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ABSTRACT 

Personal art making and self-introspection is essential for art therapists in order to expand 

consciousness while providing authentic art experiences to both clients and themselves.  This 

heuristic study explored the use art-making and journal writing for purposes of self-care, 

personal growth, and creative development.  The researcher engaged in spontaneous and open-

ended journaling and art making on a daily basis for four weeks using Moustaka’s (1990) six 

phases of heuristic inquiry, as well as dream art reflections.  The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(RSES; Rosenberg, 1965) and the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scales (DASS; Lovibond & 

Lovibond,1995) were completed at the start of and upon the conclusion of the study.  Results 

yielded a significant increase in self-esteem in regard to art making but only a slight increase in 

general self-esteem.  Creative flow was increased by the end of the study.  Anxiety and stress 

levels decreased while scores in depression slightly increased.  This study also provided self-

discovery and insights for the researcher which included additional emerging themes of creative 

flow, self-doubt, intuition, and increased self-awareness.  Upon completion of this study, it was 

determined that self-doubt was the driving force and major overarching theme, supporting the 

need of this heuristic study.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction  

 This heuristic arts-based study utilized Moustakas’s (1990) six phases of heuristic inquiry 

to explore the use of combined daily art-making and journal writing for self-care, self-

introspection, personal growth, positive mental health, and creative development.  One of the 

reasons for conducting this heuristic study originated from a desire to become more comfortable, 

confident, and spontaneous in art making.  Initial engagement in this study brought about a 

realization of desire to self-explore through dreams, end-of-day art responses, and daily morning 

journal writing in addition to increasing creative flow.  Small watercolor paintings that would be 

completed immediately following morning journal entries were designed to encourage creative 

flow.  Pre-study contemplation included inquiry into the combination of implementing the 

methods of daily journal writing, spontaneous art making, and dream art reflections in a cohesive 

way while also determining effects on self-esteem, anxiety, depression and stress levels.   

 Due to a perceived lack of extensive background in art or an undergraduate degree in fine 

arts, I often compared and judged my art making against the work of others.  In addition, I 

tended to overthink when making art while also feeling stifled in creativity, spontaneity and 

authentic self-expression at times.  Self-care and self-introspection are included as necessities for 

art therapists in regard to personal mental health, spirituality, and tuning in to inner processes 

and meaningful creative expressions (Gamble, 2002; Harter, 2007).  Moving beyond pain and 

creative constraint has been achieved through recognizing, nurturing, and protecting the inner 

artist (Cameron, 2002).  

 The researcher previously experienced the benefits of morning journal writing inspired 

by Julia Cameron’s morning pages in The Artist’s Way (2002), and additional benefits through 
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reflection on dreams.  Morning pages consist of three pages of longhand stream-of-

consciousness journal writing, or the act of moving the hand across the page and writing down 

whatever comes to mind.  Morning pages have helped individuals to get on the other side of fear, 

negativity, moods and to censor the inner critic (Cameron, 2002).  Cameron (2002) stated that 

morning pages were a primary tool of creative recovery and a pathway to a strong and clear 

sense of self due to clearing pathways in consciousness.  Through engagement with morning 

pages, recognition and resolution of fear, elimination of emotional scar tissue, and strengthening 

confidence have been seen to occur (Cameron, 2002).   

 The intent of the process of this study was to combine the elements of morning journal 

writing along with daily art making to explore potential benefits of these methods as an emerging 

art therapist.  Having struggled with symptoms of depression and anxiety throughout life, the 

researcher was curious about whether the combined methods of daily writing, art making, and 

dream reflections would act as self-care.  In addition, there was a desire to determine if these 

methods would positively impact feelings of depression and anxiety, or at the very least, bring 

about more self-awareness and personal growth through self-discovery.  The methodology of this 

study was achieved through engaging in Moustakas’s six phases of heuristic study in which the 

incubation of artworks and journals followed by the illumination and explication phases involved 

deeper reflection (Moustakas, 1990).  Toward the end of the study, the researcher experienced a 

break up of a romantic relationship which factored into the results of the study.  

 McNiff (2004) stated that dream images came together and integrated emotions and 

concerns from the entire spectrum of experience and could communicate and embody the 

deepest human concerns.  Disturbing dreams could occur to allow the awakening of awareness of 

what needs attention and what remained beyond our awareness (McNiff, 2004).   
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 For this study, three dream art responses were created in response to particular dreams, 

which at times were scary, intimidating, yet powerful.  Dialoguing with the select images or 

artworks occurred, bringing deeper insights to light.  Dialoguing with images is part of active 

imagination, which is Jung’s method of holding the conscious and unconscious in a dialogue 

around an image to gain further insight from the unconscious (Jung & Chodorow, 1997; Johnson, 

1989; Swan-Foster, 2018).  By dialoguing with the images, interdependence as a personified 

other was acknowledged (McNiff, 2004).  For this study, the dream art responses were imagined 

and created as an other.  Simple statements regarding what was seen began an imaginal dialogue, 

letting the image speak for itself and revealing what it needed to say.  

 Deeper reflection about dreams, the creative process, and spirituality were essential for 

personal growth and well-being.  Cameron (2002), defined creativity as a spiritual experience, 

whether it was creativity which led to spirituality or spirituality that led to creativity.  

Development of creative confidence, self-esteem and insights through art making were needed in 

order to stay true to the art therapy profession.  Although art was created for assignments and 

internship purposes during graduate school, personal spontaneous art making that was essential 

for self-care and personal growth was neglected.  McNiff (2004) stated that the core process of 

healing through art involved the cultivation and release of the creative spirit in the sense that 

unleashing the creative process would allow it to direct attention and achieve transformation.   

Problem Statement 

This study was important because as art therapists in the helping profession, some might 

find it difficult to keep up with self-care in the form of creating art for self-processing of client 

sessions and cultivating creativity.  Self-care and mental health were often seen to be neglected 

in professionals working in the mental health profession despite working in a field that promoted 
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the health and well-being of others (Dattilio, 2015).  Mental health professionals were also more 

vulnerable to increased levels of stress than other occupational groups (Pakenham & Stafford-

Brown, 2012; Rudaz, Twohig, Ong, & Levin, 2017).  In addition, some individuals entering art 

therapy graduate programs may struggle with not being confident their artistic abilities or 

compare their art making to others.  These factors might leave them feeling stifled in creativity, 

spontaneity and authentic self-expression. 

Research Questions 

 This heuristic arts-based study was guided by the following questions: How will daily 

spontaneous art making, journal writing, and dream reflections contribute to artistic and personal 

growth, self-esteem, and creativity when entering the art therapy profession?  Will daily morning 

journal writing and art making lessen anxiety, stress, and depressive traits?  What additional 

themes or personal insights will emerge from daily writing, spontaneous art making, and dream 

reflections? 

Basic Assumptions 

 It was assumed that the effects of combining daily morning journal writing with 

spontaneous daily art making would result in increased creative flow as well as lessened anxiety 

and overthinking when it came to art making.  In addition, the results of increased self-esteem in 

regard to art making were likely to emerge over time.  In terms of personal growth, it was 

assumed that personal themes would emerge through the researcher’s daily morning journal 

writing depending on the events and circumstances that were written about at the time the 

research was conducted.  Thematic analysis of the daily morning journal writings, reflective 

artworks and dream art responses were likely to result in increased self-awareness.  
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Statement of Purpose  

 The purpose of this heuristic arts-based study was to explore the use of personal art-

making and journal writing for self-care, self-introspection, personal growth, and creative 

development when entering the art therapy profession.  Moustakas’s six phases of heuristic 

inquiry including initial engagement, emersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and 

creative synthesis was utilized (Moustakas, 1990).  Through this study, the researcher engaged in 

daily, spontaneous, art-making, journal writing, and dream reflections as a means of self-care, 

self-introspection, spiritual and creative growth.  The study spanned 4 weeks with the 

expectation that the researcher would find positive benefits in the following areas: reduction in 

stress, anxiety and depressive traits as well as an increase in self-esteem.  This study supported 

the need for art therapists to cultivate their identity as an art therapist by tending to their own art 

and artistic self-expressions while also engaging in deeper self-awareness through the combined 

journal writing and personal art making.  

Hypothesis  

 It was anticipated that engaging in daily morning journal writing combined with daily 

spontaneous art making and dream reflections would increase creative flow and result in 

increased self-esteem, lessened anxiety, stress, and depression traits.  It was also anticipated that 

emerging themes would pertain to areas of spiritual growth, mindfulness, self-awareness, clearer 

thinking, deeper insight and personal healing. 

Definition of Terms  

 Active Imagination.  A method or experience that arises from a deliberate dialogue 

between the conscious and unconscious around an image (Jung & Chodorow, 1997; Johnson, 
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1989; Swan-Foster, 2018); a dialogue is carried out with the forming and shaping of an image 

(Swan-Foster, 2018).  

 Creative Confidence.  Self-assurance and belief in creative capacity; a way of 

experiencing the world that generates new approaches and solutions (Kelley & Kelley, 2015). 

 Dialoguing with Images.  A technique of active imagination, which is Jung and 

Chodorow’s (1997) method of holding the conscious and unconscious in a dialogue around an 

image to gain further insight from the unconscious (Swan-Foster, 2018).  The process of 

imagining the dream art response as a person or personified other, dialoguing with it, and letting 

the image speak for itself (McNiff, 2004).   

 Dream Art Response.  Giving artistic expression to dream images; giving physical 

expression to the dream, freeing it from the verbal or mental realm (Aizenstat, 2009). 

 Dream Reflections.  Reflection on dreams by the researcher through the use of her 

reflective journal, dream art responses, and active imagination or dialoguing with the images. 

 Flow.  A state of complete absorption in an activity that produces an altered sense of time 

and release of vital energy; a creative state in which time seems to slip away and you are 

completely immersed in an activity for its own sake (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  Flow can set up 

conditions for developing high concentration, increased self-esteem, and greater health and well-

being (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). 

 Heuristic Study.  A research method in which the researcher is the subject and where 

‘‘the research question and methodology flow out of inner awareness, meaning and inspiration’’ 

(Moustakas, 1990).  The six phases of heuristic inquiry include initial engagement, immersion, 

incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis (Moustakas, 1990).  
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 Intuition.  A natural ability or feeling that guides a person to act in a certain way without 

fully understanding why.  It is the faculty of attaining direct knowledge without evident rational 

thought or inference (Intuition, 2015).  Creativity arises from unspoken, intuitive knowing and 

involves a direct perceptual recognition and detection of new patterns in experience (Bohart, 

1999). 

 Morning Pages.  Expressive writing consisting of three pages of longhand, stream of 

consciousness writing, completed first thing in the morning (Cameron, 2002). 

 Spirituality.  The drive behind creative output accompanied by expressing oneself 

creatively (Corry, Lewis & Mallett, 2014); Spirituality is regarded as finding and expressing 

one’s meaning and purpose as well as experiencing connectedness to others, self, the present 

moment, to nature and to the sacred or significant (Puchalski, 2012).  Whether creativity which 

leads to spirituality or spirituality leads to creativity, creativity is a spiritual experience 

(Cameron, 2002).  

 Spontaneous Art Making.  Spontaneous art-making is a process of being present with 

created images as they unfold moment by moment (Murdoch, n.d.). 

 Self-Care.  Self-care is a broad term referring to any actions or experiences that enhance 

or maintain an individual’s well-being (Eckstein, 2001). 

