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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to examine the author’s body image throughout the lifespan, 

specifically related to her body image concerns as a plus-size woman with a disability. The 

research was conducted using an autoethnographic approach with an embedded quantitative 

study. The author conducted six interviews with family members and friends about her body 

image and disability throughout her life. Following each interview, the author analyzed the 

interview for salient themes and created two art journal responses to each interview. The first art 

journal entry dealt with the time period that the interview focused on and how the themes 

affected her. The second art journal entry examined how the themes may still affect her in the 

present. Thematic analysis was utilized to analyze the data. The following themes were 

constructed: Impact of Disability on Body Image, Impact of Mental Illness on Body Image, Body 

Image Improvement with Increased Social Support, Physical and Metaphorical Masks, and 

Disgust with Body and Disability. The present study lends support for further research into body 

image concerns in women with disabilities and utilizing art journaling to improve body image. 

Keywords: autoethnography, art journal, body image, disability, masks. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study   to examine how my disability had influenced my body image 

up until the time of the research. To that end, I designed a study that combined autoethnography, 

interviews with loved ones, and the process of art journaling. I used these methods to reflect on 

my past body image concerns and examine how these concerns had manifested in my present 

experiences at the time of the study. I was particularly interested in seeing if reflecting on my 

body image through interviews and art journaling would improve my body image. 

Problem Statement 

 Women of all ability levels frequently experience body image concerns. Women with 

disabilities, however, may have unique body image concerns (Bassett et al., 2019). These 

concerns are frequently ignored in mainstream conversations surrounding body image. This lack 

of attention to the needs of women with disabilities provides few, if any, opportunities to voice 

concerns, explore body image issues, or work to improve their body image. Creative methods of 

self-exploration, such as journaling (Ramsey-Wade et al., 2020), art therapy (Bechtel et al., 

2020), vision boards (Burton & Lent, 2016), and self-portraiture paired with writing (Butler, 

2016), can all be effective means of exploring body image in women with varying levels of 

mobility and health. The purpose of this study was to examine my personal experiences with 

body image concerns as a woman with a disability, the impact of my past and present body 

image concerns on my loved ones, and to examine the effects of art journaling on my present 

body image concerns. 

Guiding Questions 

There were three guiding questions behind my research. First, I was interested in whether 

or not art journaling would improve my body image. Secondly, I wanted to know what kinds of 
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body image concerns would present themselves through the autoethnographic study of my body 

image. Finally, I wanted to examine how my loved ones perceived or were affected by my 

struggles with body image. 

Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this autoethnographic study was to examine the way my body image 

developed and changed throughout my life as a person with a disability. An additional purpose of 

this study was to examine the efficacy of art journaling for improving body image in a woman 

with a disability. Autoethnography is based on the idea of ethnography, which is when a group is 

studied to deepen one’s understanding of the group’s culture, values, norms, and other 

experiences. In autoethnography, the researcher is also the primary subject of the research (Betts 

& Deaver, 2019).  

I have been drawing, writing, and giving speeches about my experiences as a plus-size, 

bisexual woman with a disability for many years. In my proposal for this research, I stated that if 

I were to write about all the ways my disability has influenced me (Carriere, 2020), it would not 

fit into one paper but would need a book or series of books devoted to the subject. I have been 

lucky to be in an art therapy program that helped me narrow down my research interests to focus 

on body image and including women with disabilities in conversations surrounding body image, 

giving me a clear path for the subject of my thesis. My story, however, is not merely my own. 

Many other people have profoundly impacted my story for better or worse, from childhood 

bullies to former abusers, to my loved ones. To further understand the impacts of a severe 

physical disability on body image, I interviewed several loved ones, family members, friends, 

and my boyfriend of two years. Their perspectives were included to enrich my research and 

improve my ability to examine my experiences as accurately and completely as I could. I am 
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only human, and they are only human, so biases, faults in our memories, and other human errors 

could arise. However, together, we collaborated to tell my story as accurately as possible, 

allowing me to examine my changing body image for this study.  

Given my story-telling approach to writing, my interest in self-exploration through art 

journaling, passion about the topic of body image, and desire to expand the body of art therapy 

research related to people with disabilities, an exploration into my artwork and personal 

narratives about my body image seemed the most fitting choice for my thesis. This study was 

also completed with the hope of broadening the field of art therapy by demonstrating support for 

the use of art journaling with women who have disabilities and body image concerns. 

Basic Assumptions 

 My research was completed with several basic assumptions driving it. I assumed that I 

was adding a valuable perspective to the body of research on the subjects of body image, women 

with disabilities, and related art therapy techniques. I assumed that I was mentally healthy 

enough and strong enough to write about my struggles with body image, disability, and mental 

illness in a safe way for me. I assumed that I would see improvements in my body image over 

several weeks of working in an art journal. Finally, I assumed that my participants would all be 

honest and forthright in their interviews.  

Definitions of Terms  

Body image. This is a multifaceted aspect of one’s self-concept, including how one 

perceives one’s appearance, how one feels about one’s appearance, how one thinks about one’s 

body, and how these internal states influence how one acts in one’s daily life (National Eating 

Disorders Collaboration, 2011). 
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Disability. Disability refers to a physical or mental condition that negatively impacts a 

person’s physical or mental well-being in areas of participating in daily activities (Disabled 

World, 2009). 

Spina Bifida. Spina Bifida is a congenital disability of the spine that leaves some of the 

spinal nerves exposed, limiting sensation and function of lower limbs, as well as other medical 

issues (Lexico, 2020). There are three primary forms of spina bifida: myelomeningocele spina 

bifida (the type of spina bifida I have), meningocele spina bifida, and spina bifida occulta. 

Within those types of spina bifida, there are subtypes such as lipomyelomeningocele. Another 

related, rare condition is called rachischisis (Carlson, 2014). It is often, but not always, 

considered under the umbrella of types of spina bifida. 

Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome. This is the name given to several related disorders that affect 

the skin, blood vessels, and joints, leading to symptoms such as hypermobility, dislocation of 

joints, and skin that is easily injured (Genetics Home Reference, 2020). 

Ethnography. This refers to the study and documentation of a specific sociocultural or 

sociopolitical aspect of a group (Betts & Deaver, 2019). 

Autoethnography. An autoethnography derives from ethnography but is based on one’s 

own lived experiences (Betts & Deaver, 2019). 

Art Therapy. Art therapy is “… an integrative mental health and human services 

profession that enriches the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active art-

making, creative process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a 

psychotherapeutic relationship (American Art Therapy Association [AATA], 2017, p.1).” 

Art Journal. An art journal typically consists of a combination of visual and verbal ways 

of expressing one’s thoughts in a journal (Mixed Media Club, 2014). 
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Directive.  A directive is used to describe an art therapy process with specific themes or 

guidelines (McNeilly, 1983). 

Non-Directive. An art therapy process without specific themes or guidelines presented to 

the participant is said to be non-directive in nature (McNeilly, 1983). 

Justification for this Study 

This study helped me continue to prepare to be an effective therapist. By gaining insight 

into my body image as a plus-size woman with a disability, I deepened my self-knowledge and 

my ability to empathize with clients dealing with similar struggles. My research also benefited 

the field of art therapy in the areas of using art journaling for women with disabilities and body 

image concerns. My research had personal benefits, benefits for my future clients, and benefits 

for the art therapy community as a whole. It generated support for future studies on improving 

body image in women with disabilities through creative art therapy techniques. 
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Chapter II  

Literature Review 

According to the Center for Disease Control (CDC, 2019), about 36 million women at the 

time of this publication were living with disabilities. Women whose bodies are not typically seen 

as “healthy” or “desirable” bodies, such as women with physical disabilities, may experience 

unique body image concerns. Body image concerns can lead to serious health problems, such as 

eating disorders, depression, and anxiety. These concerns can often be exacerbated by the “thin 

ideal” portrayed in the media, but researchers have found that exposure to the thin ideal could be 

counteracted using educational resources (Yamamiya et al., 2005). Further, art therapy literature 

surveyed at the time of this inquiry has also shown that art therapy can be an effective means of 

improving body image (Bechtel et al., 2020), as well as supporting people with disabilities or 

chronic health problems such as obesity (Sudres et al., 2013). However, there has been limited 

research supporting the importance of body image work in people with physical disabilities, 

despite evidence that people with disabilities often experience body image concerns (Bailey et 

al., 2016, Bassett et al. 2009; Mishra 2019; Roosen & Mills, 2016). There has also been limited 

research on art therapy with people with specific types of physical disabilities, as in Lynch and 

Chosa (1996). Butler (2016) wrote an autoethnography examining her body image concerns and 

paired her writing with self-portraiture. However, art therapy research and literature overall  

supports the notion that valuable research could be performed on improving body image using 

art therapy with people who have physical disabilities. 

Body Image and People with Disabilities 

 Lawrence (1991) noted that young people with disabilities may form negative body 

image attitudes due to their bodies’ differences from societal beauty standards. Roosen and Mills 

(2016) posited that people with disabilities and people who were considered overweight often 
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experienced similar forms of body dissatisfaction. These included fearing being deemed ugly, 

unhealthy, being seen as more severely disabled the more weight one carried, and/or feeling the 

need to lose weight in order to be a part of the in-group (that of healthy, non-disabled peers). 

They suggested that body image initiatives for people without disabilities could be expanded to 

support people with disabilities. In other words, body image concerns in people with disabilities 

could potentially be helped through the use of body image workshops and art therapy directives 

that had been deemed effective for improving body image in overweight or obese people. 

