times throughout the study, which concurred 

with literature indicating that individuals all grieved differently (Wolfelt, 2015).  

 Accessing these different stages allowed for the beginning of improved sense of self and 

understanding throughout this five-week study. Although immersion into the heuristic process 

proved very intense, it allowed the researcher to connect fully with her mind, body, and 

emotions. The grief that had been experienced up until the point of the research was 

subsequently given new meaning because the researcher allowed herself to access emotions and 

thoughts that she had never experienced before. Due to the penetrating nature of this study, it had 

been imperative to set one day of the week aside for self-care and reflection to process the 

painful emotions elicited during the heuristic exploration, as conceptualized by Moustakas 

(1990). 

 The researcher discovered her own inner strength through the process of this study, which 

involved a process of meaning making in relationship to her grief. This research study revealed 

her own negative coping tendencies and allowed her to face the grief with purpose due to the 

systematic and structured approach utilized. The pain that the researcher had been feeling was 

given a new meaning. Giving her pain the attention, it deserved allowed the researcher to begin 

to more fully accept her grief. Wolfelt (2018) underscored this idea when stating, “What’s more, 

the pain will likely increase if it is not given the attention it demands and deserves” (p. 165). The 

researcher’s grief certainly did not dissipate as a result of this study, rather a new way of 

engaging with her grief was discovered. Inherent to this process was an ongoing reminder of her 
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love towards the newfound relationships to her lost loved ones and her grief, including seeing it 

as a new way of beginning.  

During this heuristic study, the researcher noted patterns in the data in accordance with 

Kübler-Ross’s (1969) Five Stages of Grief model, as well as isolation in relation to the stage of 

denial. Isolation coincided with the denial stage due to the researcher experiencing them 

simultaneously. She also analyzed the artwork in relation to the area of identity. As noted earlier, 

the grief stages model was used in an explicit way in informing the methodology of this study, 

hence data analysis was deductive in searching for nuances of how these stages manifested 

qualitatively both within each of the mixed-media art pieces, as well as how the relationships 

between stages of the model manifested across the body of artworks. For example, because the 

works were completed at different times, the researcher began to understand that grief has no 

timeline. Moreover, although these five stages of grief have been hypothesized as though they 

were distinct and separate, the researcher’s experiences concurred with the idea that people 

fluctuated in between the different stages when grieving (Wolfelt, 2018; Shear, 2015). The 

researcher found herself acknowledging that the stages of grief were not meant to be a timeline 

of what to feel, when to feel, and how to feel it, rather a way to begin to understand the emotions 

experienced after experiencing the death of a loved one.  

The researcher also continued to note Kessler’s (2019) addition of the sixth stage, finding 

meaning, throughout the study. The researcher experienced engagement with this stage 

throughout the process of the study when searching to transform her grief into something 

meaningful and fulfilling. This was when the researcher began to realize that the multitude of 

mixed emotions experienced were more normal than perceived initially. Although the loss of the 

physical presence of the person who died cannot be undone, the relationship with the person who 
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died remained present due to the memories, dreams, and objects that reflect the significance of 

the relationship with whom was lost. 

Identity 

 The topic of identity was explored consistently and intentionally throughout this research. 

When following the phases of heuristic research, the researcher found herself identifying and 

immersing herself into her own personal loss and connection within herself, which allowed for 

the feelings of misunderstanding and carried grief. The different patterns that emerged within 

each of the works completed allowed the researcher to analyze both herself and personal 

relationships that had affected and contributed to her acceptance of grief and her growth (Figure 

6, Week 5). The researcher utilized self-portraiture and identity through her completed mixed-

media pieces as a way of finding meaning (Kessler, 2019) and discovering the innermost 

thoughts and feelings of the researcher (Rojas, 2012).  

Denial and Isolation 

 The stage of isolation manifested as a result of the researcher accessing emotions that 

had been experienced as daunting to share and reveal to others. While accessing the losses that 

the researcher endured while conducting this research study caused the researcher to isolate and 

experience feelings of anger, sadness, helplessness, and anxiety. Isolation allowed the 

griever/researcher to feel more accessible to her emotions and caused distance between the 

griever/researcher and the outside world. Denial and isolation were present in the mixed-media 

artwork by expressing and depicting feelings of isolation while grieving (Figure 6, Week 1 and 

Week 2). In these images, the researcher was experiencing tenseness, anticipation, weakness, and 

being drained. Figure 8 depicted the researcher isolating herself in her bedroom due to 

exhaustion and having difficulty fulling accepting the losses that she encountered allowing her to 
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regroup physically, cognitively, emotionally, socially, and spiritually (Wolfelt, 2018). Due to the 

researcher having difficulty adapting to her multiple losses, she found emotions of denial 

resurfacing on different occasions (Shear, 2015).  

Anger 

The stage of anger was explored in relation to the researcher’s processing grief due to 

different reasons. This grief often made the researcher feel misplaced or confused due to trying 

to understand the loss of a loved one. The researcher continuously pondered what else could 

have been done, how to move on, or how oneself and/or loved ones will ever be able to get over 

the loss (Figure 6, Week 3). The researcher believed she experienced anger when realizing the 

impact of complicated grief on her life due to her grief being multifactorial (Shear, 2015). . 

Wolfelt (2018) stated that grief and substance abuse issues may frequently coincide, particularly 

when grievers use substances to deny the pain of life losses. Substance use can mute feelings and 

act as self-treated carried pain because “addiction prevents them from deeper satisfactions and 

any kind of spiritual fulfillment that can lead to self-destruction” (Wolfelt, 2018, p. 108).  The 

researcher also believed that anger emerged when accessing the grief of certain loved ones due to 

the complicated relationships she had experienced with these individuals prior to their death, as 

well as because of the unexpected nature of these losses.  