 Self-Esteem.  The way one feels about one’s characteristics and competencies (Arslan, 

2016).  Rosenberg (1965), stated high self-esteem “expresses the feeling that one is ‘good 

enough” (p. 30).  Self-esteem is an important function to a person’s psychological well-being and 

is defined as an individual’s subjective evaluation of his or her worth as a person (Orth & 

Robins, 2014); Feelings an individual has about him or herself that affect the way he or she 
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views him or herself, including self-observations, perceived feelings of him or herself, and self-

knowledge (Schwalbe & Staples, 1991).   

 Reflective Journal.  An additional journal to be used by the researcher at the end of the 

day to reflect on images from artworks, art making and morning journal writings to gain deeper 

insights and awareness for the purposes of data gathering for this heuristic study. 

Justification of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the use of daily art-making, journal writing, and 

dream reflections for purposes of self-care, self-introspection, personal growth, and creative 

development when entering the art therapy profession.  It was hoped that the results of this study 

would encourage all art therapists to see the benefits of self-reflection and growth through daily 

journal writing, art making and dream reflections as a means of self-care when working in the 

mental health profession.  Tending to personal mental health, spiritual growth, and self-care 

through the methods in this study was expected to enhance the effectiveness of the art therapist 

who would be more creatively in touch with personal inner processes, and future clients.   
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

 Moustakas (1990) defined the six phases of heuristic work as initial engagement, 

emersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis.  This literature review 

examined the role of these six phases in relation to dream reflections, spirituality, and creativity 

for personal growth and self-care.  The literature selected offered an examination about the 

benefits of creative flow in self-care for helping professionals.  It also included discussion of the 

benefits of expressive writing and art making relevant to self-care and personal growth. 

Creativity and Spirituality 

 Creativity.  Creativity was defined as synonymous with a greater wholeness and self-

integration of a person (Maslow, 1968).  Maslow’s (1968) foundational work focuses on the 

sequential meeting of needs toward self-actualization.  Maslow (1968) stated that creativity is a 

facet of self-actualization.  Maslow (1968) stated a person may be a special-talent creative, such 

as a creative painter or writer with a certain modality or artistic pursuit, but may not approach the 

rest of life with adaptability and flexibility, or be psychologically healthy.  In contrast, a mentally 

healthy individual’s flexible and innovative approach may serve in many different types of 

situations in their lives (Maslow, 1968).  Maslow (1968) viewed these individuals as self-

actualized individuals who were autonomous, productive, spontaneous, expressive, integrators of 

different ideas, individualistic, self-accepting, and psychologically healthy.  

 Creativity has been seen to set the pathway for helping one find their authentic self 

(Mayo, 2009).  It empowered individuals to transform perspectives on life in general and on 

personal experiences, circumstances, attitudes and expectations (Corry et al., 2014).  This change 

has aided in coping with changes in personal life-stories, while transforming negative emotions 
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into positive ones, encouraging hope, self-esteem and discovering meaning (Corry et al., 2014).  

Inner creative and spiritual resources could assist in healing and growth (Mayo, 2009). 

 Creativity, such as focusing on writing or art making to express emotions, could lead to 

increased self-awareness and reflection (Corry et al., 2014).  Creativity naturally facilitates self-

awareness (Bradley, Whisenhunt, Adamson, & Kress, 2013).  Living creatively could enhance 

personal growth and also encourage people to move beyond their defensiveness, allowing 

aspects of their highest selves to be expressed (Richards, 2014).   

 Cameron (2002), stated at the heart of creativity was an experience of the mystical union 

and when creativity was blocked, working with journal morning pages could remove these 

blockages.  Morning pages were three pages of longhand stream-of-consciousness journal 

writing, which consisted of writing down whatever came to mind (Cameron, 2002).  If blocked 

in an area of life, it was seen as resultant from feeling safer than moving through pain.  Fears of 

creativity were due to fears of the unknown or unconscious responses to internalized negative 

beliefs (Cameron, 2016).  The morning pages could help in gaining awareness of “drift” and 

correcting it, allowing realignment of values and course while performing a “spiritual 

chiropractic” (Cameron, 2002, p. 80).   

 Spirituality.  Spirituality has been defined as the search for meaning and purpose in life 

and may have related to the notion of a motivating life force that integrated mind, body and spirit 

(Corry et al., 2014).  Spirituality was seen to shape an individual’s perspective on the world and 

was expressed in the way an individual lived life while being conscious of the interaction 

between self and others and the impact of one’s actions on others (Corry et al., 2014).  Siegel 

(2015) stated that self-reflection promoted compassion and self-care for others.  
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 A study by Van Lith (2014) explored changes over one year in the lives of 12 adult male 

and female participants who attended a variety of art-based programs.  These programs 

incorporated a range of art-based practices ranging from individual art making, studio art 

making, art making with emphasis on skill development and mastery, program-facilitated and 

structured art groups, and individual art making with a healing purpose.  The study explored 

participants’ experiences of art making and the perceived role in mental health recovery as well 

as the changes in perceptions of the participants’ mental health recovery process.  Three 

interviews were conducted with each participant at 6-month intervals over the 1-year period to 

explore the development and changes in their experiences of art making and mental health 

recovery (Van Lith, 2014).  Interviews consisted of the Recovery Environment Enhancing 

measure (REE; Ridgway, 2005), open-ended conversation on the art making, and engaging in 

symbolic meaning making by reflecting on the artworks completed in previous months.  The 

participants regarded art making as developing, reinforcing, and/or re-establishing their 

existential constructions of values and beliefs, using terms such as “finding my spirit” and “what 

is life?” which resulted in art making as enabling a direct link to spirituality (Van Lith, 2014). 

 Participants also referred to the art making process as enabling them to experiment with a 

renewed perspective of themselves, relationships with others, and with the external world (Van 

Lith, 2014).  According to the participants, art making was found to benefit the psychological 

and social aspects of their recovery.  The participants’ perceptions ranged from seeing their 

artwork as an expression of the unconscious self, the result of tapping into the fantastical self, a 

combination of both conscious and unconscious representations of self, an expression of the self 

in that moment, and the artwork as a representation of the skillful self.  The findings resulted in 

the identification that art making provided a spiritual aspect to the recovery process (Van Lith, 



ART MAKING AND JOURNAL WRITING FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

	

18	

2014).  The results of Van Lith’s (2014) study indicated how the symbolic and metaphorical 

meanings formed during the art making process produced results that would not have occurred if 

the participants had relied only on written or verbal forms of communication.   

 Corry and colleagues (2014) stated that reflection, contemplation, and introspection could 

be used during difficult situations as part of the spiritual process.  This spiritual approach was 

thought to promote mindful integration of thoughts and feelings (Corry et al., 2014).  It was 

Corry and colleagues’ (2014) opinion that spirituality was the drive behind creative output and 

was accompanied by expressing oneself creatively.  According to Puchalski (2012), spirituality 

was regarded as finding and expressing one’s meaning and purpose as well as experiencing 

connectedness to self, others, the present moment, to nature and to the sacred or significant. 

 Bray (2010) stated that there was a mutual interaction between creativity and spirituality; 

creativity was regarded as an aspect of spirituality.  A 2013 study by Corry, Mallett, Lewis and 

Abdel-Khalek examined creativity and spirituality in relation to coping in a cross-cultural and 

cross-denominational study with a student sample of 610 participants using newly constructed 

measures Creative Coping Scale-19 and Spiritual Coping Scale-30 (CCS-19; SCS-30; 

Baldacchino & Buhagiar, 2003).  The study aimed to find a positive association between 

creativity and spirituality when consciously applied as a positive and pro-active coping strategy 

that could provide individuals with mental health benefits of both concepts (Corry et al., 2013).  

Results showed a positive correlation between the constructs of creative coping (creativity used 

in coping) and spiritual coping (spirituality used in coping).  Findings showed that participants 

applied both creative coping and spiritual coping in their lives in order to deal with acute and 

chronic stress where the majority of participants applied both creativity (72.98%), and 
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spirituality (51.28%) in coping, supporting the theoretical propositions of a link between 

creativity and spirituality (Corry et al., 2013). 

 Allen (1995) stated that conflicts and contradictions that were encountered in stories were 

good places to look deeper.  Inner conflicts were often reflected as blockages in our outward life 

where certain things occurred based on inner stories’ constructs of operation (Allen, 1995).  By 

rewriting stories and by talking about them, the narratives could be relived and seen in new 

ways.  This would allow a higher degree of receptivity (Siegel, 2007).  The process has also been 

seen to increase rationality in review of internal stories.  This has been seen to prevent negative 

moods and create positive states of mind (Siegel, 2007).  Siegel (2007) viewed limiting beliefs as 

protection from the impact of traumatic events experienced as dangerous at the time of 

occurrence.  According to Siegel (2007), a reduction of negative affective states of mind 

occurred when the true or authentic self took over running the brain in a conscious way.  When 

in this true self mindset process, one is more clear, coherent, spontaneous and creative (Siegel, 

2007).  

 Dreams.  Recent viewpoints of dreams were regarded as psychological processes that 

focused on concerns and preoccupations in that they may have aided in problem solving and 

mood regulation (Cartwright, 2008; Hartman, 1996).  According to Glaskin (2015), dreams were 

similar to the kind of free association that was crucial to the creative process.  Due to the hyper-

associative nature of dreams, connections could be made between things that may not have been 

consciously connected otherwise (Glaskin, 2015).  The attention given to dreams, the extent to 

which dreams are remembered, and the influence of the elements of recalled dreams were all 

shaped by learning to think about the dream experience through socialization (Glaskin, 2015).  

Allen (1995) stated that the image functioned into the realm of metaphor.  In addition, the 
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content in dreams, underlying feedings and fears, and buried memories gradually emerged 

through images through the creative process in which, at times, personal content emerged in 

artwork might appear strange or cryptic (Allen, 1995).  This could lead to fear of discovering 

something terrible internally.  Left unexamined, the content might have a strong influence on 

behavior and could be a source of resistance to living fully and joyously (Allen, 1995).   

 Coholic and Lebreton (2007) examined how arts-based spiritually influenced group work 

helped 12 adult participants develop self-awareness.  These arts-based groups also included 

dream interpretation.  One group consisted of eight women affiliated with a community agency 

in the area of substance abuse (Coholic, 2005) and the other group was facilitated with four 

female social work students (Coholic, 2006).  Groups typically consisted of six, two-hour 

sessions, incorporating meditation, guided imagery, mindfulness exercises, dream work, 

journaling, and working with drawings, collages, and clay to assist participants in identification 

and understanding of emotions, beliefs, and behaviors (Coholic & Lebreton, 2007).  The 

participant interviews and group sessions were recorded then transcribed and converted into 

systematic schema for examining meaning, discovering themes and patterns, and making 

connections among concepts.   

 The participants reported that working with dreams led to increased self-awareness, and 

helped make informed choices.  Some participants also reported premonitions in dreams 

(Coholic & Lebreton, 2007).  Participants found the dream work helpful in generating new 

insights and the dreams were reported to be either symbolic representations of current life events, 

images of future events, or a way of processing current issues.  Results indicated dream work 

was helpful in developing self-awareness in participants and explored how dreams were 

connected with spiritual perspectives.  Learning dream interpretation also provided participants 
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with a technique to use throughout life for the purposes of self-discovery and personal growth 

(Coholic & Lebreton 2007). 