Another common experience among people who are overweight and people with disabilities is 

experiencing a profound dislike of their bodies. Disliking one’s body and appearance can lead to 

unhealthy attempts to diet and exercise solely out of a desire to fit in. These populations often 

experience body image distortions as well. Roosen and Mills (2016) surmised that both people 

with disabilities and people who are overweight often develop coping skills to ameliorate 

pressures from an ableist society that is overly focused on being thin.  Mishra (2019) posited that 

social conditioning can lead to dissatisfaction in many areas of people with disabilities’ lives. 

These areas include body image, which is the focus of my thesis, as well as self-efficacy, which 

relates to the formation of a healthy body image. If we do not perceive our bodies as being able 

to do what we need or want them to do, it is challenging to have a healthy body image.  

 In a pilot study, Bassett et al. (2009) examined body image concerns in women with 

disabilities, specifically, spinal cord injuries. They assessed the participants’ demographic 

information, body measurements, measures of satisfaction in their body and life, and the amount 

of physical activity they engaged in. They found that the length of time that had passed since 

acquiring the spinal cord injury influenced body image satisfaction. As more time passed, body 

image satisfaction tended to increase. Conversely, as body size increased, body image 
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satisfaction decreased. Bailey et al. (2016) noted four areas in which people with spinal cord 

injuries struggled with body image. The first is overall appearance. A second common area of 

concern for people with disabilities is their weight. A third area in which people with disabilities 

may have body image concerns has to do with how well their body functions. People with 

paralysis may view the paralyzed area of their body as something that gets in the way more than 

it helps the person. Finally, body nostalgia, or remembering how their bodies used to function, 

was the fourth body image struggle. 

Coping Mechanisms and Disability 

Agmon et al. (2016) noted the ways societal attitudes toward health impact how people 

with disabilities are viewed and treated. They describe the marginalization, infantilization, and 

othering that occurs when able-bodied staff interacts with patients with disabilities at an adult 

daycare. Participants in the study frequently described themselves as inhabiting a disabled body ( 

i.e., separating the true self from the body). They referred to the parts of the body impacted by 

disability as also being separated from the true self.  

 DeGraff and Schaffer (2008) reported that a common coping mechanism that people with 

spinal cord injuries engage in is emotion-focused coping. This form of coping is characterized by 

people regulating their emotional responses to aspects of their life outside of their control. This 

may include needing assistance with activities of daily living, bladder and bowel dysfunction, 

sexual dysfunction, weight gain, pressure sores, and inability to walk without mobility devices. 

Rather than attempting to change these issues outside of their control, they work on regulating 

their emotional responses to their challenges. 

Impostor Syndrome, Perfectionism, and Development of Negative Body Image 



ART JOURNALING, WOMEN, DISABILITIES, BODY IMAGE     14 
 

Perfectionism and its relation to body image, size, self-esteem, and disordered eating 

came up in several studies. In general, research on perfectionism and its relationship to body 

image divides perfectionistic tendencies into two categories. Although the names for the 

categories differ, the categories typically refer to a healthy, even helpful, level of perfectionism 

and a pathological level of perfectionism. Pearson and Gleaves (2004) referred to neurotic and 

normal perfectionism, while Lo and Abbott (2019) referred to maladaptive and adaptive 

perfectionism. Pearson and Gleaves (2004) looked at the relationship between perfectionism and 

eating disorders. They found evidence of two different forms of perfectionism: normal 

perfectionism and neurotic perfectionism. Normal perfectionism was not found to be linked to 

eating disorders. However, neurotic perfectionism was found to correlate negatively with self-

esteem, meaning that higher levels of neurotic perfectionism were associated with lower levels of 

self-esteem.  

Similarly, Lo and Abbott (2019) found that maladaptive perfectionists were more likely 

to have a negative self-concept than adaptive perfectionists. Nepon et al. (2016) found that 

perfectionists develop goals to improve their self-image in the eyes of others. They tend to mask 

how they feel about themselves to present an idealized, perfect self to the world. Cokley et al. 

(2018) examined the relationship between perfectionism and the development of impostor 

syndrome, which refers to a feeling that one is fooling others into believing one is competent, 

coupled with a fear of being discovered as a fraud. They found that perfectionists with higher 

self-esteem were less likely to develop impostor syndrome. Perfectionists with low self-esteem 

were more conscious of discrepancies between their goals and achievements and thus tended to 

experience the phenomenon of impostor syndrome. Geeta et al. (2019) found a relationship 

between neuroticism, conscientiousness, body mass index (BMI), and body image. Women with 
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higher BMIs who scored high on the Big Five personality test for neuroticism and 

conscientiousness were found to have a more negative body image. 

Body Image Struggles and Improvement Through the Lifespan 

Although body image may be seen as a struggle that does not come up until adolescence, 

research shows that even young children are aware of weight differences in their peers and 

experience struggles with their body image. Goldner (2013) found marked gender differences in 

attitudes toward body image. Girls chose thinner ideal bodies than boys and were more likely to 

have concerning attitudes about food. Overweight children had more negative responses about 

their bodies and perception of a higher weight by teachers. Boys with more concern about their 

body weight and perceived body weight by others were more feminine markers in their 

drawings. Indicators of eating disorders were seen in drawings by girls but not boys.  

 Damiano et al. (2018) tested an educational program's effectiveness in improving young 

children's body image. Children develop body image attitudes and stigma toward being 

overweight at a young age. Participants were 51 children, ages 5-8. The researchers found that a 

psychoeducational course about being bullied due to weight, improving body image, and 

decreasing weight stigma was effective in some areas but not others. Based on the pre and 

posttests, body image improved, but weight stigma did not. Weight stigma (National Eating 

Disorder Association 2021) refers to discriminating against people who are overweight or 

underweight. Experiencing weight stigma can lead to the development of eating disorders, a 

more negative body image, and binge-eating behaviors. 

 Yamamiya et al. (2005) found that psychoeducation related to media literacy was a useful 

tool for helping young women improve their body image and reduce thin ideal internalization. 

The thin ideal is the notion that thin bodies are more beautiful than larger bodies. Participants 
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consisted of 123 college-age women who were given information unrelated to media or body 

image to study or given information about media literacy in this study. Media literacy refers to 

the degree to which a person understands how the media can manipulate consumers. Participants 

were then shown images that demonstrate the thin ideal. Women in the media literacy group who 

also had higher levels of thin-ideal internalization had an improved body image following the 

media literacy instruction. Nigar and Naqvi (2019) found that higher levels of social media usage 

were associated with a more negative body image in adolescents (N=376, ages 16-21), both male 

(N=174) and female (N=102). 

Creative Interventions for Identifying and Improving Body Image Concerns  

There is evidence in art therapy and psychology literature supporting the use of creative 

methods to improve body image and work with people who have disabilities. Three articles 

utilized art therapy for improving body image. Sudres et al. (2013) examined the role of art 

therapy in treating clients who were obese, a health issue common to people with physical 

disabilities and limited mobility. In this study, two groups of hospital patients receiving 

treatment for obesity were compared. One group received Therapeutic Patient Education (TPE) 

alone which was a smaller group, 74 patients with an average BMI of 37.5 ± 7.8 kg/m2.  The 

second group had 96 patients and an average BMI of 39.3 ± 7.6 kg/m2. They were treated with a 

combination of TPE and art therapy workshops. Both groups lost comparable amounts of weight, 

but the group receiving art therapy continued to experience increased creativity in their daily 

lives after the workshop was over. The group that did not use art therapy experienced a 

significant decrease in creativity. The sample sizes were large, helping to ensure validity.While 

the weight loss results were similar, the increase in creativity following the art therapy 
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workshops suggests that participating in art therapy provided that group with coping skills that 

may help them maintain their weight loss. 

A second study (Burton & Lent, 2016) aimed to demonstrate the effectiveness of another 

intervention, vision boards, in the process of setting and working toward goals. One of the case 

studies mentioned specifically utilized vision boards as a method for improving body image in a 

40-year-old woman. Vision boards aided her in setting realistic goals for her to improve her 

health, and giving the client a physical reminder of what she wants to achieve related to her body 

image. The client was able to lose weight, set and work toward goals in other areas of her life, 

and have more hope about the future after completing this directive. This demonstrates further 

support for the idea that creative processes can help clients improve their body image and related 

coping skills.  

Guez et al. (2010) examined the ways women (N= 76) with varying eating disorders and 

weight concerns drew themselves. Of the 76 participants, 36 had either anorexia (AN) or bulimia 

(BN), 20 were overweight, and 20 were of average weight and were not diagnosed with an eating 

disorder (ED). There were significant differences in self-figure drawings between those with ED 

and those in control group on 4 domains: emphasis on mouth, widening of neck, thigh, and feet. 

Between AN and BN patients, three domains were statistically significant. The size of the overall 

figure and the way breasts and body lines were drawn all varied. Gillespie (1996) compared and 

contrasted figure drawings of women with anorexia, bulimia, and women who were obese or 

overweight. Several trends were noted in the production of figure drawings by these groups. 

Participants with anorexia created distorted figures with heavy emphasis on areas of the body 

perceived as fat. Participants with bulimia emphasized hourglass figures that were well-dressed 

and well-groomed. Obese participants created large figures with emphasis on fat, much like 
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anorexic participants, but used sketchy, light lines to create amorphous figures with unclear 

boundaries. 