Bargaining 

 In the current study, the researcher experienced the bargaining and anger stages as 

coinciding with each other. When the feelings of anger arose, bargaining took place when trying 

to justify and understand the death and/or grief. Exploration through visual journaling related to 

the stage of bargaining helped the researcher begin to accept the truth and begin to let go of the 

anger while beginning to cope with the loss. The researcher noted in week four (Figure 6, Week 
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4) that she believed she had been experiencing carried grief. The researcher expressed that the 

multitude of losses that she had experienced provided weight on her shoulders that was 

indescribable. Due to the grief never being adequately acknowledged prior to this research study, 

the researcher never properly mourned, which put her in a constant state of confusion and 

bargaining with herself and her healing. 

Depression 

The stage of depression, experienced as intense sadness, arose for the researcher through 

the entire heuristic inquiry, and thus was not experienced as a distinct stage (Figure 6, Week 2).  

Due to variability in how each person experiences and processes through their grief, depression 

is a stage in which the griever often moves towards a full understanding and acceptance of the 

reality of the death (Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2005). For the researcher, depression arose due to 

dealing with carried grief that had not been accessed prior to this study. Consequently, the 

researcher experienced sadness and mixed emotions as she reflected on her personal grief 

throughout this study, thereby underscoring the important of the mental health consultant with 

whom she worked to help safeguard her overall wellbeing.  

Acceptance 

 After thorough exploration and reflection of the researcher’s personal grief, the stage of 

acceptance became readily apparent when examining the mixed-media journaling and reflective 

journaling. The use of reflective journaling throughout this study assisted in maintaining a sense 

of connection to each of the researcher’s experienced losses which aided in decreasing the 

anxieties of the loss to allow the researcher to work towards acceptance (Musselman & Wiggins, 

2012). For the researcher, acceptance did not mean that her losses were forgotten, but that the 

researcher has begun to accept the losses, as well as began working towards embracing her losses 
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in order to face the future. “When grievers discover that they cannot go around the pain of the 

loss, they often discover the courage to relax into the pain, and therein lies the paradox” 

(Wolfelt, 2018, p. 164). The researcher noted that in her reflective visual journal completed in 

the final week of her research that the image created represented embracing and acceptance of 

her losses (Figure 6, Week 5).  

Limitations  

 This study had several different limitations. First, as a qualitative arts-based heuristic 

inquiry, the results of this study reflect the singular visual journaling experiences of the 

researcher in relation to the stages of grief. This precluded generalizability of the results to others 

who may experience grief differently. Additionally, for the purpose of this study, the construct of 

grief was limited to that experienced in specific relation to death, resulting in the loss of a loved 

one. This constitutes another limitation, as grief can be experienced because of a multitude of life 

circumstances, such as divorce, changing jobs, and other significant life changes. Thus, the 

findings of this study are directly focused on generating meaning in relation to the researcher’s 

personal experiences of loss due to death of a loved one and cannot necessarily be generalizable 

to grief experienced by others due to different factors. Finally, it should be noted that the 

researcher elected to focus heuristic inquiry in express relationship to pre-established stages of 

grief as developed by Kübler-Ross (1969). Thus, such a deductive approach served to 

descriptively identify the ways that the researcher’s own process both paralleled and diverged 

from these stages. This is a limitation in that it did not allow for inductive analyses of other 

themes or patterns that the visual journaling process may have elicited in relation to the 

researcher’s grief journey.  
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Recommendations  

 For future research involving heuristic inquiry, a number of different recommendations 

are warranted. First, researchers who engage in intense personal exploration similar to what took 

place in this research should be sure to allow additional time for reflection and self-care. The 

researcher also recommends continuation of therapy upon completion of the study to continue 

reflection and healing. Additionally, because heuristic inquiry precludes generalizability of the 

results, future research examining the application of visual art journaling to grief work might 

involve other methods, both quantitative and qualitative, in order to address validity and 

reliability concerns.   

Conclusion 

The overall findings of this research study can be used to support and encourage use of 

visual art journaling as a potentially beneficial art therapy intervention in the area of grief work. 

The researcher’s systematic approach to this arts-based heuristic inquiry generated rich 

description of the researcher’s experiences navigating her losses in accordance with the five 

stages model of grief.  With the researcher following the same journaling outline and questions 

each week, the researcher was able to engage the research questions through the process of using 

mixed-media art journaling to directly explore her personal grief experiences, towards the 

ultimate goal of healing by increasing understanding and acceptance of her losses.  

The heuristic process allowed the researcher the opportunity to immerse herself into 

challenging and painful experiences associated with her grief and losses. This process allowed 

the researcher to eventually view her grief in a more positive manner, as well as enabled her to 

gain control of emotions, regardless of the inevitable grief. The researcher was able to overcome 

multiple losses and overcome them with bravery and insight.  
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Grief is normal and morbid, it is not controlled; nor is it even a disorder. Instead, “it is the 

normal and necessary sequel to having loved. What’s more, grief is naturally endless” (Wolfelt, 

2018, p. 21). Every loss experienced during a lifetime has the capacity to deepen the psyche, to 

widen the channel of soul of life flowing through it. Experiencing and accepting loss allows 

feelings of gratitude for the people, places, and things that have been part of a lifetime.  
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