Benefits of Creative Flow 

 Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) influential work on creativity and the phenomenon of flow has 

been widely acknowledged.  Flow was described as a state of complete absorption in an activity 

that resulted in an altered sense of time and a release of vital energy and had also been known to 

result in increased self-esteem, higher concentration and greater health and well-being 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).  Flow was also described as the experience of being fully engaged in 

the creative moment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).   

 Fears and concerns faded from direct awareness during flow when individuals were 

engaged in the creative process (Bradley et al., 2013).  When it comes to art, anxiety, and the 

flow experience, Kapitan (2013) stated that creating art as well as not creating art produces 

anxiety; the anxiety could be used as a fuel for creation and on the other hand it can lead to 

withdrawal or paralysis.  When used for reducing stress, artistic focus has been seen to lead to 

cathartic release of positive emotion or a “creative high” (Curl, 2008).  Watercolors have been 

known to encourage flow due to the fluid media and to assist in evoking emotion for enhanced 

affective expression (Hinz, 2009).  Creating art using watercolors has been known to allow for 

emotional release and can help individuals get in touch with their feelings and express emotions 

(Hinz, 2009).   

 Under the conditions of flow, a person enters a state of intense and focused concentration 

on the activity in the present moment.  The flow state allows for merging of action and 

awareness, loss of reflective self-consciousness, and a sense of controlled action.  During the 

flow state, there is a distortion of temporal experience (typically, a sense that time has passed 



ART MAKING AND JOURNAL WRITING FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

	

22	

faster than normal), and experience of the activity as intrinsically rewarding, such that often the 

end goal is just an excuse for the process (Nakamura & Csíkszentmihalyi, 2009).  Flow in art 

therapy has been shown to promote concentration, increase self-esteem, and improve health and 

well-being (Chilton, 2013; Kapitan, 2013; Wilkinson & Chilton, 2013).  Flow has been seen to 

result in feelings of satisfaction and fulfillment at task completion (Nakamura & 

Csíkszentmihalyi, 2009).  Flow has also been described as “being in the zone” between anxiety 

and apathy where absorption in the task or activity accented that obstacles were challenging but 

surmountable (Chilton, 2013, p. 65).   

 A study conducted by Lee (2013) consisted of three participant immigrant children to the 

United States from Korea ranging from ages 7 to 11 with adjustment difficulties.  Data was 

obtained from individual art therapy sessions and post-session participant interviews.  A 

systematic content analysis of the interview transcripts was conducted by identifying themes and 

analyzing and coding each line for categories.  Each child participant reflected on choice of art 

materials, themes, artistic skills, and finished products.  Flow in art making experienced by the 

participants was examined and subthemes related to flow included (a) an altered sense of time, 

(b) focused behavior and heightened motivation, (c) positive emotions, (d) an optimal match 

between skills and challenge, and (e) make-believe characters that appeared in the children’s 

storytelling.  The data supported the finding that each participant achieved a sense of power and 

control in facilitating and sustaining the flow experience.  Focused behaviors and lengthened 

concentration were other therapeutic outcomes from flow in art.  The flow experience in art 

therapy played a role in the immigrants’ lives in that they were able to cope with difficulties, 

anxiety, and loneliness while accessing their strengths and potential (Lee, 2013).   
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Art Therapists and Self-Care 

 According to Gockle (2010), mental health care providers often experienced compassion 

fatigue and burnout.  Without engaging in self-care, effectiveness in counseling others would be 

hindered (Venart, Vassos, & Pitcher-Heft, 2007).  Those working in helping professions who had 

high caseloads, traumatic memories, high levels of empathy, and low levels of work satisfaction 

were more likely to develop secondary traumatic stress and compassion fatigue (Figley & 

Ludick, 2017; Turgoose & Maddox, 2017).  Thus, it was important for art therapists and others 

working in the helping profession to engage in self-care through engagement with creative flow.   

 A study by Moffatt and colleagues (2016) used multimodal reflection which consisted of 

a 10-week reflective program called Stepping Outside the Circle for eight creative and arts-based 

facilitators who worked in helping professions.  Multimodality referred to the variety of 

mediums and modes available and utilized for communication such as written, oral, aural, visual 

or performative tools that could be used to create meaning.  The multimodal approach allowed 

participants to reflect using modes of expression that may have been more expressive or intuitive 

for personal meaning-making, rather than translating felt experiences into words (Moffatt et al., 

2016).  Participants included volunteers who came from different helping professions such as 

teachers, therapists and community arts workers.  The participants partook in reflective practice 

through three creative workshops over the course of 10 weeks.   

 The aims of the study were to identify the key indicators that signposted well-being 

(Moffatt et al., 2016).  Participants experienced a variety of multimodal and creative activities, 

learned how to reflect and mediate between internal decision-making and external action, and 

developed ability to critically evaluate, while exploring a variety of aspects of practice, self-care 

and professional sustainability (Moffatt et al., 2016).  For each participant, the narrative 
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journaling and multimodal representations were deductively coded for evidence to develop the 

individual case studies of self-care.  The workshops consisted of solution-oriented approaches to 

professional development, creating a reflective practice matrix adapted from personal inquiry 

data, and used a variety of art materials and large pieces of paper.  Participants were encouraged 

to doodle, sketch and interact with the art materials while discussing experiences of the reflective 

processes throughout the program.  Data from each participant was analyzed through a coding 

framework.  Results indicated that scheduled participation, multimodality, and collaborative 

meaning-making were necessary for positive reflective practice and self-care.  The findings 

suggested that by enabling creative facilitators to develop understanding around professional 

sustainability and self-care, their practices in caring for others would be enhanced (Moffatt et al., 

2016). 

 Neff (2009) stated that self-compassion and self-care were related in that self-compassion 

occurred when external circumstances of life were painful or difficult to bear and a desire for 

health and well-being prompted personal initiation to make needed changes.  According to Neff 

(2009) this process fostered increased feelings of happiness, curiosity, optimism and 

connectedness.  Neff (2009) stated that individuals with self-compassion did not criticize 

themselves when they failed, were able to admit mistakes, take on new challenges, and modify 

unproductive behaviors.  Self-criticism has been seen as more common among women (Neff, 

2015).  Self-compassion had been linked to psychological well-being, optimism, curiosity, and 

connectedness as well as decreased depression, anxiety, rumination, and fear of failure (Neff, 

2009).  

 Creativity, Flow and Self-Care.  Experiencing flow through the creative process has 

been used as a self-care strategy for helping professionals who had experienced burnout, 
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vicarious trauma, or fatigue due to the cathartic and self-soothing aspects (Bradley et al., 2013).  

Creativity has also helped with problem solving (Corry et al., 2014).  Bradley and colleagues 

(2013) stated that the creative process helped with externalizing problems, which was beneficial 

for counselors and art therapists (Bradley et al., 2013).  Those working in helping professions 

who used self-care strategies as means of coping with demands and for personal reasons may 

have experienced many benefits of engaging in the creative process (Bradley et al., 2013).   

 A protective distance between ‘self’ and ‘the problem’ was achieved when an individual 

expressed oneself through creativity (Edgar-Bailey & Kress, 2010).  Those who engaged in 

creativity shared characteristics with those who were psychologically healthy (Bradley et al., 

2013).  Those engaging in creativity were described as “open and flexible to novel ideas, tolerant 

of uncertainty, playful and energetic, curious and imaginative, tolerant of change, focused and 

hardworking, motivated and persistent, and knowledgeable about their professional field” 

(Gladding, 2011, p. 2–3).  Harter (2007) stated that art therapists should be be familiar with the 

creative process and be able to creatively transform experiences through the practice of self-

compassion, balancing awareness of loss with openness to growth, acknowledging personal pain, 

and cultivating nourishing opportunities for emotional and spiritual connection (Harter, 2007).  

Art-Making, Expressive Writing and Mental Health   

 Expressive Writing and Mental Health.  Pennebaker and Beall’s (1986) work was 

considered seminal.  An early study consisted of 46 introductory psychology student participants 

(34 women and 12 men) who wrote for 15 minutes a day for four consecutive days.  Three 

groups wrote about personally traumatic life events while the fourth group wrote about trivial 

topics for the same time.  The Cognitive and Social Anxiety Questionnaire (CSAQ; Schwartz, 

Davidson, & Goleman, 1978) and the Marlowe-Crowne-Social Desirability Scale (Crowne & 
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Marlow, 1964) and a general physical symptom inventory were used.  The participants’ visits to 

the university health center over the next six months were also tracked by the researchers.  

Results showed that writing about both the emotions and the facts surrounding a traumatic event 

was associated with higher blood pressure and negative moods immediately following the 

writing sessions, but fewer health center visits occurred in the 6 months following the 

experiment compared to participants who only wrote about superficial topics (Pennebaker & 

Beall, 1986).  This seminal study supported the use of expressive writing as an intervention and 

the method of writing.  

 Recent research has shown mixed results on the benefits derived from expressive writing.  

In Baum and Rude’s (2012) study, participants completed The Center for Epidemiologic Studies 

Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) to assess depressive symptoms at baseline and at the 

5-week follow-up.  Participants were assigned to three groups.  Participants in the expressive 

writing group were instructed to write for twenty minutes about their deepest thoughts and 

feelings or a difficult or emotional event.  Participants in the control group were instructed to 

write objectively and without emotion about how they spent their time.  Participants in the 

expressive writing plus emotion-acceptance group received the same instructions as the 

expressive writing group plus additional directions which included staying present with difficult 

emotional experiences non-judgmentally and with openness.  At the 5-week posttest, the 

emotion-acceptance expressive writing was more beneficial than the control writing for 

participants with initial low to mild depression symptoms.  The traditional expressive writing 

was more beneficial than control writing for participants with very low initial depression 

symptoms only, but not for participants with high depression scores.  The results suggested that 

the initial level of depression may be a factor on the effectiveness of expressive writing (Baum & 
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Rude, 2012).  Results indicated that the expressive writing group with emotion-acceptance 

instructions, which stressed the importance of staying present with difficult emotional 

experiences, benefitted participants with mild depression symptoms and that their depression 

scores decreased (Baum & Rude, 2012).   

 Other studies have shown that expressive writing has reduced anxiety and depression 

substantially (Krpan et al., 2013).  Forty participants diagnosed with Major Depressive Disorder 

(MDD) participated and were randomly assigned to an expressive writing group where they 

wrote for 20 minutes over 3 consecutive days (following Pennebaker’s study instructions), or to 

a control group where they wrote about non-emotional daily events.  The Beck Depression 

Inventory and Patient Health Questionnaire (BDI; Beck, Steer & Brown, 1996) were used for 

assessment.  The results showed that the expressive writing group participants diagnosed with 

MDD prior to beginning the study showed significant decreases in depression scores 

immediately after the writing sessions when the measures were completed and the benefits 

persisted at the 4-week follow up (Krpan et al., 2013).   

 Expressive writing was shown to improve psychological health as well as physical health 

(Baikie, Liesbeth & Kay, 2012).  Eight-hundred-forty-two participants, of whom 225 completed 

the entire study and final follow-up questionnaire, were randomly assigned to an expressive 

writing group, positive writing group, or control writing group and completed the online 

questionnaires CES-D (Radloff, 1977), Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS; Lovibond & 

Lovibond, 1995), Pennebaker Inventory of Limbic Languidness (PILL; Pennebaker, 1982), 

overall health questions, Temperament and Personality Questionnaire (T&PQ; Parker, 

Manicavasagar, Crawford, Tully, & Gladstone, 2006) and COPE Inventory (COPE; Carver, 

Scheier & Weintraub, 1989).  The participants wrote for 20 minutes in 4 different sessions based 
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on their particular group instructions.  All three groups reported significantly fewer mental and 

physical symptoms for at least four months post-writing whereas the emotional/expressive 

writing group scored much lower on the DASS stress subscale than the control writing group at 

each point the measure was given (Baikie et al., 2012).  This suggested that expressive writing 

was an effective intervention for mental health.   