Art Therapy for People with Physical Disabilities 

Lynch and Chosa (1996) examined the effectiveness of an art therapy program for people 

with disabilities, Very Special Arts (VSA). Participants consisted of adolescents with disabilities 

who had been enrolled in the VSA program for at least a year. They were asked to fill out a 

questionnaire about their experiences in VSA, as well as participate in a follow-up interview that 

assessed their experiences in more depth. Participants reported increased socialization, self-

esteem, and learning as a result of participating in VSA. While these results were encouraging in 

terms of the use of art therapy to serve people with disabilities, there were several limitations 

with this study, both in methodology and in relevance to current disability and body image 

research.  

There is also a directive specifically designed for wheelchair users that could be 

applicable to body image art therapy work. In art therapy introductory courses, art therapy 

students may learn about Mickie McGraw (Ullman, 2013), an art therapist who used a 

wheelchair due to childhood polio. McGraw was well-known for her work with people who had 

disabilities, and her unique directive known as “Wheel Art.” This directive is commonly used 

today to help people who use wheelchairs increase independence, self-efficacy, and self-esteem. 

It is a process whereby wheelchair users wheel across large sheets of paper covered in paint 

(plastic wrap or a tarp can be put over the paint to keep wheelchair wheels from being damaged), 

making patterns in the paint where and how they choose. Since this method gives the wheelchair-

using client agency over the process of artmaking, future efforts to include art therapy in the 
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process of improving body image could utilize this method. Future research could also be done 

on the efficacy of this method for improving body image. 

Butler (2016), a woman with multiple disabilities, mental illnesses, and who is a member 

of the LGBTQIA+ community like me, wrote an autoethnography paired with self-portraiture to 

describe her experiences with disabilities. Her artwork was a valuable addition to her written 

work, helping to deepen the reader’s (and her own) understanding of her experiences. Her work 

lends support to studies like mine. 

Using Writing to Examine Body Image Concerns 

Butler (2016) and Ramsey-Wade et al. (2020) have both addressed the usefulness of 

writing reflections on body image when one has a disability or illness. Butler (2016) examined 

how her disability, LGBTQIA+ identity, mental illness, and chronic pain all influence her daily 

life, including her body image. She paired her writing with self-portraiture that further examined 

her daily experiences. Her writing style, openness to examining her innermost thoughts and 

feelings, and use of artwork paired with writing to provide deeper insight into her state of mind 

demonstrate the importance of this type of qualitative research. Her research demonstrates the 

validity of using art and writing to explore the topics of disability and body image.  

Autoethnography allows researchers to examine their lived experiences to add to the body of 

knowledge on a particular topic. Butler’s autoethnography resonated deeply with me. With self-

reflection, research, and creative expression, it is my hope that my experiences and discoveries 

will resonate with others in the art therapy field and related mental health fields, building on our 

understanding of how having a disability can impact body image, as well as how art can be used 

to improve body image. 
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Ramsey-Wade et al. (2020) wrote a literature review examining the effectiveness of a 

particular type of writing directive, “Pennebaker’s Expressive Writing Paradigm (p. 2)” on 

improving disordered eating habits. Qualitative analysis used to examine the articles contradicted 

previous findings about this paradigm. This literature review offered support for the use of 

writing and other creative interventions to work on behaviors that may stem from problems 

related to body image, if not for improving body image itself. Ramsey-Wade et al. (2020)’s 

findings were not entirely within the scope of my research, as I would not be following their 

exact paradigm in my writing and artmaking processes. However, they do lend limited support 

for my general research question, which is to find out if and how art journaling can be used to 

examine and target body image concerns in a woman with a disability. 

Art Therapy in Conjunction with Other Therapies  

Wolf et al. (1985) demonstrated support for using art therapy in conjunction with 

individual therapy, family therapy, and physical therapy to treat anorexia. This research 

consisted of four case studies, which were examined for emergent themes. The themes that 

emerged included feeling lonely or experiencing feelings of emptiness, negative self-image, 

utilizing splitting and denial defense mechanisms, and a desire for control and effective boundary 

setting.  

Matto (1997) presented a case study of a woman with anorexia. In this case study, art 

therapy was used in conjunction with cognitive-behavioral therapy. The therapeutic processes 

demonstrated support for utilizing art therapy and CBT to challenge cognitive distortions and 

negative self-image. As a case study on an individual, it lent support for the heuristic research 

approach taken in this study.  
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Kilian and Pretorius (2009) demonstrated the effectiveness of art therapy paired with Self 

Therapy for treating clients with multiple disorders, such as Narcissistic Personality Disorder and 

eating disorders. The clients were able to express their experiences with mental health problems 

through artistic processes. Emphasis was placed on introspection and fostering self-compassion 

through the artistic processes. Hodge and Simpson (2016) presented a case study in which 

methods of art therapy and schema therapy were combined. Art therapy was shown to be a 

valuable tool to gain insight into clients’ thought processes.  

Sudres et al. (2013) demonstrated that obese clients in a weight-loss clinic lost weight 

from therapeutic patient education programs (TPE) regardless of whether TPE was paired with 

art therapy techniques. However, clients who had access to both TPE and art therapy saw an 

increase in creativity and problem-solving after the programs were over, while those who only 

participated in TPE saw a decrease in creativity and problem-solving. The findings suggested 

that art therapy can be used to work on coping skills and improve body image.Thaler et al. 

(2017) discussed the use of a psychoeducational program based in a local museum as an 

adjunctive treatment to inpatient eating disorder treatment. While this treatment did not improve 

body image, participants did report enjoyment of the process and improved mood.Bechtel et al. 

(2020) discussed the use of art therapy in conjunction with drama therapy for improving body 

image. The art directive used in this series of workshops utilized packing tape to make a 

sculpture of participants’ bodies. Participants (N= 6-12) ranged from 18-65 years of age and 

varied in genderand ethnicity. They were mostly female with some male and some non-binary 

participants. This directive was not specifically geared toward people with disabilities, but unlike 

the previous study, mentioned having participants with disabilities in attendance. Participants 

were described as responding positively to the directive. For example, thoughts about their 
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appearance shifted in a positive direction, from body image concerns to being able to appreciate 

their body. It is important to note that participants with disabilities and body image concerns 

found empowerment from the workshop, lending support to the idea that other art therapy 

methods might be useful in examining the body image of people with disabilities. It also 

corroborated the findings from the previous study that art therapy targeting body image along 

with other therapeutic work was effective at improving ancillary skills that helped people 

maintain a healthier body image. Taken together, the findings in these articles lend support for 

utilizing methods of art therapy in conjunction with other therapeutic techniques to improve 

coping skills related to eating disorders and body image concerns. 

Conclusion  

 The current study is rooted in both my lived experience and the existing body of research 

on body image, art journaling, and disability. It examines how my body image was impacted by 

growing up plus-size and with a disability. My experiences were studied through 

autoethnographic research, a process which included interviews with loved ones, art journaling, 

thematic analysis, and the Body Shape Questionnaire. This research helped me examine changes 

to my body image and what experiences may have brought those changes about. It also helped to 

lend support for future research endeavors into using art therapy to address body image concerns 

in women with disabilities.  
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 Chapter III 

Methodology 

I have instinctively been drawn to arts-based self-reflection and noting changes in my 

self-concept since I was a young child. I kept visual journals of day-to-day experiences, self-

portraits of my real self vs. ideal self, fiction based loosely on my experiences, and other 

musings on the life of a bullied, plus-size child with a disability. Autoethnographic research 

will allow me to continue to utilize methods of self-reflection that I was drawn to in the past 

as a way of reflecting on a more targeted aspect of my identity, my body image. In a world 

where the media portrays a consistent thin ideal (Yamamiya et al., 2005), with accompanying 

implicit or explicit messages about the health and beauty of bodies that fall outside this ideal, 

being proud of and satisfied with one’s plus size body and one’s disabilities is a form of 

activism (National Eating Disorder Association [NEDA] 2018). While I preach messages of 

self-acceptance, self-esteem, and self-love on social media and in my day-to-day life, I have 

become increasingly aware of tensions between my internal thoughts and feelings about my 

body and my outer, body positive persona. Autoethnographic research allowed me to further 

examine this tension.  Embedding quantitative analysis into the research helped me to see 

clearly how or if my body image changed over the course of the study in a concrete way. 

Participants  

I served as both the researcher and a participant in this study. I examined my 

experiences as a 27-year-old, plus-sized woman with a disability from birth, living in a largely 
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ableist and thin-focused society. Other participants in my study were my father, referred to as 

“Tom,” my mother, referred to as “Anne,” my oldest sister, referred to as “Beth,” my 

boyfriend, referred to as “Matthew,” and a college friend with a condition called Ehlers-

Danlos Syndrome, referred to as “Joy.” Each of these participants were asked to provide 

insight into what they have observed about my body image and any body image concerns. I 

generated a list of questions and topics for each participant (see Appendix A) that were used 

as a starting point for the interviews. Follow-up questions were addressed as needed. They 

were also given a more open-ended question at the end, allowing them to add any 

observations on topics and themes related to my body image that may not have been included 

among the interview questions. 

Research Design  

This study utilized an embedded design. My primary focus was autoethnography. The 

purpose of this autoethnography was to examine my experiences with body image as a woman 

with a disability. To that end, I began by self-administering the Body Shape Questionnaire 

(BSQ; Cooper et al., 1987)  three times during the course of the study: during the first week, 

before the interviews began, following interview 3 at the midpoint of the study, and following 

interview 6 at the end of the study. The rationale behind using this questionnaire was that the 

researchers made it with the express purpose of allowing anyone to score and use it, making it 

an appropriate choice for a graduate student to self-administer and score (PSYCTC, 2003). I 

also interviewed loved ones about my experiences growing up with a disability and changes in 

my body image that they perceived. For the journaling component, I completed two detailed 

art journal and written reflections corresponding with each interview. The first journal entry 

focused on a particular body image concern or theme that emerged from interviews about my 
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body image at varying points in my life (early childhood, middle school, high school, early 

college, my senior year of college, adult life). I created both a written reflection and art-based 

reflection on what I learned from the interview and self-reflection. My second journaling 

component reflected on my current feelings about the body image themes that came up in that 

week’s interview. I re-administered the BSQ at the midpoint and end of the study to gauge 

changes in my body image. 