  Associating words with feelings, as in writing or talking, has resulted in better health, a 

sense of well-being, and resilience (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007).  Seventy-five high school 

participants with severe test anxiety were randomly assigned to an expressive writing group and 

instructed to write about daily positive emotions or to a control group and instructed to write 

about daily activities for 30 days (Shen, Yang, & Zhang, 2018).  The Test Anxiety Scale (TAS; 

Sarason, 1978) was used to assess the anxiety level prior to the month-long experiment and again 

after the experiment to determine if there was a reduction in anxiety.  The results indicated that 

expressive writing of positive emotions could effectively reduce test anxiety by using insight 

words and expressing positive emotion.  Long-term expressive writing about positive emotions 

resulted in reduction of test anxiety for Chinese students (Shen et al., 2018).  

 Over 200 studies on expressive writing had been published by 2009 (Pennebaker & 

Chung, 2011).  Despite the growing body of literature and vast research on benefits of expressive 

writing, there were mixed results in the literature about whether or not expressive writing yielded 

long-term changes in mental and physical health.  Reinhold, Bürkner and Holling’s (2018) meta-

analysis addressed the question of whether or not expressive writing showed an effect on 

reducing depressive symptoms.  This meta-analysis of 39 randomized controlled trials (RCT) 

with 64 intervention-control group comparisons were obtained.  The 39 RCTs focused on 

samples of physically healthy adults with varying degrees of stress, but without posttraumatic 



ART MAKING AND JOURNAL WRITING FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

	

29	

stress disorder (Reinhold et al., 2018).  Results indicated no significant long-term effects on 

depressive symptoms from expressive writing, but when writing was more specific and sessions 

were more frequent, the effects were larger (Reinhold et al., 2018).  On average, participants 

wrote for 17.5 min in 3.8 sessions, with a spacing of 2.6 days between sessions (Reinhold et al., 

2018).   

 The meta-analysis suggested that self-directed expressive writing as an intervention for 

decreasing depressive symptoms was not effective for limited sessions of short-term writing 

(Reinhold et al., 2018).  Limitations to this study included seven of the potentially eligible 

studies could not be accessed, and some studies with depression outcome measures had to be 

excluded due to insufficient information (Reinhold et al., 2018).  In addition, if depression scores 

were low from the beginning, changes in depressive symptoms from the depression measures 

would not have been identified.  The results suggested that three sessions of 20 minutes of 

writing emotionally and freely about traumatic or other emotional events was not an effective 

therapeutic intervention for depressive symptoms among those without PTSD (Reinhold et al., 

2018).  However, expressive writing might be more beneficial when applied over time with more 

writing sessions (Reinhold et al., 2018).  

 A 2017 study by Schroder focused on anxiety, which consisted of 40 adult female college 

student participants with chronic worry.  The participants were assigned to either an expressive 

writing group or an unrelated writing control group (Schroder, 2017).  The focus of Schroder’s 

(2017) study was to examine whether expressive writing would impact error-related negativity 

(ERN) by reducing the ERN among the participants.  The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory-State 

Version (STAI-S; Spielberger, Gorssuch, Lushene, Vagg, & Jacobs, 1983) was completed prior 

to beginning and again after the flanker task, followed by completing the Penn State Worry 
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Questionnaire (PSWQ; Meyer, Miller, Metzger, & Borkovec, 1990) and the Mood and Anxiety 

Symptom Questionnaire (MASQ; Watson & Clark, 1991).  Results showed that the ERN was 

reduced in the expressive writing group as compared to the control group, indicating that 

expressing writing may help to “offload” worries from working memory which relieved 

distracting effects of worry on cognition as reflected in a decreased ERN (Schroder, 2017).   

 Writing can encourage people to acknowledge and label an emotional experience (Smyth 

& Pennebaker, 2008).  After writing about troubling events, people can devote less cognitive 

effort on the events (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007).  Writing can encourage people to stop and 

reevaluate life circumstance while also labeling, acknowledging, and translating emotions and 

emotional experiences into words (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007).  Cognitive changes have been 

seen to occur in the brain through the writing such as labeling and translating emotional 

experiences into words (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007).  Pennebaker and Chung (2007) stated that 

this required a different representation of the events in the brain, in memory, and in the ways 

people thought on a daily basis.  These cognitive changes allow for a person to potentially come 

to different understandings of personal circumstances, connect with others differently, and lessen 

many unhealthy behaviors (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007).  According to Pennebaker and Chung 

(2007), self-awareness could be achieved through writing.  Without self-awareness, 

susceptibility to anxiety, depression, feelings of meaninglessness, loss of motivation, 

interpersonal difficulties and disconnection are more likely to occur (Pennebaker & Chung, 

2007).  

 In examining benefits of expressive writing, a study by Alparone, Pagliaro and Rizzo 

(2015) consisted of 70 undergraduates who were divided in experimental and control groups and 

wrote about a past painful event or a neutral topic.  Anxiety was assessed before the writing 
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sessions in and again four months afterward using the Profile of Mood States Anxiety subscale 

(POMS; Farnè, Sebellico, Gnugnoni, & Corallo, 1991).  Results indicated that expressive writing 

had positive effects on anxiety after the four-month follow up period.  Anxiety decreased after 

four months in the experimental group, whereas participants in the control group showed an 

increase in the level of anxiety after four months.  Participants in the experimental group who 

increased the number of cognitive mechanism words over the course of writing sessions resulted 

in significantly decreased anxiety levels as compared to the control group.  The findings 

suggested that the writing experience led toward engagement in a cognitive processing of the 

negative emotional event, during which the experience was reexamined and the meaning 

changed (Alparone, Pagliaro, & Rizzo, 2015). 

 Art-making and Mental Health.  Despite the research on expressive writing, visual 

images may be more personal and more immediate than verbal descriptions in capturing 

emotional nuances or experiences that may be missed through writing (Harter, 2007).  Art 

therapy is a therapeutic approach that engages the individual in creative expression and 

reflection.  The art therapist accompanies the client through creative processes.  These processes 

have required the courage of the client to confront challenges or problems.  The role of an art 

therapist was seen as to accompany clients through the creative process that required the courage 

to confront experiences at deeply personal levels (Harter, 2007).  Stress and ineffective coping 

have negative effects on health, and alter neurochemistry (Lazarus, 1999).  Effective coping was 

thought to be an essential skill to prevent mental illness, promote health, and aid recovery (Corry 

et al., 2014).   

 In regard to art making for reducing stress, Abbott, Shanahan and Neufeld’s (2013) 

research included 52 university students as participants who were randomly assigned to one of 
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the four conditions: active artistic, passive artistic, active non-artistic, and passive non-artistic 

and were exposed to stimuli designed to induce mild stress.  The Subjective Stress Scale (SSS; 

Neufeld & Davidson, 1972), Creative Personality Scale (Gough, 1979), Task Enjoyment 

Question (Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004), and the Stress Adjective Checklist (SAC; Cruickshank, 

1984) were used.  Results indicated that with stress reduction tasks, the tasks that involved art 

making resulted in significantly greater reductions in stress than those that were non-artistic 

activities (Abbott et al., 2013).  This study showed that artistic options were more beneficial for 

stress or anxiety as compared to non-artistic options (Abbott et al., 2013).  The results, according 

to Kapitan (2013), showed the association between intrinsic rewards of an artistic task to bring 

anxiety into balance with well-being.  Engagement with an artistic focus, whether active or 

passive engagement, was shown to reduced anxiety (Abbott et al., 2013).  

 A 2018 meta-analysis study consisting of nine original studies and data from 754 

participants examined the effectiveness of art therapy for treating anxiety, depression and fatigue 

in female patients with breast cancer.  Results suggested that art therapy was slightly more 

effective than control conditions in decreasing all three symptoms, showing a significant 

difference in treatment outcomes between those who received art therapy and those who did not 

(Tang et al., 2018).  A six-month study consisting of 40 family caregivers of patients with cancer 

showed that creative interventions produced a positive short-term effect on caregiver anxiety, 

stress, and emotions in which participants reported significantly reduced stress, lowered anxiety, 

and increased positive emotions (Walsh, Martin & Schmidt, 2004).   

 In addition, a pilot study by Sandmire, Gorham, Rankin and Grimm (2012) examined the 

effects of art making on stress levels in undergraduate students expecting that art making would 

effectively reduce stress and anxiety.  The findings resulted in significant reductions in states of 
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anxiety from a brief period of art making (Sandmire et al., 2012).  In the study, the STAI-S 

(Spielberger et al., 1983) was administered to 57 students prior to final exams and participants 

were assigned to either an art-making group or a control group.  The art-making group consisted 

of painting or coloring mandalas, free-form painting, collage making, still life drawing and 

modeling with clay.  Results showed significant decreases in state anxiety scores and trait 

anxiety stores pre-activity and post-activity as compared to the control group where no 

difference was observed, thus suggesting that brief periods of art making could reduce a person’s 

state of anxiety (Sandmire et al., 2012).   

 A 2016 study by Ugurlu, Akca and Acarturk used a five-day art therapy intervention for 

symptoms of post-traumatic stress, depression and anxiety among Syrian refugee children.  Art 

therapy sessions were held which included expressing thoughts and feelings through visual art, 

reducing stress, encouraging creativity, emotional integration catharsis, sublimation, improving 

self-confidence, gaining insight, enhancing problem-solving skills and having fun (Ugurla et al., 

2016).  The purpose was to determine the prevalence rates of psychological symptoms among 

Syrian refugee children and to examine whether art therapy was an effective intervention to 

reduce their post-traumatic stress, depression and anxiety symptoms.  Results of the study 

indicated that trauma, depression and trait anxiety symptoms were significantly reduced at the 

post-assessment, but there were not significant differences in scores for state anxiety (Ugurlu et 

al., 2016). 

 Art therapy had been shown to alleviate tension, depression, anger, and confusion, but 

did not reduce fatigue or vigor in one particular study (Puig, Lee, Goodwin, & Sherrard, 2006).  

In this study, the purpose of the creative arts therapy intervention was to enhance emotional 

expression, spirituality and psychological well-being in 39 newly diagnosed breast cancer 
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patients.  The intervention decreased negative and enhanced positive emotional states of the 

experimental group, but it was not effective in enhancing the emotional approach coping style of 

emotional expression or level of spirituality in the participants (Puig et al., 2006).  

 Ando, Hayashida, Kito and Ito’s (2016) research used mindfulness art therapy for 10 

Japanese adult female patients with advanced cancer in which they learned mindfulness practices 

and then made art to express feelings.  The Japanese short version of the POMS (Yokoyama, 

2010) was used as well as the Japanese version of the Functional Assessment of Chronic Illness 

Therapy-Spiritual Well-Being Scale (FACIT-Sp; Noguchi et al., 2004).  The Mindfulness Art 

Therapy Short Version (Ando, Kiro & Ito, 2012) intervention was used which consisted of 

mindfulness practice and art therapy delivered in two 1-hour individual sessions.  The results 

showed that this method may be effective for increasing vigor and reducing fatigue while 

reducing tension, depression and confusion.  