Research Instruments 

The first instrument used was the original format of Body Shape Questionnaire 

(Cooper et al, 1987)a 34-item questionnaire that utilizes a Likert scale format for each 

question. A valid, 16-item, shortened version exists as well. Sample questions included “Have 

you been so worried about your shape that you have been feeling that you ought to diet?” and 

the responses range from “Never,” which receives a score of 1, to “Always” which receives a 

score of 6. The purpose of using this instrument was to gauge my body image at the outset of 

the study, the midpoint of the study, and the end of the study.  

The second instrument was a semi-structured interview protocol, with questions 

generated by the researcher, that was used to interview family and friends (See Appendix A). 

The purpose of interviewing them was to gain outside perspectives on my body image. Our 

memories can be biased and/or faulty, but through collaboration with other participants, I was 

able to get a more complete picture of my body image throughout my lifespan, ranging from 

early childhood to now, as an adult in my late 20s. Having a severe disability and being 

dependent on help and support from family, friends, and my significant other throughout my 

life meant that they have been privy to my internal struggles and thought processes about 
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body image and self-esteem, as well as how those struggles have developed and changed over 

the years. 

The third instrument I utilized in this study was an art journal. I created written and 

artistic journal entries in response to the themes I noted in each interview about a specific 

period of my life. My first journal entries reflected on my past experiences with the body 

image struggles and themes noted in my interviews. The second journal responses dealt with 

my current experiences with those same struggles and themes. 

Data Collection 

 Quantitative data was collected at three points in the semester when the BSQ (Cooper 

et al. 1987) was self-administered and scored. Qualitative data was collected from the content 

of journal entries, response art, and interviews with family, friends, and my significant other. 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative Analysis 

The BSQ was taken 3 times throughout course of study to get a general idea of my 

current body image during weeks 1, 4 and 7 of the study. This helped me gauge whether 

changes to my body image had occurred during the course of the study. 

Qualitative Analysis 

The content of journal entries were analyzed for salient themes. Any changes in visual 

and verbal language about the body, body image, and related topics were also noted. After 

each of the interviews about distinct periods of my life (early childhood, grammar and middle 

school, high school, early college, senior year of college, early adulthood), I transcribed each 

interview and analyzed them by determining codes and collating these into salient themes. 

Written journal entries were typed and then analyzed for themes. I examined the artwork using 
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the elements of art and relevant aspects of the Formal Elements of Art Therapy Scale (FEATS) 

(Gantt & Anderson 2009). The elements I used from the FEATS scale were themes, moods, 

perseveration, and orientation of images. 

Methodological Integrity 

 Having the researcher act as the participant may be seen as a threat to the validity of 

the study. All people have unique viewpoints, biases, blind spots and lived experiences. 

However, measures were taken to preserve traditional notions of validity and reliability, such 

as administering a quantitative measure of body image throughout the course of the research. 

This gave me insight into changes in my body image in a concrete and measurable way. I 

made an effort to be clear in my writing that this study is firmly grounded in my reality and 

experiences, as well as my own biases. I did my best to communicate my experiences 

cogently, clearly, and with all relevant terminology operationally defined. I was open about 

sociopolitical factors that influenced my experience, the setting in which my experiences took 

place, and the sociocultural factors that influence my beliefs, values, and worldview. I clearly 

delineated any assumptions made about aspects of the research including, but not limited to, 

definitions of terms, what constitutes a healthy body image, and how my body image has 

changed in response to the research study. I addressed the ways I anticipate benefitting 

personally from this research, as well as how I believe it will benefit others in the future. To 

further mitigate biases and improve validity, I used multiple sources of data to generate the 

themes I discuss in this paper, which is a form of triangulation (Carter et al., 2014). 

 The BSQ (Cooper et al., 1987) has been shown to be valid for distinguishing different 

levels of body image concerns and pathology. The creators of the BSQ (PSYCTC, 2003) 

allow anyone to use either the full or shortened form of the BSQ, as long as they do not alter 
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the questions in either form, making it possible for me to self-administer this inventory. There 

are consistent and significant differences in scores between women without any body image 

concerns, women with body image concerns but no diagnosed eating disorder, and women 

with eating disorders and body image concerns.  I have had body image concerns, some 

symptoms of body dysmorphia, and struggles with self-esteem related to my body throughout 

my life. However, I have never had an eating disorder.  

Ethical Implications 

There are potential ethical concerns when conducting autoethnographic research.  I 

needed to determine what level of self-disclosure I was comfortable with.  Having written 

many speeches about my life and personal experiences to present to audiences of over 500, as 

well as being open about my personal life on social media in front of over 2000 followers, I 

felt as if this form of research is a natural extension of these lived experiences. I often present 

my stories and self-disclose for the purpose of raising awareness about social justice issues 

and helping others. I am already open about my experiences and my desire to use those 

experiences to help others, so continuing this work through an autoethnography study was 

appealing. From a personal standpoint, I had no ethical qualms about this level of self-

disclosure. However, no one lives in a vacuum. My body image has been shaped through my 

experiences with others, both positive and negative. To protect the identities of others, names 

of people and public places were changed. I was committed to sharing my story in an ethically 

sound way that protects the identities of others. Participants in the study were given consent 

forms and were not obligated to complete the study if they wanted to stop participating. 

Researcher Bias 
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For this study, I wrote about my experiences with body image in my past and present, 

journaled and made art about my body image, and hoped to measure any changes in body 

image as a result of this self-reflection. Because this writing is rooted in my experiences, 

memories, emotions, and belief in my ability to improve my body image, there are inherent 

personal biases in the research. In my ethnographic writing, I acknowledged and examined the 

formation of my biases related to body image. I was open and authentic in my writing, art, and 

questionnaire responses.  The data I collected through interviews was presented accurately 

and honestly.  
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Chapter IV 

Results 

Research Questions 

Three questions guided my research. The three questions were: 

1. Will art journaling improve my body image?  

2. What kinds of body image concerns will present themselves through autoethnographic 

study of my body image?  

3. How did my experiences with body image concerns impact my loved ones? 

The results of this study focus heavily on Questions 1 and 2 due to the nature of the thematic 

analysis methods. Little data about Question 3 was available. 

Quantitative Analysis: Body Shape Questionnaire Scores 

 At three points in my study, I self-administered and scored the Body Shape 

Questionnaire. This helped me gauge my baseline body image and track how my body image 

changed over the course of the study. The first score was taken during week 1 to provide a 

baseline score. I scored a 115, indicating “Moderate Concerns with Shape (PSYCTC, 2003.).” 

My second score was 97, indicating “Mild Concerns with Shape (PSYCTC, 2003).”  My final 

score, taken during week 7 of the study was a 95, also indicating Mild Concerns with Shape. The 

largest change in score occurred from week 1 to week 4, with a change of 18 points. From week 

4 to week 7, my score only dropped 2 points. 

Qualitative Analysis 

 Five themes emerged through my analysis, each with subthemes. The table below 

summarizes these findings. 

Table 1 

Body Image Themes and Subthemes 
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Body Image Themes and Subthemes 

Themes Subthemes 

Theme 1: Impact of 

Disability on Body Image 

Subtheme 1: Denial of Disability’s Impact 

Subtheme 2: Desire to be “Normal” 

Subtheme 3:  Pushing Myself Too Hard 

Subtheme 4: Ashamed of My Body 

Theme 2: Impact of Mental 

Illness on Body Image 

 

Subtheme 1: Anger 

Subtheme 2: Body Image Changed When Physical or Mental 

Health Changed 

Theme 3: Body Image 

Improvement with Increased 

Social Support 

Subtheme 1: High School 

 Subtheme 2: College 

 Subtheme 3: Social Media 

 Subtheme 4: Finding Love and Its Impact on Body Image 

Theme 4: Physical and 

Metaphorical Masks 

Subtheme 1: Masking My Feelings 

 Subtheme 2: Hiding from the Truth to Facing the Truth,  

     Part 1: Rose colored Glasses to Clear Glasses 

 Subtheme 3: Hiding from the Truth,  

     Part 2: Art Hiding or Cutting Off My Body in Art 

 Subtheme 4: Revealing the Truth: Removing Masks 
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Theme 5: Disgust with Body 

and Disability 

Subtheme 1: Dehumanizing Visual and Written Expression 

 Subtheme 2: Disgust Response to Disability and Fatness 

 

Theme 1: Impact of Disability on Body Image 

 The first theme that emerged was the impact of spina bifida on my body image. Being 

noticeably different from my family, peers, and images of beauty presented in the media due to 

my disability led to the development of negative body image attitudes. These attitudes 

manifested in four distinct ways throughout my lifespan: a) denying the impact of my disability 

on my life, b) feeling the the desire to be “normal,” c) pushing my body and mind too hard, and 

d) feeling ashamed of my body and the aspects of my body that were outside of the norm. 