Summary of Literature Review 

 This literature review offered evidence of both the benefits and limitations of expressive 

writing and art therapy.  Expressive writing was reported to help alleviate worries (Schroder, 

2017), improve psychological and physical health (Baikie, Liesbeth & Kay, 2012), reduce 

anxiety and depression (Krpan et al., 2013) and increase self-awareness (Pennebaker & Chung, 

2007).  In addition, expressive writing showed to have positive long-term effects on anxiety after 

four months (Alparone, Pagliaro, & Rizzo, 2015).  Documentation was provided on the 

connections between creativity and spirituality as well as dreams.  It was suggested that dream 

work led to self-awareness, self-discovery, and personal growth (Coholic & Lebreton, 2007).  

The importance of self-care in helping professions was discussed as well as the benefits of 

creative flow.  The flow experience in art therapy reported to lead to coping with difficulties, 
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anxiety, self-esteem and loneliness (Lee, 2013).  Brief periods of art making were also reported 

to reduce states of anxiety (Sandmire et al., 2012; Abbott et al., 2013) as well as provide benefits 

for stress (Abbott et al., 2013).  The literature review provided validation of the many benefits 

that can be gained from both expressive writing and art making for mental health and personal 

growth, including decreased anxiety, stress levels, and depression.  The researcher of this 

heuristic study anticipates that the combined methods of art making, expressive journal writing, 

and working with dreams could be used to positively impact mental health and personal growth 

as a future art therapist.    

  



ART MAKING AND JOURNAL WRITING FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

	

36	

CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 The objective of this heuristic study was to determine how daily morning journal writing 

combined with daily spontaneous art making and dream art responses contributed to artistic and 

personal growth, self-esteem, self-care and creativity while also determining changes in anxiety, 

stress, and depressive traits.   

Participants 

 The only participant was the researcher, who was the single subject of this heuristic 

study.  

Research Design  

 This study used a heuristic arts-based design. Moustaka’s six phased heuristic inquiry 

was utilized for this study which included the stages (a) initial engagement, (b) immersion, (c) 

incubation, (d) illumination, (e) explication, and (f) creative synthesis.  For four weeks, the 

researcher engaged in daily morning journal writing followed by spontaneous art making as well 

as end-of-day artworks and dream art responses.  Through Moustaka’s heuristic process, a “self-

dialogue” occurred through the journals, reflections and the six phases that began with the 

researcher being receptive to all facets of the experiences being explored as they happened.  This 

receptivity allowed the researcher to understand the experience deeply (Kenny, 2012).  The 

researcher also completed the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965) as well as 

the Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond,1995) at the start of the 

4-week study and again after completion of the 4-week study.  

 Initial engagement.  In the initial engagement phase, the researcher spent some time of 

introspection to address reasons for the need of conducting a heuristic study and personal 
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concerns regarding lack of confidence their own spontaneous art making and periodic struggles 

with anxiety, stress and depressive traits.  The researcher also neglected her own self-care at 

times, which included creating her own artwork outside of graduate school and engaging in 

creative flow.  The researcher brought forth the research questions with fellow classmates, 

professors, and supervisors to explore the significance.  She committed herself to daily morning 

journal writing in which she previously learned about some of the benefits but never fully stuck 

to it on a daily, consistent basis.  The researcher also examined approaches for the art-making 

process to best address the study’s questions.  

 Immersion. This phase of the study allowed for the researcher to immerse in daily 

morning journal writing followed by immediate spontaneous watercolor art making to encourage 

creative flow and mindfulness.  Immersion in the end of day artworks and dream responses 

allowed for deeper introspection following the completion of the artworks and recording of 

insights, thoughts, and feelings in a reflective journal after sitting with the images and exploring 

the content that emerged.  Using each experience of the research process allowed for deep 

immersion into the research questions which required commitment and attentiveness.  

 Incubation.  The incubation phase consisted of taking in written data collected over the 

course of the four weeks every morning, as well as sitting with the artworks and digesting the 

intensive engagement.  Incubation at the end of the four weeks allowed for more understanding 

of the research questions and the themes that emerged during analysis.  The spontaneous 

artworks, end-of-day artworks, and dream art responses were all gathered and contemplated 

without judgement while taking them all in for contemplation.  In a way, incubation also 

occurred at the end of each day.  Due to the extensive writing every morning, incubation and 

reflection occurred at the end of every day in a reflective journal to reflect on the morning 
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writing as well as the artworks that were created.  The end-of-day artworks were created as 

reflections on the day.  

 Illumination.  The illumination phase is where the researcher took the time to discover 

insights and patterns that may have emerged through the journal writing, journal reflections, and 

artworks.  Additional reflections and notes were made while accumulating the discoveries 

throughout the study.  The reflective journal was utilized to record final reflections, observations, 

insights and notes.  

 Explication. In the explication phase, the researcher identified the themes, information 

and insights that emerged during the illumination phase that helped to answer the research 

questions.  Through a coding process, meanings, categories and patterns in both writing and 

artwork were explored.  Techniques of active imagination were utilized to deepen the 

understanding of the artworks in relation to the researcher’s emerging themes and insights.  This 

included dialoguing with three dream art responses or images.  Dialoguing with an image was a 

technique of active imagination, which consisted of holding the conscious and unconscious in a 

dialogue around an image to gain further insight from the unconscious (Jung & Chodorow, 1997; 

Johnson, 1989; Swan-Foster, 2018).  The process involved the researcher imagining the dream 

art response or image as a person or personified other, dialogued with it, and let the image speak 

for itself (McNiff, 2004).  

 Creative Synthesis.  This phase included a final artwork that externalized the 

researcher’s findings and insights in visual representation.  A combination of media was used, 

including watercolor to encourage creative flow, acrylic paint, collage of artwork from previous 

phases of the study, and 3D objects of stones and key charms.  
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Data Collection 

 The research consisted of four weeks of daily journal writing, art-making and reflections 

and data was collected through thematic analysis of the artworks, journals and reflections, as 

well as data from the pre- and post-study scales DASS (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) and the 

RSES (Rosenberg, 1965).  The RSES was used for this study to determine changes in perceived 

self-esteem of the researcher.  The DASS was completed one day prior to the subject beginning 

the 4-week study and was completed at the end of the study, following the 4 weeks.  Comparison 

of scores occurred at the end of the study to determine changes in symptoms of depression, 

anxiety and stress.  Comparison of scores occurred at the end of the study to determine changes 

in self-esteem.  Additional data collection consisted of three pages of daily morning handwritten 

journals of “stream of consciousness” writing first thing in the morning upon waking.  Following 

concepts of “morning pages” in Julia Cameron’s book The Artist’s Way (Cameron, 2002), the 

journal writing consisted of whatever came to the researcher’s mind during the time period, 

essentially “brain dumping” thoughts, feelings, or anything else that popped up without planning 

what to write.  Immediately following the journal writing, the researcher created a quick, 

spontaneous expressive artwork using watercolor in a small watercolor journal.  

 The researcher attempted to go into the art making without a preconceived idea in mind 

of what to create and instead relied on intuitive choices in regard to art materials and when 

approaching the paper or canvas.  A spontaneous artwork was completed at the end of the day, at 

least 4 days a week over the course of the study, for a minimum of 15 minutes each day, using 

any media of choice.  Any insights relating to the themes in the study were recorded in a 

reflective journal after completion of the artwork.  Dream art responses were made when dreams 

were remembered throughout the study and insights that emerged were recorded in a reflective 



ART MAKING AND JOURNAL WRITING FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

	

40	

journal after reflecting on the images for gaining deeper insights and self-exploration, 

introspection and awareness.  A reflective journal was kept and used to contemplate and reflect 

over the morning journal writing and artworks.  A reflective journal was used to record insights, 

reflections, themes, and patterns that emerged throughout the study as a result of the daily 

morning journal writing and artworks created.    

Data Analysis   

 Comparison of scores from the pre-study and post-study at the end of the 4 weeks were 

gathered to determine changes in perceived self-esteem and symptoms of depression, anxiety, 

and stress.  At the end of the 4-week research period, the daily morning journal entries, artworks, 

and dream artworks were reviewed and examined by the researcher for emerging themes and 

insights for discussion.  Analysis of the journal writing and reflective journals occurred, in which 

codes emerged from the data and were placed into over-arching themes.  Each line of the 

journals was coded and the data was divided into phrases and keywords onto an Excel 

spreadsheet to identify particular themes.  Six major themes emerged which included creative 

flow, anxiety, self-doubt, self-esteem, intuition, and self-awareness.  The subtheme of dreams 

emerged under the main theme of Intuition. A final art piece was created that reflected upon the 

researcher’s findings in order to deepen the art therapist’s understanding of the cumulative 

material in the journals and artworks.  

Validity and Reliability  

 The RSES (Rosenberg, 1965) extensively produces high internal reliability in self-esteem 

research.  The RSES presented high ratings in reliability areas.  Criterion validity has been tested 

and established (Hagborg, 1993; Pullman & Allik, 2000; Rosenberg, 1965).  The measurement 

has been administered across many populations, nations, age ranges and races throughout the 
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years.  Internal consistency (ranges from .77 to .88), test-retest reliability (ranges from .82 to 

.85), and criterion validity (.55) have been established (Rosenberg, 1965).  The scales of the 

DASS (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) have been shown to have high internal consistency.  

Various studies have shown the DASS to have good reliability and validity (Wardenaar, 

Wanders, Jeronimus & Jonge, 2017).  

Ethical Implications  

 Due to the researcher being the sole participant, there were less ethical considerations for 

this study and posed low or minimal risk to the researcher.  However, at times, unpleasant topics, 

feelings and thoughts were presented throughout the study whereby the researcher protected 

herself by discussing unfavorable content and feelings with a licensed professional counselor 

(LPC).  As a future art therapist and counselor, the researcher acknowledged the American 

Counseling Association Code of Ethics, which states, “Counselors engage in self-care activities 

to maintain and promote their own emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual well-being to best 

meet their professional responsibilities” (American Counseling Association, 2014, p. 8).  

Researcher Bias  

 During this heuristic study, while analyzing her own internal responses, journal writing, 

and artworks, the researcher made an effort to lessen biases by working to recognize 

preconceived ideas of what to expect.  This was achieved by looking at the data from different 

angles, using a coding process to analyze data, and engaging in contemplative reflection while 

letting the writings and artworks speak to her.  The researcher also had previous experience in 

journal writing for reflecting as well as creating personal artwork which may have resulted in 

bias toward the interventions.  Some personal bias was present due to the researcher being an art 

therapy student and having bias toward the effectiveness of art as therapy.  A factor that also 
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played a role in the results of the study was that the researcher went through a breakup toward 

the end of the study and the data and post-study thematic analysis was influenced by factors 

associated with this circumstance.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results of the Study 

 This heuristic arts-based study explored the use of combined daily art-making and journal 

writing for self-care, self-introspection, personal growth, positive mental health, and creative 

development while utilizing Moustakas’s six phases of heuristic inquiry.  For this study, 27 daily 

journal entries of morning pages were produced over the course of four weeks.  A total of 23 

spontaneous small watercolor paintings that were to encourage flow were completed 

immediately following the morning journal entries.  As anticipated, the study yielded 16 end-of-

day artworks.  The dream art responses did not have a proposed number to be produced due to 

having little control on remembering dreams.  A total number of five artworks were created in 

response to dreams.  The researcher selected three artworks from the dream art responses and 

end of day art reflections to engage in active imagination in order to examine how they all 

related or revealed similarities.  A written analysis for these specific artworks was included.   

 Analysis of the cumulative data began during the four weeks on the days of recorded 

insights in the reflective journal, when end of day artworks were produced.  Reflections on the 

end of day artworks, morning journal writing, and spontaneous watercolors were recorded.  

Additional analysis of data was completed after the four weeks in which all journal entries and 

artworks were reviewed once again to focus on recurrent themes, patterns and symbols found in 

the images.  

 The pre and post study scales and data from the reflective journals indicated that the 

anticipated increase of self-esteem in regard to art making and the decrease in general feelings of 

anxiety and stress did occur.  However, general self-esteem only slightly increased and general 
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feelings of depression slightly increased.  Various anticipated themes did emerge as well as 

deeper insights and self-awareness both in regard to art making as well as personal life.     

Self-Esteem (RSES; Rosenberg, 1965) 

 The RRSES (Rosenberg; 1965) was completed prior to beginning the four-week study 

and again the day after completion.  The score was 15 on the pre-study scale and 16 on the post-

study scale.  The scale ranged from 0-30.  Scores between 15 and 25 were within normal range; 

scores below 15 suggest low self-esteem.  There was only a one point difference on perceived 

self-esteem. Both scores were in the normal range of self-esteem, however, the pre-study score 

was right on the edge of “low” vs. “normal” range while the post-study score was in the “normal 

range.”  Additional information on self-esteem is discussed with thematic analysis results. 

 

Figure 1. Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale Results (Rosenberg, 1965) 
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Depression, Anxiety, and Stress (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) 

 The Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) was 

completed prior to beginning the four-week study and again the day after completion.  Scores 

were 8 for depression, 13 for anxiety, and 20 for stress on the pre-study scales.  Scores were 10 

for depression, 6 for anxiety, and 13 for stress on the post-study scales.  Scores are represented in 

Table 2.  Depression scores increased by 2 points, changing from “normal depression” to “mild 

depression” range by the end of the study.  Anxiety scores reduced by 7 points, changing from 

“moderate anxiety” to “normal anxiety” range by the end of the study.  Stress scores reduced by 

7 points, changing from “moderate stress” to “normal stress” range by the end of the study.  

 

 

Figure 2. Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale Results (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) 
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Table 1 

Score Interpretations from the Manual from the DASS (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) 

Meaning  Depression  Anxiety  Stress 

Normal  0-9   0-7   0-14 
Mild   10-13   8-9   15-18 
Moderate  14-20   10-14   19-25 
Severe   21-27   15-19   26-33 
Extremely Severe 28+   20+   34+ 
 

Artwork Reflections and Thematic Results of the Heuristic Study  

 Each day, I immersed myself in daily morning journal writing followed by a small 

spontaneous watercolor artwork.  Also included were end-of-day art responses and dream art 

reflections.  Reflections and insights were documented in a reflective journal on the days that 

end-of-day artworks were completed.  After the study was complete, emerging themes and key 

words or phrases that pertained to my changes in self-esteem, creative flow and confidence 

relating to my artwork was determined.  In addition, emerging themes and key words were noted 

in regard to general self-esteem, traits of anxiety, depression and stress.  The combination of 

analyzing the reflection journals along with additional reflection on the compiled artworks post-

study gave additional information in terms of creative flow.  After grouping together key phrases 

and words, the major themes that emerged included: creative flow, anxiety, self-doubt, and 

intuition.  

 It was evident that the majority of the end-of-day artworks ended up being reflective of 

the current day or recent day’s personal circumstances.  Insights were brought to light after 

reflecting on the artwork that was created, which was recorded in the reflective journal.  Through 

these insights, I gained self-awareness into my thoughts, feelings, and behaviors as well as the 

romantic relationship situation and behaviors of the person I was in a relationship with.  In 
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developing themes and patterns, a table of words compared the morning journal writing for that 

particular day and words for the end-of-day artwork.  It was found that the artworks typically had 

parallel themes as the morning journal writing and additional insights and self-awareness was 

gained through reflecting on the artworks.    

 Theme 1: Creative Flow.  Through daily immersion of morning journal writings and 

spontaneous watercolor artworks coupled with dream reflections and end-of-day art responses, 

an increase in creative flow was achieved.  Key words were identified from the reflective journal 

that discussed the art-making process to support the findings of increased creative flow from the 

start of the study to the end of the study.  The reflections were written about both the morning 

spontaneous watercolors as well as the end-of-day artworks and dream reflections and were 

reviewed with thematic analysis.   

 The combination of daily journal writing and spontaneous art-making and dream art 

reflections contributed to increased artistic growth, creative flow and self-esteem related to art-

making.  This was shown through the reflection journals by the keywords and phrases written 

when reflecting on the art making, and the progression of artwork as well as the reflections from 

the start of the study to the end of the study in which further findings were determined during the 

illumination and explication phases of the study.  The first nine watercolors from the study 

(Figure 3) and the last nine watercolors from the study (Figure 4) were selected to show 

comparisons of progression from start to finish (see Figure 3 and Figure 4).  The images 

represent growth and increased creative flow by the increased use of variety of lines, markings, 

richer colors, variety of brush strokes and imagery that emerged from the second half of the 

study (Figure 4) as compared to images from the first half of the study (Figure 3).  The images in 

Figure 3 and Figure 4 as well as Table 1 containing the comparison of words is presented below.  
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Table 1 includes keywords identified from the reflective journal during the first half of the study 

compared to keywords identified from the second half of the study.  The initial days included 

words that did not represent creative flow, whereas the remaining days of creating artwork 

included words that represented creative flow.  

 

 

Figure 3. Progression of Initial Watercolors (selected artworks from 1st half of study) 
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Figure 4. Progression of Watercolors (selected artworks from 2nd half of study) 
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Table 2 

Key Words Describing Art Making Process from Reflective Journal 
 
 
Beginning of Study    End of Study   

Overthinking     Immersed in Art 
Anxiety     In the Zone 
Negative Self-Talk    Time Passed  
Feelings of Lacking Creativity  Less Anxious   
Feelings of Not Good Enough  Let Things Flow Out 
Hesitation     Carefree and Fun 
Intimidated by Blank Page   Less Overthinking  
Feel Structured    Courageous 
Wanting to Plan    Experimentation 
No Insights or Meanings Emerged  Spontaneous 
      Freeing 
      Many Insights and Meanings Emerged 
   
 

 Theme 2: Anxiety. The most prevalent topics that were discussed in the journal entries 

and what emerged through the reflective journals were related to feelings of anxiety.  Within this 

area of anxiety were subthemes that were related, such as overthinking, feelings of anxiety 

relating to fear vs. intuition, feelings of anxiety related to thesis writing and internship, physical 

symptoms or sickness that emerged throughout the study, and fears, worries, and confusion 

related to the relationship at the time.  The following statements were written in the morning 

journal entries: “I feel overwhelmed about all I have to do,” “I am overwhelmed by the amount 

of work and school,” “I think it is because I feel I don't really know him,” and “I don't know 

what to do about all these thoughts and feelings.”  

	 The primary feelings of anxiety that were journaled about related to the fears, worries and 

anxieties in regard to the relationship which prompted moments of second-guessing and doubt.  

A few of these statements included: “I’m scared of the anger I saw.  It reminds me of my ex 
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when I knew he was lying to me, too,” “I feel uneasy about this and us.  There is this heavy 

feeling in my chest,” “If I do say something, he will just say I am not trusting him,” “I’m afraid 

he cannot be fully honest with me,” and “do I want to really split up over these things?” 

 Struggles of fear vs. intuition were recorded almost daily.  It was found that daily entries 

that were made toward the end of the study included less anxiety-evident statements compared to 

earlier journal entries.  With the end of day artworks and dream art responses, in the artistic 

process or art making, anxiety was a prevalent theme only in the beginning sessions.  It was 

discovered that feelings of anxiety lessened over time and words associated with the art making 

process that were noted in the reflective journal following the end of day artworks were more 

positive.  The first few initial sessions of watercolor creations led to reflections about displaying 

feelings of low self-esteem or confidence in creating, overthinking, feeling stuck or paralyzed 

when approaching the blank paper or canvas.  The more art was engaged in, the less anxiety 

existed in approaching the artwork over time.  After the first couple of watercolor artworks at the 

start of the study, it became easier to put the brush to the paper without an image in mind, feeling 

more “free” and overthinking less.  

 In Figure 5, there was a female, with eyes and a mouth that was covered or stitched shut.  

The body was covered in scratches or scars and it was engulfed in flames.  These aspects 

represented low self-esteem, in addition to anxiety.  On the chest near the heart were the words 

“memory burning forever” and within the flame were the words “perpetual flame.”  In 

dialoguing with the image, what also emerged was all that she wished to be destroyed, which 

include parts of herself and past baggage that were affecting present circumstances.  Anxiety 

presented in Figure 5 due to the scratches or scars as well as the flames surrounding the figure.  
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In dialoguing with the image, what also emerged was the fire representing the figure’s past, 

coupled with present anxieties playing into the recent relationship and life.   

 

Figure 5. Perpetual Flame 

 Theme 3: Self-Esteem.  The positive outcomes that were written about showed increased 

self-esteem in regard to the art making process, however, low self-esteem appeared evident 

throughout the study that was not related to art-making.  Feelings of guilt were written about in 

the morning journal entries such as “I don’t want to be the reason he is angry,” “I don’t want to 

keep doubting him if I have it all wrong,” “maybe I need to be alone,” and “am to blame?”  Low 

self-confidence in relation to abilities and accomplishing tasks were included in the journal 

writing such as “I want to feel confident and get it all done.”  The eyes and mouth that were 

covered or stitched shut was also representative of low self-esteem in Figure 5.  The body that 

was covered in scratches or scars and engulfed in flames is also indicative of low self-esteem 

relating to the figure’s past baggage which she wished to get rid of going forward.  In terms of 
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the journal writing, toward the end of the four weeks, there were many more positive statements 

written that showed self-encouragement, positive affirmations, and internal belief and trust, 

representing an increase in self-esteem.  A few of these statements included: “I feel optimistic 

and hopeful and productive,” “today is going to be a great day regardless of what happens,” and 

“I am trusting my gut on this,” and “this is all happening for a reason.”   

 Theme 4: Self-Doubt.  This theme overlapped with some of the other themes, but was a 

prevalent theme overall.  The journal writings were reflective of ongoing self-doubt, mostly in 

relation to the relationship situation.  There was evidence of a strong lack of trust in myself and 

my own intuition, such as “I hope I am not ignoring red flags."  In addition, self-doubt and 

insecurity in regard to self-trust and trust in the relationship were written about throughout the 

morning journal entries such as “I don’t want to be naïve,” “what if I am making a mistake,” “am 

I completely wrong on everything?” and “am I supposed to just ignore my strong gut feelings?”   

 The majority of the days written that included discussion of the relationship, included 

repeatedly questioning and trying to convince myself to trust the relationship and my boyfriend.  

Related to these feelings of self-doubt were lack of motivation and depressive feelings.  When 

analyzing the journal writings, the keywords and phrases along with the findings from the 

dialoguing with images indicated feelings of self-doubt.   