Denial of Disability’s Impact 

 My first interview, with my father, “Tom,” revealed the first of many references to 

denying the impact of my disability on my life. As a small child, I pretended to be happy that I 

did not have to go to the bathroom at a summer camp for children with disabilities because 

nurses would help me catheterize (“Tom,” Personal Communication, December 4, 2020). This 

theme continued throughout my life. Despite discussing the implications of my disability with 

my parents as young as preschool, I remember being surprised in first grade when another 

student called me “crippled” (“Tom,” Personal Communication, December 4, 2020). I was under 

the mistaken impression that my disability was a small part of me, and that the word “crippled” 

implied someone more significantly physically disabled than me. Despite missing school for 

multiple surgeries and health issues, I did not understand or internalize at the time how severe 

my disability was.  



ART JOURNALING, WOMEN, DISABILITIES, BODY IMAGE     33 
 

Desire to be “Normal”  

 As I got older, my denial of my disability began to manifest in my behavior rather than 

just my thought patterns. My family was aware of this behavior, particularly my mother. She 

noted my resistance to activities such as physical therapy (interview 3) that other children did not 

have to do. I wanted to be like my peers, constantly comparing myself to them. I reported in my 

journal that “All I wanted was to be “normal” and have a normal life, but my disability saw to it 

that very little was ever normal or easy to attain.” I reported wanting “parties, dances, trips to the 

mall, a first kiss, dates, all the things other girls wanted—the difference was that they felt 

unattainable (Journal entry 5). In my journal about early college, I reported that my inability to 

admit I needed help with activities of daily living (ADLs) led to worsening depression and body 

image due to the filthy environment I lived in, dirty shower I used, and dirty clothes I wore. I 

kept everyone at arm’s length to avoid anyone wanting to come to my dorm to see how I lived. 

This desire to achieve normalcy, or at least appear normal, was an ongoing battle. I reported in a 

later journal that “I still feel as though I fight my body every day. With worsened pressure sores, 

weakened legs from wheelchair usage, constant pain, and incontinence, my body is far from a 

“normal,” “average” 28-year-old’s body.”  

Pushing Myself Too Hard 

 Fighting my body and hiding what made me different damaged my physical and 

emotional health. Not only did I refuse to acknowledge that my needs were different from those 

of my able-bodied peers, but I also pushed myself to keep up with or exceed my peers regardless 

of whether it was physically and emotionally healthy to do so. Although wanting to be successful 

is a positive goal, as noted by my mother, “Anne” when she said “’… in high school it seemed 

like you internalized “I just have to do this. You would just do it…. It seemed like you knew you 
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had to do it to be successful and you were determined to be successful, (Personal 

Communication, January 6, 2021)” I did not respect my body’s limits. To create a sense of self-

worth tied to something other than my body, I sought over-achievement and perfection in my 

academic life and extracurricular activities. In college, this hyper-involvement (journal entries 7 

and 8) led to me simultaneously taking 18 credit hours, participating in or leading 6 different 

organizations, and helping a freshman with a disability adjust to college life, leaving me unable 

to check my feet for pressure sores, sleep enough, or eat healthy foods. I still “push my body and 

mind to their limit in [graduate] school, (Journal 6)” leading to burn-out, increased physical pain, 

and exhaustion. My self-worth, self-esteem, and in turn, my attitudes toward my body, hinged on 

my ability to succeed regardless of the toll it took on me. In Journal Entry 12, I reported that “I 

have this constant sense of not being enough: thin enough, pretty enough, hardworking enough, 

skilled enough, kind enough. The mirror-gazing and picking apart my physical flaws is [a 

reflection of] how I approach every aspect of my life.” When my body slows me down, my body 

image plummets. 

Ashamed of My Body 

 Having a body that was outside the norm and performed differently from those of my 

peers led to the development of shame as a major part of my body image. I repeatedly referenced 

negative emotions about my appearance, such as feeling embarrassed about my weight or body 

hair as an adolescent (Journal 3), refusing to change clothes in a locker room with my high 

school classmates (Journal 5), hiding my body with “modest” clothing in college (Journal 9), and 

feeling as though “Matthew,” my long-term boyfriend, must have been pretending to find me 

attractive (Journal 11).  

Theme 2: Impact of Mental Illness on Body Image 
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 I have struggled with my mental health throughout my life. What began as difficult 

emotions, such as anger and sadness, became mental illnesses when coupled with bullying, 

loneliness, and trauma. My mental illnesses, physical health, and body image related to one 

another in the sense that when one of these factors improved or worsened, the others also 

improved or worsened. 

Anger 

 Before I was diagnosed with mental illnesses, I experienced anger at my body and my 

disability from a young age. “Tom” reported seeing this anger flare up when faced with 

challenges related to my disability or my body’s functioning even as an toddler (Personal 

Communication, December 4, 2020). Other negative emotions, such as shame, embarrassment, 

sadness, and so on, reportedly manifested as anger as an adult (Interview 5). My anger as I got 

older extended past my own struggles into anger at the way people with disabilities and plus-size 

people are viewed by society (Journal 2). I took my anger and used it as motivation to make a 

difference, which will be a theme examined later in this paper. 

Body Image Changed When Physical or Mental Health Changed 

 My disability, spina bifida, brought with it a host of physical symptoms and marked 

physical differences from my able-bodied peers. These included weight gain, incontinence, and 

precocious puberty. These differences led to social isolation and being bullied from a young age. 

Being bullied impacted my mental health and my body image in similar ways. As my depression 

worsened, so did my body image. In Journal Entry 3, I reflected on the impact of bullying on my 

mental illness and disability. This time in my life was marked by hopelessness, despair, suicidal 

ideation, and hatred of my body. I had no hope for the future. I also noted feeling “hideous, 

deformed, and disgusting.”   
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 I continued having mental health issues through adulthood, with notable changes to my 

body image occurring around the same time. Worsening of my physical disability as a teen and 

young adult further impacted my body image and mental health. The death of my high school 

girlfriend impacted my depression and motivation to take care of myself. I noted in Journal 7 that 

“I stopped wearing makeup or nice clothes. I stopped washing my hair or face…. I was 

exhausted, depressed, and had no hope for the future. I didn’t care for my body….” My inability 

to care for my body severely impacted my body image.  

Theme 3: Body Image Improvement with Increased Social Support 

High School 

 There was a clear improvement in my body image when I had stronger social supports. 

An example of this occurred in high school. In middle school, I was isolated and bullied. As I 

transitioned to high school, I made more friends. The more social support I found, the more my 

body image improved. It was particularly helpful to have friends with disabilities in high school. 

Seeing young women with bodies that looked like mine, challenges that mirrored mine, and who 

seemed happy and successful helped me (Personal Communication, January 6, 2021). My 

confidence and body image improved immensely when I was surrounded by people who 

understood me and my experiences. 

College 

 Although I felt isolated and alone throughout much of college, I eventually made friends. 

Having people to spend time with improved my mood and my confidence to a degree, although I 

was still struggling privately with my body image. My sister “Beth” noted that I “always had 

people around’ and “seemed to be ‘one of the girls’” whenever she saw me on Skype (Personal 

Communication, January 28, 2021). Unfortunately, I often used my increased social interaction 
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to mask ongoing body image issues and mental health issues. I was well-liked, heavily involved 

with organizations on-campus, and using my busy schedule to distract myself and appear 

competent, confident, and happy. Later in my paper, this behavior will be examined further, 

along with other examples of masking my real feelings. 

Social Media 

 Social media further improved my access to social support, particularly in college. I was 

able to “meet” people all over the world with disabilities, who were plus size, who had mental 

health issues, and were members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 

Queer/Questioning, Intersex, Allies/Asexual (LGBTQIA) community. They seemed to be 

confident and enjoying life while dealing with the challenges that come with being in these 

demographics, helping me to find confidence and body positivity myself (Journal 10). Social 

media also gave me tools to unlearn unhealthy messages about body image that I had 

internalized from other forms of media, such as television, magazines, and movies. Having the 

psychoeducational resources to understand how the media manipulates viewers helped me 

increase my confidence and improve my body image. I began speaking up about my struggles 

with body image and mental health for the first time. Speaking about these issues helped take 

away some of their power over me and the pain I held onto. In Journal 6, I noted that “unspoken 

pain festers and causes more damage,” but speaking up on social media has helped me heal. 

Finding Love and Its Impact on Body Image 

 A vital social support in my journey toward self-acceptance and improved body image 

has been my boyfriend, who I will call “Matthew.” Several journal entries and my final art image 

recognize the impact he has had on my body image. In the beginning stages of our relationship, I 

had little confidence, and still had a negative body image (Journal 11). I shied away from 
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physical affection, fearing his reaction to disability-related scars and birth defects, or my excess 

weight. In fact, I noted that I spent much of our relationship “holding my breath” and waiting to 

see what aspect of my disability, mental illness, or size would lead to our breakup. When he did 

not leave, and in fact firmly stated his intention to stay and help me face my demons, the wounds 

that damaged my body image finally began to heal. The further along I got in my journal entries, 

and the more I reflected on “Matthew’s” love and support, the more positive my language about 

my body became. In Journal 2, I describe how he has helped me by saying “I do not love my 

body in the way I would like to… but I see progress happening…. I am sometimes able to tell 

“Matthew” when I have a bad thought about my disability or my body.” In Journal 11, I 

recognized my desire to see myself the way he sees me. In Journal 12, I was able to note several 

aspects of my face, body, and abilities that I have positive feelings about. There is a definite 

sense of improved body image and self-worth in my final entry. My final image in my journal 

features me wheeling away from garbage that I have left in the past, suggesting that I am moving 

forward with my life and looking ahead to a brighter, more confident future. 

Theme 4: Physical and Metaphorical Masks 

 I have struggled throughout my life with masking my true feelings. This has manifested 

in several different ways throughout my life, such as covering up my real feelings about my 

disability, hiding my feelings of inadequacy (impostor syndrome), hiding being in physical pain, 

and hiding my emotional pain and mental illnesses. 

Masking My Feelings 

 Hiding my true feelings about my disability and my body was a common thread 

throughout the study. “Tom” recognized my attempts to put a positive spin on my experiences 

and a “brave face on” from a young age (Personal Communication, December 4, 2020). In the 
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first image (Figure 9) I created, I decided to create a mask in my journal by utilizing both sides 

of the page and cutting the outer border of the paper into a roughly oval “face” shape. On the 

front, there is a sweet, cute little girl’s face with a light pink bow, rose colored glasses, and 

happy phrases mixed with a few subtle references to hiding feelings and being inauthentic (“Be 

inspired,” “Go ahead, Be Fabulous” paired with “Protect your Secret” and “A Premium Doll”). 

On the back of the image, the child is crying rivers of dark blue tears, her doll-like eyes are shut, 

and her big lashes resemble that of a porcelain doll. The words on this side are simple and stark 

compared to the busy, colorful image on the front. The back says “Shadowland,” “Bring the 

outside in” and “Your Mission: Only Share the Good Stuff.” This image reflected the pressure I 

felt to put on a happy face. 

 The older I got, the more adept I became at hiding pain. My journal entries frequently 

reference my use of smiles (Journal 1), friendliness and humor (Journal 1, 2, 9) and later, 

colorful clothes and makeup (Journal 8-10) to mask sadness and low self-esteem. In Image 9 

(Figure 1), I was wearing a neon yellow shirt, fuchsia lipstick, and heavy eyeliner, suggesting an 

attempt to look composed and happy. This composed look was revealed to be a mask. There are 

strings around my ears to hold the mask on and the outline where the mask cast a shadow on my 

face. My words were confident, stating “I am happy, confident. I love makeup. I am beautiful. I 

know what I am doing.” My thoughts, however, revealed the truth. They said “I feel ugly. I’m 

scared. I’m a mess. I feel alone in a room full of people. I don’t know what I’m doing. Can they 

tell? I am overthinking things.” My hair was also vibrantly colored, with turquoise tips. I 

associated unnatural hair colors with efforts to be my authentic, colorful self. I was happiest 

when my hair had streaks of unnatural color in it, so I was trying even harder to project an image 

happiness in my mask. Figure 3 was a self-portrait, with half of my face made up, dressed nicely, 
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and smiling, while the other side was disheveled, pale, with messy hair, visible hair on the chin 

and upper lip, and a tired expression. The left side was the side I presented on social media, in 

class, and in my internship, while the right side was how I looked at home and felt all the time. I 

referenced feeling like “a half-assed version of myself” when I did not dress nicely and stay 

neatly groomed, while the made-up, smiling image references feeling “fake.” Across both halves, 

I wrote, “Who is the real me?” This study allowed me to start piecing together where the mask 

ends and my real self begins. 

Figure 1 

Image 9 

 

Hiding from the Truth: Rose-Colored Glasses to Clear Glasses 

  “Anne” suspected there was unspoken frustration behind my behavioral challenges in 

elementary school (Personal Communication, December 20, 2020) and overachievement in high 

school (Personal Communication, January 6, 2021). In Image 5 (Figure 2), I am turned away 

from a swirling black form that seemed to represent the trauma of my past. My eyes were closed, 

and really drove home the point that I was not seeing how things actually were. Rather, I had 

rose-colored glasses on. There was a small butterfly, small flower, and sunshine on the left side 

of the page, with a small heading: “Everything is better now.      ” The trauma of the past was 
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unable to be held back and was slowly creeping over my shoulder and across the page. In later 

images, such as Image 10 (Figure 3), my glasses had clear lenses and my eyes were open, 

suggesting an ability to see my body image struggles and effects of my trauma more clearly. 

Figure 2 

Image 5 

 

Figure 3 

Image 10 
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Hiding from the Truth, Part 2: Art Hiding or Cutting Off My Body in Art 

 Something I noted midway through the study was that I rarely drew my whole body in 

my art journals. The images were often drawn from the shoulders up (See Figures 1-3,7, 9) and 

sometimes from the side so my face was not even fully visible (Figures 1, 2, and 8). When I did 

include my body, I frequently drew only the top half of it (Figures 3 and 6). If I drew my full 

body, I would sometimes draw myself crouched or curled up (Figure 11). Only two drawings 

included my full body standing up (Figure 4) or seated in my wheelchair (Figure 5). In Image 11 

(Figure 6), part of my body and wheelchair were visible, but they were obscured by the 

perspective of the image, suggesting a continued attempt to obscure aspects of my body I was 

uncomfortable with. 

Figure 4 

Image 4: “The Human Blob” 
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Figure 5 

Image 12 

 

Figure 6 

Image 11 

 

Revealing the Truth: Removing Masks 

 Two of my journal entries discussed the ways my masks were starting to crumble and fall 

off (Journal 2 and 10). These descriptions suggested gradual improvements in my attempts to be 

more authentic. They did not explicitly state that my body image had improved, but they 
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suggested a willingness to keep working on my body image. In Journal 2, I reflected on the 

masks, saying “My masks are not fully off, although I feel them cracking and slipping off. I 

wonder if it is possible for me to be completely unmasked and completely open with myself and 

others about my struggles with body image” and “I still wear a mask but it is slipping away 

slowly.” In Journal 10, I recognized the progress I had made, stating “I mask it less on social 

media now, having made an effort to be more authentic and open about my body image and my 

struggles with my disability and mental illness.”  

 This theme of unmasking also came up several times in my artwork. In Image 6 (Figure 

7), I had on vibrant fuchsia lipstick, in direct contrast to the soft pinks, blues, and grays used in 

the images of my younger years. I was speaking up about difficult truths and making a promise 

to myself to “listen to my body,” “come forward” and speak difficult truths about my body 

image struggles. In image 9 (Figure 8), I was confronting the disconnect I felt between my 

professional and social media self with my tired, at-home self. In my second-to-last image 

(Figure 9), I was faced with a wall of mirrors and several reflected images of myself, paired with 

the negative self-talk I engaged in so frequently. In the main mirror, my eyes were closed and 

crying, echoing the tears of the little girl in Image 1 (Figure 10). However, I am willingly facing 

the mirror and appear to be steeling myself to face my problems head-on.    

Figure 7    

Image 6 
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Figure 8 

Image 9 

 

Figure 9 

Image 1: Front and Back 

 

Theme 5: Disgust with Body and Disability 

 A theme that came up several times in my journal entries and artwork was disgust with 

certain aspects of my body, including my weight, body and facial hair, pressure sores, and 

incontinence due to a neurogenic bladder. This theme was explicitly stated several times in my 

journals and my artwork. In my art, the theme manifested as visual representations of garbage, 

bugs, exaggerated body hair, portraying myself as a wild animal in a zoo exhibit, and portraying 

myself as a hybrid human/slime/slug-like creature. This theme demonstrated the profoundly 
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negative body image I had throughout my life and directly related to feeling othered by my 

disability, weight, and general appearance. 

Dehumanizing Visual and Written Expression 

 The word choice in my early journals and the imagery in my artwork frequently 

dehumanized me. I reflected on the way I “hated the body I felt trapped in and trapped by.” I also 

noted the ways this theme had continued from childhood into my adulthood: “I was struck by the 

dehumanization I felt by my peers…. Monkey. Freak of nature. Such harsh words for a little girl 

to say about herself. …it is still a part of my self-concept as an adult…. I frequently… feel like a 

“whale” or worse, a ‘fat blob.’” In Journal 4, I went on to say that I thought of my body “like it’s 

just a thing I inhabit, not the real me.” My third image (Figure 10) and fourth image (Figure 4) 

further emphasized these feelings. In Image 3, depicting how it felt to be bullied constantly for 

my size and disability, I painted myself as a caged, chained, Bigfoot-like creature wearing a 

Catholic school uniform in a zoo exhibit. A neon sign advertised “Janie, the Wild Girl” and 

encouraged viewers to “point, laugh, stare or ‘throw poop’” at the creature in the exhibit. The 

reference to “throwing poop” was a reference to behavior documented in non-human primates, 

who throw fecal matter when agitated. It asked the viewer to consider who was really the wild 

one: was it the frizzy-haired, overweight child with excessive body hair, precocious puberty, and 

a severe disability, or were the “wild ones” actually the classmates who metaphorically “threw 

poop” at her by taunting her, physically abusing her, and nearly driving her to suicide at the age 

of 12?  

 In my fourth image (Figure 4), I depicted myself as a slug-slime-human hybrid. I was 

standing tall, and verbally spreading messages of positivity, but my thoughts were negative and 

toxic to my body image, echoed by the toxic-looking lime green of the slime-slug creature that 
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was surrounding my human form. Both images struck me as darkly funny and bizarre at the time 

I made them. Upon further reflection, image 3 (Figure 10) became less humorous to me and 

more of a sad commentary on the effects of being bullied. “The Human Blob, the only image 

given a title in this series, still amuses me with its strangeness. The toxic green color, my bikini 

(something I would never actually wear), the slime-slug’s resemblance to the slime-like creature 

in the movie Flubber (Mayfield, 1997) and the silly title all add to the bizarrely funny quality of 

the image. Images 3 (Figure 10), 4 (Figure 4), and 7 (Figure 11) featured a sketchy line quality 

and amorphous figures lacking structure and clear features, adding to the animalistic quality of 

the drawings. 