 The image from a dream in Figure 6 provided a way to gain insight on how the parallels 

to my head being cut off (breaking free from my relationship) allowed me to gain clarity.  What 

was “cut off” was holding me (the figure) back.  The head symbolized the thinking brain, 

constantly analyzing, anxiety, overthinking and being “in her head.”  This was also reflected in 

my journal writings prior to the dream.  In the dream, I was screaming, desperate for him to see 

me and the severed head, in which he did not see me at all in the dream before waking up.  The 
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head itself in the dream also represented my old self, the unlikable parts, the one who was full of 

self-doubt as well as being stuck in a cycle, with both him and subconsciously past lovers of 

similar qualities, characteristics and behaviors.  The severing of the head was me becoming free 

from the past.  This artwork was about me separating from my old self in order to be able to 

break the cycle of repeated relationships going forward, healing, and knowing my self-worth.   

 

Figure 6. Disembodied 

 Theme 5: Intuition.  Many thoughts and feelings in reflections were directly related to 

my intuition.  This was not known at the time of writing.  The relationship ended shortly after the 

4-week study, and many of those doubts and worries were indicative of “gut feelings” or 

intuition that was not tuned into initially.  Some of these statements included: “even if we try to 

work out, it is going to happen again” and “this is already turning into that direction of a not 
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healthy relationship,” “little things keep popping up in my head,” “I don’t feel safe with him now 

and I have my guard up,” “there is so much that seems off with the stories and inconsistencies.” 

 It was not until the last several journal entries that the writings included an inner 

“knowing” and appeared to acknowledge, trust, and listen to inner guidance rather than writing 

blatant statements that showed pure self-doubt.  These statements included: “it is all just rubbing 

me the wrong way and there is way too much at this point,” “there are too many things that just 

feel off to me now and I have to listen to myself,” “I really feel it won’t work. I am seeing how 

he truly is when there is actual conflict,” “I feel certain on what I saw,” “I know for a fact he told 

me that in the beginning,” “I feel so much clearer now and feel clarity on things,” “I really think 

I've just been trained to trust my gut” and “my gut is really strong sometimes, especially lately, I 

just feel it in my gut.” 

Dreams were a sub-theme for this major theme of intuition.  There were many dreams 

written about and artworks created to reflect many parallels of what was occurring within, as 

well as outcomes of the relationship in general.  In reflection on some of these dreams, there was 

relationship to intuitive process.  

 Figure 5 was based on a dream I had the night before my relationship ended 

unexpectedly.  This same relationship resumed a few days later before ending permanently. 

From the dream, the artwork is showing the figure (me), who was colorless, a ghost, holding her 

own real-life severed head which she found on the surface of the ocean floor.  In the dream, I 

was startled at finding my severed head, just realizing I am a ghost, and desperately trying to 

show it to my boyfriend, who was looking for something.  I was trying to get him to see the head 

and see me, but he could not see me in the dream.   
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 Through engaging in dialoguing with the image created, the figure in the image spoke as 

though initially startled and afraid but was now at peace.  There was sadness but also freedom 

and clarity.  Being a ghost in the dream, she was spirit and that which was holding her back was 

cut off.  She was able to now use her gifts to better guide herself.  The head was detached from 

the body, representing being forced to rely on her intuition.  What also emerged through active 

imagination was that she was becoming free and although she was desperate for him to see her, 

he could not see her, and he discarded her abruptly.  

 It also seemed that my dream was foreseeing the relationship ending before it actually 

occurred.  I had a sense of knowing it was not going to work out, which was evident in my 

journal writings as well.  It was later revealed that the doubts and fears I had about him being 

dishonest with me actually turned out to be true.  

 What emerged in Figure 7 through the scribble drawing was a human head/face outlined 

in blue with a black shadow around it.  There looked to be holes or segments missing from the 

head. There were no eyes and a hole through the back of the head.  The neck went to the body 

but below the neck, there were no colors and no body.  There were closed lips and a mouth, a 

nose and eyebrow.  Through active imagination and dialoguing with the image, what emerged 

was darkness and pain surrounding the figure, keeping it from feeling whole or losing parts 

herself.  The figure lost sight of itself, represented by the missing eyes and it could see clearly.  

The figures guidance and insights were cut off.  The messages that were revealed through the 

dialoguing were to “trust myself”, “don’t lose sight”, and “don’t doubt myself.”  Other 

reflections written included: “There will be darkness and pain, there will be things that cause me 

to question myself, but I must listen to my inner voice and higher self, especially before letting 

things get to a certain point.”  Additional factors that were revealed through active imagination 
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were reminders to “keep healthy boundaries,” “trust intuition and spirit,” and that “I will become 

whole again following healing.”   

 

Figure 7. Missing Pieces  

 Theme 6: Self-Awareness.  The entire process of this heuristic study brought self-

awareness and insights not only through the journal writing, the artworks, dream responses but 

most importantly, through the explication phase and self-reflecting.  Living most of life plagued 

with self-doubt and anxiety to some degree is something I was mostly aware of when it came to 

certain things of life such as fear of failures, fear of being successful, fear of uncertainty and 

change.  However, this heuristic study has prompted deeper self-awareness on these aspects. 

 What I did not expect to find in my artworks were different aspects of the figures all 

missing pieces or parts to them, such as the severed head (Figure 6), the missing eyes and 
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sections (Figure 7) and scratched out eyes (Figure 5).  The imagery here, along with the written 

journals both reflect how I was not “seeing clearly” or listening to my inner self and intuition.  

There were also aspects of me being stuck in my past, especially the “memory burning forever.”  

The scars come from past hurts, causing self-doubt and self-defeat.  The words “perpetual flame” 

was the repeat of the same past lover but in different forms over and over again.  Through 

dialoguing with the image (Figure 5), the final reflections were written: “Being engulfed in 

flames, she is destroying her old self, the one who cannot see clearly, cannot speak her truth, and 

who has given in to others without listening to herself or inner being.  She is destroying her old 

self, the one that allowed her stay in unhealthy relationships, and the one that at times, still longs 

for those parts of those past flames, which accounts for those “memories burning forever” in her 

heart.  They are the memories that continue to haunt her, the negative feelings and what keeps 

her repeating the same situation or cycles with future flames.”   

 In addition, the dream from Figure 7 occurred the day before the break up almost seemed 

to be how I already knew the end of the relationship was inevitable.  Looking back post-study, 

there were additional dreams for which I did not make artwork.  Those dreams offered me hints 

on situations and aspects of my boyfriend that I was not able to consciously recognize or make 

sense of at the time.  The content in the dreams were almost parallels to aspects that came about 

months later in real life.  Some other dreams were reflections of my inner states, fears, and 

emotional content.    

Creative Synthesis 

 A final art piece (Figure 8) was created for the creative synthesis phase of this heuristic 

study to externalize findings while honoring the previous phases of research.  I used a 

combination of medias, including watercolor to encourage creative flow, acrylic paint, collage of 
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artwork, and 3D objects of stones and key charms for grounding and unlocking aspects of myself 

through this study that sets the path for deeper healing and personal growth.  I used parts of 

previous artworks from the heuristic study which included some watercolor and the mountain 

scene in the background with spirals and lines.  To me this piece represented me partly reaching 

a peak, or freedom in a sense, while continuing on that path of healing and self-awareness.  It 

represented how I have evolved and moved into truth and spiritual growth.   

 I initially struggled with determining what I would create for my final art piece as the 

overarching theme and feelings of self-doubt crept in.  However, once I tuned into the discovered 

insights I received from completing the previous phases of my findings, an image immediately 

came to mind.  I did encounter some challenges while creating, but it was an exciting, fun and 

playful challenge rather than frustrating and anxiety provoking.  I wanted to include personally 

meaningful items and things that represented growth and healing, so I included the keys, then 

crystals or stones, and the moon.  While creating this final art piece, I did experience flow and 

felt confident and happy with what I created.  When reflecting on this image as compared to my 

end of day artworks and dream reflections created throughout the study, I felt a sense of peace, 

freedom, and clarity as opposed to sadness, conflicted feelings or despair.  Creating this image 

supported my work in thematic analysis by honoring the previous phases of the research while 

also representing a sense a wholeness, peace, healing, and clarity that was gained throughout this 

process.   
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Figure 8. Soul’s Journey  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 The motivation for this heuristic study stemmed from a combination of wanting to 

increase creative flow and confidence in art making while also working on personal growth.  By 

combining daily morning journal writing, spontaneous art making and dream reflections for 

these purposes, I also wanted to determine the effects on my self-esteem, anxiety, depression and 

stress levels.  The daily journal writing occurred first thing in the morning followed by 

spontaneous watercolor art making.  The end-of-day artworks and dream art responses were 

more open-ended, allowing for use of a variety of art media.   

 Creative Flow.  The open-ended end-of-day artworks and dream art responses at times 

resulted in hesitation about engaging in the creative process.  The blank page was intimidating 

initially.  It was noted in the reflective journals that these moments of hesitation or lack of 

confidence in creating was only prevalent when I was not reflecting on personal aspects of the 

day.  Flow was described as being fully engaged in the creative moment resulting in an altered 

sense of time and release of vital energy, where self-esteem, higher concentration, and greater 

well-being were known to increase (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Chilton, 2013; Kapitan, 2013; 

Wilkinson & Chilton, 2013).  These aspects were achieved through combining journal writing 

and artworks in the moments of reflections and artistic expression.  I did find myself entering a 

state of intense and focused concentration in the present moment when a loss of reflective self-

consciousness occurred while creating (Nakamura & Csíkszentmihalyi, 2009).   

 Watercolors were selected to help encourage flow due to the fluid media.  This fluid 

media did encourage enhanced affective expression and resulted in emotional release, allowing 

me to get in touch with my feelings and express myself (Hinz, 2009).  The keywords that were 
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identified from the reflective journals in regard to the watercolor artworks toward the end of the 

study compared to the beginning of the study were opposites, on one end indicating anxiety and 

the other reflecting creative flow (Table 4).  It was found that after a few initial mornings, the 

remaining days of creating watercolor artworks following the stream of consciousness journal 

writing resulted in deeper flow as described in the keywords identified such as “time passed, in 

the zone, carefree, fun, less overthinking, spontaneous and freeing.”  There was even a sense of 

feeling more grounded as I was creating, while at the same time getting lost in the artwork or 

activity while not wanting to stop.  The use of the watercolor paintings immediately following 

the morning journal writings did allow engagement in deeper flow and gaining creative 

confidence over time.   

 In reviewing the cumulative watercolor artworks, the paintings included more 

spontaneous lines, more colors, more variety, and some unintentional imagery that emerged 

within the artworks toward the end of the study that was not present in the artworks at the 

beginning of my research.  The theme of experiences of flow could be comparted to Lee’s (2013) 

findings where the participants were able to cope with their difficulties and anxiety while 

engaging in creative flow.  Confidence was increased as time went on in regard to all areas of the 

art making processes.  I no longer felt as hesitant and anxious when approaching the blank page 

or canvases.  

 Anxiety, Depression, and Stress.  In terms of lessened anxiety, stress, and depressive 

traits from the combined daily morning journals and daily art making, there were mixed results.  

Anxiety was a more prevalent theme than depression, however, scores on depression were 

slightly increased on the DASS (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995) by end of the study.  Although the 

anxiety scores on the DASS went down after the four weeks, the anxiety-driven thoughts seemed 
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to be prevalent throughout the journal entries throughout.  Doubt, worry, and fear were still 

prevalent.  It was found that anxiety and stress lessened both in terms of the art making process 

as well as general anxiety and stress in terms of personal life.  This was determined according to 

the changed scores on the scales, as well as the documented reflections on artworks over time.  