Figure 10 

Image 3 

 

Figure 11 

Image 7 
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Disgust Response to Disability and Fatness 

 Having a disability that caused incontinence had been a lifelong source of discomfort and 

resulted in a negative body image for me. My peers noticed it in elementary school sometimes, 

spotting my diaper under my uniform skirt or smelling that I had an accident before I could get to 

the bathroom or get home and change. I was treated like I was unclean, and that sense of disgust 

at being unclean became part of my body image and self-concept. I also started battling pressure 

sores as a young adult.  I was horrified to realize that healing pressure sores had an odor to them. 

The odor was generally unnoticeable by others unless a sore got infected or my bandages needed 

to be changed, but I found myself distracted and disgusted by it frequently. In Journal 2, I noted 

while writing that “I am deeply self-conscious about my pressure sores and the smell of my 

bandages. I am noticing it now and it is distracting me.” Being distracted by disgust with my 

body while working on a study related to improving body image was ironic.  

 I also noted that I struggled to take care of my body and my surroundings when I was 

having mental health problems. In college, my dorm was a mess, with clothes on the floor, an 

overflowing garbage can, a dirty bathroom, and rotten food in the refrigerator. My dorm could be 

viewed as an extension of my feelings toward my body. I state in Journal 7 that “I barely got 

dressed, brushed my hair, or even showered. I felt so disgusting, disgusted, and defeated by my 
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body.” However, I noted in the same entry that these feelings about my body were both irrational 

and doing me a disservice. I further recognized attempts to leave some of these negative self-

views behind me. 

 The disgust my disability elicited sometimes became a generalized response to my body 

and aspects of my body I did not like, such as fat rolls, scars, and body hair. In Journal 10, I 

stated “I find myself staring at my double chin on zoom calls or wishing I could easily rid myself 

of that extra fat, such as by cutting it off. I know that’s neither possible nor reasonable, but I feel 

the urge nonetheless.” In Images 3 (Figure 10), 4 (Figure 4), and 7 (Figure 11), I utilized images 

and words related to slime, feces, dirt, and garbage to emphasize my feelings of disgust 

surrounding my disability and body. In Images 8 (Figure 12) and 12 (Figure 5), however, I drew 

trash cans to throw my “garbage” (i.e., negative self-views, past trauma, etc.) away. In my final 

image (Figure 5), I drew myself and “Matthew” walking down a path and leaving my garbage 

behind. 

Figure 12 

Image 8 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

Research Questions 

The research questions for the present study addressed whether art journaling would 

improve my body image, what kinds of body image concerns would come up in my 

autoethnographic study, and how my loved ones were impacted by my body image concerns.  

The results of this study focus heavily on Questions 1 and 2 due to the nature of the thematic 

analysis methods. My third research question, “How did my body image struggles impact my 

loved ones?” was addressed the least in my study, due to the focus on my experiences and 

feelings throughout the study. However, there was a general sense that my struggles caused my 

loved ones to feel sad and angry on my behalf, insofar as they knew what kinds of struggles I 

had.  

 For the first question, “Will art journaling improve my body image?” there was evidence 

throughout the study that suggested my body image was improving. These included lower BSQ 

scores, an increase in positive verbal and visual language about my body in my journal, 

increased ability to understand the underpinnings of my body image struggles, and evidence of 

willingness to keep working on my body image. The current research provides evidence that I 

gained an increased understanding of the underpinnings of my body image struggles. This lends 

support to the findings in Butler (2016) and Ramsey-Wade et al. (2020), which suggested that 

writing about body image and/or disability can help people examine and improve their body 

image. Through the course of the study, I began making positive changes to the language I used 

about my body in both written and drawn responses, which supports Butler (2016). I also began 

recognizing positive aspects of my body image and ways my body image is improving, further 

echoing the results in Ramsey-Wade et al. (2020). These results suggest that art journaling has 
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the potential to be a useful tool for improving body image, particularly in people with 

disabilities. The second research question was “What kinds of body image concerns will present 

themselves through autoethnographic study of my body image?” Thematic analysis of interviews 

with loved ones, written journal entries, and response art revealed five major themes: (a) Impact 

of Disability on Body Image, (b) Impact of Mental Illness on Body Image, (c) Body Image 

Improvement with Increased Social Support, (d) Physical and Metaphorical Masks, and (e) 

Disgust with Body and Disability. 

Theme 1: Impact of Disability on Body Image 

 This study revealed negative emotions associated with my disability and many aspects of 

my body. The anger and sadness at my body and the struggles I dealt with due to my disability 

echoed the frustration and challenges Butler (2016) noted in her autoethnographic research. I 

noted several coping mechanisms that I used to cope with my disability. I reported feeling as 

though the parts of my body impacted by my disability were not the “Real” me, echoing findings 

in Agmon et al. (2016). Throughout this research inquiry, I frequently addressed those parts of 

my body as if they were separate entities, further echoing findings in this article. This separation 

of the self from the disability might act as a coping skill to help preserve a healthy body image. 

Bassett et al. (2009) discussed the relationship between how long one has a disability and one’s 

body image. They found that the longer one has a disability, the more positive body image 

increases, suggesting a gradual development of coping skills and self-acceptance. This relates to 

the gradual improvements to body image over the course of the student-researcher’s lifespan 

noted in her art journals. They also noted that weight increases seemed to be associated with a 

more negative body image, relating to the subtheme in the current study that suggests body 

image worsened during times of worsened physical and mental health. Throughout my life, dips 
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in my mental and physical health were often accompanied by increased body weight and a more 

negative body image. DeGraff and Schaffer (2008) reported that people with disabilities 

frequently engage in emotion-focused coping when faced with ongoing stressors related to their 

disabilities. This is a typical response to aspects of disability that will not change. I frequently 

relied on denial of my disability in order to cope with it. However, when the symptoms of my 

disability worsened, it became harder to ignore what I was struggling with. Emotion-focused 

coping became a useful tool to accept aspects of my disability that could no longer be changed or 

ignored. 

Theme 2: Impact of Mental Health on Body Image 

  This study also demonstrated the ways my mental illness impacted how I felt about my 

body and how I dealt with those feelings. I was diagnosed with Adjustment Disorder as an 

adolescent, and Major Depressive Disorder and Generalized Anxiety Disorder as an adult. I 

experienced many negative emotions related to my body and disability, including anger, sadness, 

and low self-esteem. In a convoluted effort to improve my self-esteem, I held myself to 

unreasonably high standards. Instead of improving, my symptoms of mental illness increased and 

my body image worsened. Nepon et al. (2016) referred to this type of thinking as “maladaptive 

perfectionism.” High levels of negative perfectionism were positively correlated with body 

image concerns in studies by Pearson and Gleaves (2004) and Nigar and Naqvi (2019). Pearson 

and Gleaves (2004) referred to this concept as “neurotic perfectionism.” They found that this 

type of perfectionism can lead to worsened symptoms of depression. However, efforts to 

improve one’s self-image were found to be mediators in the association between this negative 

type of perfectionism and depression. In the present study, maladaptive/neurotic perfectionism 

was found to be a pervasive issue in the student-researcher’s life, including body image and 
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school performance. However, it seemed to be linked to the student-researcher’s anxiety more 

than depression. A key component of this study was to examine how/if art journaling about body 

image would help the student-researcher improve her body image. Throughout the study, the 

student-researcher noted increased efforts to work on her body image. She noted increased self-

compassion, decreased perfectionism, and an increase in efforts to understand how her mental 

illness and disability impacted her body image.  

Theme 3: Body Image Improvement with Increased Social Support 

 Another result of this study was that my body image seemed to improve as a result of 

having more friends, a significant other, and/or stronger ties to my community. Lynch and Chosa 

(1996) found that participating in the Very Special Arts Program increased social interaction 

among its members. This increased social interaction also led to improved self-esteem. The 

finding that increased social interaction and improvement in my body image corroborates this 

study. Butler (2016) found that having a supportive partner helped her maintain a healthy body 

image. Similarly, “Matthew’s” positive impact on my body image was noted several times in my 

journal entries, suggesting that the same was true for me as well.  

 The results of the present study indicated improved body image associated with using 

social media. This finding directly contradicts the findings of Nigar and Naqvi (2019), who 

found that higher levels of social media engagement were associated with lower body image. 

However, participants in that study were not described as having disabilities or being members 

of the LGBTQIA community. Social media allowed the student-researcher to connect with 

people from these communities, which was noted to have a positive effect on her body image. It 

is possible that disability moderated the relationship between body image and social media 

usage.  
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Theme 4: Physical and Metaphorical Masks  

 An important finding in this study related to masking negative feelings about the body, 

disability, and mental illnesses. This finding suggested that the student researcher frequently hid 

her true feelings about her body, her disability, and her mental illness from others.  Putting on a 

happy, poised, confident persona to cover negative feelings is a common feature of people with 

body image concerns as well as people who employ the maladaptive perfectionist tendencies 

mentioned earlier. Defense mechanism such as denial and splitting (Wolf et al., 1985) are used 

by clients with eating disorders.  

 Although I do not have an eating disorder, I have dealt with significant body image 

struggles, mental illness, impostor syndrome, and perfectionism. As noted earlier, results of the 

current research indicated that my anxiety symptoms frequently manifested as perfectionism in 

many areas of my life, from my personal life to my academic life to my body image. Despite this 

perfectionism, my high standards left me feeling inadequate. I frequently struggled with feeling 

as though the persona I presented to others was markedly different from how I felt internally. 