These results of decreased anxiety and stress scores coincided with findings from Aparone et al. 

(2015) in which participants had decreased anxiety levels as a result of expressive writing after a 

four-month follow up period.  Sandmire et al.’s (2012) study resulted in significant reductions in 

states of anxiety from a brief period of art making in undergraduate students, whereas results 

from Ugurla et al. (2016) included a five-day art therapy intervention, which resulted in 

significantly reduced depression and trait anxiety symptoms but no significant difference in 

scores for states of anxiety.  In comparison, the results of this heuristic study included decreased 

anxiety, but slight increases in depression.   

 The personal journal writing and reflections indicated that almost no changes were made 

in stress and anxiety in terms of personal life due to the content of the journal writings.  Due to 

the concept of morning pages in which it was a “brain dump” of thoughts that immediately came 

to mind without preparing what to write, it could be that the I just needed to let out those internal 

anxieties on paper, which helped to decrease anxiety over time.  It could be that anxiety and 

depression were intertwined but presented as mostly anxiety in the journal writing.  This could 

be due to the morning pages consisting of what was on my mind first thing in the morning and 

letting this out on paper to better clear the mind.  Schroder’s (2017) study indicated that 

expressive writing may help to offload worries from working memory.  These results align with 

Baikie et al.’s (2012) study, suggesting that expressive writing was an effective intervention for 
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mental health.  This was shown through the current heuristic study’s results as the morning 

journal writing helped to offload worries and anxieties which helped to clear the mind.  

 Many of the end-of-day artworks and dream responses also had themes of anxiety as 

noted in the reflective journal following completion of the artworks that were created.  However, 

this was anxiety as derived from the meaning of the artwork in reflection of the day’s events 

rather than anxiety in the actual creating of artwork.  In Reinhold et al.’s (2018) study, there were 

no long-term effects on depressive symptoms from expressive writing when participants wrote 

emotionally and freely for three sessions of 20 minutes, but it was suggested that expressive 

writing might be more beneficial when applied over time with more writing sessions.  The 

current study involved writing daily for four weeks, yet yielded increased depression scores.  The 

slightly increased depression scores by the end of the four weeks of this study contrasted with 

Krpan and colleagues (2013) study resulting in expressive writing reducing depression 

substantially.  This was likely due to the life circumstance of the break up occurring toward the 

end which was believed to negatively affect depression scores in this heuristic study.    

 Self-Doubt.  Self-doubt emerged throughout this study in multiple aspects, even 

throughout this explication phase as writing this final thesis.  I had battled my own self-doubt 

numerous times attempting to push through and feeling defeated through some parts of this study 

and writing.  I believed part of this was due to not wanting to face the reality of the situation 

while attempting to move on from the relationship, digging through and essentially reliving it all 

through the revisiting of journal entries, artworks, and self-reflection.  

 The artworks prompted insight on my internal feelings of self-doubt and anxiety as well 

as fears relating to past relationships that were also playing a role in the present relationship.  It 

was clear that self-doubt was present throughout the study with regard to the daily morning 
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journal writings, artworks and content of the images as well as awareness of deeper healing 

needed following the break up.  However, it seemed that toward the end there were more 

instances of intuition and less self-doubt, appearing to make connections between things and 

trusting myself.   

 Intuition.  Self-doubt was evident throughout the journal writings, however, through 

deeper reflection events, which occurred at the end of my relationship and post breakup, many 

insights emerged.  It was clear that what was becoming evident was me listening to myself, 

trusting myself, seeing that I was able to read situations more clearly, better understand my gifts 

and abilities, and realize that I do have strong intuition.  The break up experienced was a gift as 

synchronicities came to play out during this time of self-discovery and awareness.  One of these 

synchronicities was the fact that the break up caused me to put off working on this thesis for fear 

of what I would find and discover through revisiting my journal entries for analysis.  I did not 

want to relive all that I wrote about, as I knew many entries contained deeply painful feelings 

and thoughts.  I did not want to put myself back there again, which also led to more self-doubt in 

my ability to complete this thesis.  So, unknowingly, this “putting it off” ended up being the 

much-needed time and incubation for higher purposes of this study and its results.  Perhaps I was 

not yet ready to see what I really needed to in order to move forward at the time.  When I finally 

went back into the journals, it allowed me to be in a place to be more receptive to what I would 

later come to find and realize within myself and the situation.   

 Allen (1995) stated without working with the dream images and examining them, the 

personal content that might seem scary could have a strong influence on behavior while being a 

source of resistance.  Coholic and Lebreton’s (2007) study resulted in dream work being helpful 
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in developing self-awareness in participants and explored how they connected their dreams with 

their spiritual perspectives. 

 Self-Awareness.  The act of daily morning journal writing coupled with daily art making 

and dream art reflections was an act of self-care for me due to the tending to self and looking 

inward.  As stated by Corry et al. (2014), creativity and expressing emotions could lead to 

increased self-awareness and reflection.  A deeper sense of introspection was achieved by 

utilizing both modalities of daily journal writing combined with the daily art making as 

compared to using just one method.  Although the writing alone would have provided insight, the 

artwork provided a richer experience.  As Harter (2007) stated, visual images may be more 

personal and more immediate in capturing emotional nuances or experiences that may not be 

captured the same as through writing.  This coincides with the results of the study by Van Lith 

(2014) in which the symbols and metaphors formed during the art making process produced 

results that would not have occurred if the participants had used only written forms of 

communication.  Not only that, art making in itself provided an outlet and expression of thoughts 

and feelings that was separate from writing about my thoughts and feelings, providing different 

effects and insights.   

 It seems that all of these artworks represent the process of a death of an old me, or parts 

needing to die off in order to fully trust in myself and fully heal.  McNiff (2004) stated that 

healing occurred when we were open to the expression of an image while we attempted to stay 

present with it, accept it, and understand it.  Allen (1995) stated that our own personal myth, 

often so deeply embedded that it may not be seen, contributes to patterns of behavior repeated 

throughout life, expectations in life, and the way we respond to others.  It is through image work 
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that patterns can be noticed without struggling to change them and without judging them (Allen, 

1995).   

Post-Study Reflections  

 Through this process, I realized that I struggled with letting go of people even when they 

did more harm than good.  I struggled with removing myself emotionally and letting it take a 

long time to get over something that was not good for me, but at the same time I realized it is a 

strength of mine to have that connection and ability to love deeply and to have empathy.  This 

entire process was crucial for my own healing that was needed as well as forgiveness in myself 

and others.  I spent so much time trying to understand or make sense of things regardless of what 

was presented to me in black-and-white at the time, and also later revealed to me.  This process 

allowed me to learn acceptance, letting go, and detachment from all that did not serve me and 

from the prisons of my own mind, my thinking and rationalizing that caused me to further doubt 

myself or result in depression and anxiety.  It showed me to have more faith, which I had 

struggled with in my continuous state of trying to understand the “why” of things, not realizing 

that it all serves a greater purpose, even if I did not see it in the moment.   

 Even within the watercolor artworks, imagery began to emerge despite the intentions of 

creating for flow only.  The imagery in some seemed to be reflective of the circumstances 

throughout the study.  There was what appeared to be a bleeding heart with flames at the bottom, 

a female figure with hair covering one eye, another female figure either looking at or holding on 

to something, and a sunset (Figure 2).  To me, these unintentional artworks were reflective of my 

journey, both good and bad.  These artworks, along with the dream responses allowed for a 

creative process.  This process helped to externalize problems which is beneficial for those 

working in helping professions (Bradley, Whisenhunt, Adamson, & Kress, 2013).  As Harter 
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(2007) stated, art therapists must be able to creatively transform their own experience, including 

balancing awareness of loss with openness to growth, practicing self-compassion, 

acknowledging their own pain, and nourish opportunities for emotional and spiritual connection 

in their own lives. 

Limitations of Study  

 A heuristic study is a qualitative mode of inquiry (Kapitan, 2010).  This study was 

limited to the researcher’s journal writings, artworks and reflections in a time period of four 

weeks.  Extensive and thoughtful analysis of the journal writings, artworks and reflections were 

done in a mindful way to support the validity of the research.  The researcher was able to 

question the data from multiple angles while engaging in the six phases of Moustaka’s heuristic 

method and through the morning journals, reflective journal, incubation of artworks, and 

dialoguing with some of the images.  However, the results were not generalizable. 

Other limitations included the researcher’s prior experience with daily journal writing.  

Although not previously done on a consistent basis, the researcher held a bias toward the efficacy 

of expressive writing due to the benefits derived from previous journaling experiences.  The 

researcher was also a graduate art therapy student which might have prompted a bias toward the 

efficacy and outcomes of art therapy and art making.  

Recommendations 

 Further recommendations may be to extend the study to longer than four weeks and to 

include a three-month post-study follow up of measurements to determine potential long-term 

effects of anxiety, depression, stress and self-esteem.  In addition, in experiencing first-hand the 

benefits of creative flow with the daily watercolors, I recommend art therapy graduate students 

to be encouraged to incorporate daily art making for the purposes of creative flow.  Due to 



ART MAKING AND JOURNAL WRITING FOR PERSONAL GROWTH 

	

69	

experiencing the personal benefits of combining both daily journal-writing with daily art making 

for the purposes of self-reflection, I recommend art therapy graduate students to engage in both 

to further self-awareness and personal growth as a combined modality.  Data collected over 

longer periods of time could also potentially build the validity of the results.  

Conclusion  

 The results of this heuristic study supported the researcher’s hypothesis that engaging in 

and combining daily morning journal writing and art making would increase creativity and flow, 

resulting in increased self-esteem in regard to art making as well as lessen anxiety and stress.  

Increased flow was achieved with art making.  Only a slight increase on general self-esteem 

according to the RSES was achieved, however, self-esteem was increased significantly in terms 

of art making.  Anxiety and stress were decreased by the end of the four-week study.  Although 

depression scores decreased slightly according to the DASS, lower depression scores are likely 

due to the circumstances and break up the researcher went through toward the end of the study 

and post study.   

 The themes of creative flow, self-esteem, anxiety, self-doubt, intuition, and self-

awareness emerged through the data of the journal writing and the artworks.  Self-doubt seemed 

to be the primary overarching theme that was illuminated through this heuristic study, driving 

many of the other factors.  In this multifaceted study, personal growth was about spirituality, 

create flow, and exploration of dreams as well as journal art reflections.  I have come to 

understand that this study is about a resolution of self-doubt, which often encouraged many areas 

of my life.  I also recognize more fully the importance of dream work.  The dreams that came 

forward and the images through this study inspired active imagination.  From this process of 

dialoguing with dream images, it provided guidance for acknowledging what I did not fully 
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know on a conscious level.  Dialoguing with the dream images and reflecting on end-of-day 

artworks and journal entries prompted increased self-esteem in regard to art making and creative 

flow, decreased self-doubt and an expanded view of myself.  

 The literature review results of this heuristic study support that utilizing both modalities 

of daily expressive journal writing and art making increase self-awareness, personal growth and 

insights through the promotion of creative flow.  Through the practice of these creative 

modalities, a safe space for personal and professional growth shaped and formed.  This space, 

held in the brilliant colors of the paintings and in the reflections of journal entries, allowed for 

personal healing.  The success of this approach to healing and well-being prompts deeper on-

going personal work.  This study suggested and encouraged further application of daily creative 

flow practices to benefit future art therapists, health providers already in the field, and to advance 

mental health care. 
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