This perfectionism, those feelings of inadequacy, and the faked confident attitude for the benefit 

of others led me to develop impostor syndrome. Cokley et al. (2018) suggested that self-esteem 

mediated the relationship between body image and perfectionism. The current study appears to 

corroborate that finding. The more my body image and self-esteem suffered, the more I struggled 

with maladaptive perfectionism and impostor syndrome. I responded to these feelings by hiding 

them and physically hiding parts of myself that I did not like.  

 Wolf et al. (1985) reported that hiding feelings was a common behavior in women with 

body image concerns. Lo and Abbott (2019) further suggested that behaviors that involve putting 

on a fake persona, particularly one that projects high self-esteem and a positive body image, may 
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actually belie negative feelings about the body. Interestingly, Matto (1997) reported that mask-

making helped obese people deal with false beliefs about the self. It is possible that the changes 

in my artwork (i.e., from masking the self and hiding the body to standing or sitting straight up) 

reflect the desire to discard my fake persona. There was also a notable shift in my written 

language from hiding my feelings, to recognizing why I hid my feelings, to making a concerted 

effort to be open about my feelings. 

Theme 5: Disgust with my Body and Disability 

  Finally, the present study revealed a tendency to fixate on things I do not like about my 

body in my art and writing, a tendency also noted by Gillespie (1996). The use of amorphous 

shapes and faint, tentative lines when depicting areas of my body that I dislike echoes findings in 

Guez et al. (2010). This was linked to body image concerns, discomfort with size, and identity 

struggles. Both Gillespie (1996) and Guez et al. (2010) noted an emphasis on mouths in the 

drawings of obese women. The mouth is a noticeable feature in many of my images. The use of 

vibrant pinks and purples on the lips in many of my images as well as the size of the mouths in 

my images corroborate these findings. Gillespie (1996) reported that people with anorexia often 

exaggerate aspects of their body that they do not like in their self-portraits. However, they did 

not find that overweight or obese people typically drew themselves that way. In contrast, my 

self-portraiture frequently features exaggerated body hair, stretch marks, and/or rolls of fat. 

There is also a heavy emphasis on my dislike of those aspects of my body in both my written and 

drawn responses. A possible explanation for this finding is that I was specifically interested in 

working through my body image concerns, while the women participants in the studies 

conducted by Gillespie (1996) and Guez et al. (2010) were not specifically instructed to make art 

about aspects of their body that they disliked or with which they struggled. 
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Strengths and Limitations 

 This study had both strengths and weaknesses. Triangulation through the use of several 

sources of data helped to strengthen the internal validity of the research.  Interviewing the 

student-researcher’s loved ones helped improve the accuracy of the autoethnographic study, 

further enhancing the validity of the study. Several results of the study supported previous 

research on the topics of body image, disability, and art therapy. As with any study, the current 

study had limitations. By its very nature, autoethnographic research is rooted in the researcher’s 

personal experiences. This limits how well the research can be generalized to other populations, 

or for purposes of qualitative research, what is referred to as transferability. The design of this 

study and focus on the student-researcher’s feelings also led to a lack of data related to the third 

research question. 

Future Directions 

 The results of this study lend support to several potential lines of inquiry that could be 

followed. For instance, the study lends support to the notion that body image research should be 

expanded to include people with disabilities. Another future direction that could be explored is 

the usefulness of art journaling as a tool for improving body image. In particular, it would be 

beneficial to further examine the relationship of body image, disability, and social media since 

the present research contradicted previous studies that found a negative relationship between 

body image and social media use. Expanding body image research for people with disabilities of 

all genders would be valuable. The bulk of body image research seems to focus on women and 

girls, but people of all ages and genders have unique concerns. Exploring body image concerns 

throughout the lifespan would be valuable. The current study lends support for exploring the use 

of autoethnographic research for the purpose of improving body image. 
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 Although there has been varying amounts of research available on women with body 

image concerns, people with disabilities, or how these two populations responded to art therapy, 

there was a gap in the literature regarding how members of both populations (i.e., those with a 

disability who also experience body image concerns) could benefit from art therapy. Not only is 

there a dearth of research focusing on this specialized population, but there has also been little 

research conducted demonstrating the effectiveness of art therapy for people with disabilities at 

all. However, the results of the research put forth in this literature review demonstrated 

potentially valuable avenues for future inquiry.  

Given the body image concerns people with disabilities experienced, a valuable area to 

explore could be applying art therapy methods that could improve body image in able-bodied 

people to populations with disabilities. The physical and emotional well-being of participants 

with disabilities would need to be protected, and directives would need to be adjusted 

accordingly. It could be valuable for this work to be done with the support of a clinician with a 

disability or student in a mental health field who has a disability.  

Although the current research on body image in women with disabilities and the use of 

art therapy to improve body image in women with disabilities have both been limited thus far, 

there has been evidence to support further inquiry on these topics. Women with disabilities have 

unique challenges and body image concerns and could potentially benefit from art therapy that is 

more specifically oriented to them. This study examines my body image and my experiences. 

Future studies could expand on my findings by doing art journaling with more women who have 

disabilities. The field of art therapy would be made richer, and our multicultural competency 

(American Art Therapy Association [AATA], 2011), would be made stronger through research 

that supports the unique needs of this population. Other populations would benefit from 



ART JOURNALING, WOMEN, DISABILITIES, BODY IMAGE     58 
 

continued research on using art therapy to work on body image concerns. Body image issues 

often begin in childhood, so studies could work with children and teens with disabilities and see 

if art therapy can target and work through these concerns starting at an early age. Future research 

could look at other methods of art therapy for improving body image in women with disabilities. 

Finally, body image concerns are not limited to women. People of all gender identities 

experience unique body image issues. It could be beneficial to see how art journaling and other 

art therapy methods affect body image issues in people with disabilities and varying gender 

identities. Finally, further research into supporting loved ones of people with disabilities could be 

helpful. The present research indicated that my family, friends, and boyfriend felt a variety of 

negative emotions in response to seeing me struggle with my disability and body image. 
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Appendix A 

Body Image Topics and Sample Questions for Interviews 

Interview 1 

Topics for Discussion: 

  My earliest feelings about disability and body image in preschool and elementary school, 

effects of societal and peer pressure on my body image and self-esteem 

Questions to consider: 

1. How was my disability discussed with me as a small child? Do you remember how I 

reacted when we first talked about it? 

2. I do not recall thinking of myself as “having a disability” until a classmate in first grade 

referred to me as crippled. I remember having assistive mobility devices, an aide in pre-

school who helped me be more independent, diapers to help with social continence, and 

several surgeries that would not be considered typical for an “able-bodied” child, but I 

never saw these as factors that suggested I was disabled. I did not see my disability or 

markers of my disability as any more important than my brown hair or my glasses. Why 

might that disconnect between my experiences and my self-concept have occurred? 

3. Did I ever express displeasure about my body, body image, my disability, and/or 

challenges I had to deal with because of my disability? If so, in what ways? 

4. How would you describe the way I viewed my disability at this time? How could you 

tell? 

5. How would you describe my experiences with body image at this time? How could you 

tell?  

6. Did I seem comfortable or uncomfortable with my body at the time? How could you tell? 
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7. Can you tell me about how doctors and other outsiders described my diagnosis and 

prognosis of spina bifida?  

8. How did you feel when people used phrases like “most severe disability compatible with 

life,” “vegetable by age 5” and other dire predictions about my future?  

9. I remember feeling shocked at hearing this story. From that day forward, I self-inflicted 

immense pressure to be a highly accomplished, strong, independent, “valuable” member 

of society to prove those people wrong. Did that shift in my thinking appear in my body 

image concerns or behavior related to my body image? 

10. I was often bullied as a child, particularly in response to my physical appearance and 

disability. Did you notice changes in my self-esteem, body image, etc. due to that 

treatment? If so, in what ways? 

11. Tell me about anything else you observed about my body image, self-esteem, or other 

related aspects of my identity that I may have left out in my previous questions. 

Interview 2 

Topics for Discussion: 

My body image as I transitioned into middle school, bullying, diagnosis of adjustment disorder, 

treatment with depression medications 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How would you describe the way I viewed my disability at this time? 

2. How would you describe the way you perceived my experiences with body image at this 

time?  

3. Did I seem comfortable or uncomfortable with my body at the time? How could you tell? 

4. As my experiences with bullying worsened throughout middle school, did you notice 

changes in my self-esteem, body image, etc. due to that treatment? If so, in what ways? 
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5. How did these concerns impact the way I behaved in middle school?  

6. Tell me about anything else you observed about my body image, self-esteem, or other 

related aspects of my identity that I may have left out in my previous questions. 

Interview 3 

Topics for Discussion: 

Transitioning from bullied in 7th grade to quasi-popular due to the novelty of my disability in the 

eyes of my peers in high school, losing that popularity, learning to self-catheterize, increase in 

chronic pain, mobility changes, injuries, coming out to family in high school 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How would you describe the way I viewed my disability at this time? 

2. How would you describe the way you perceived my experiences with body image at this 

time?  

3. Did I seem comfortable or uncomfortable with my body at the time? How could you tell? 

4. How did going to high school change my body image? 

5. Did you notice any other changes in my self-esteem, self-concept, general expression of 

my mood, etc. when I transitioned from middle school to high school? 

6. How did my early experiences in high school, such as being on the homecoming court, 

being invited to parties with my classmates and upperclassmen, finding friendships in 

several different cliques, etc., impact my body image?  

7. As the novelty of my disability wore off, my popularity with my peers waned. How did 

that impact my body image, self-esteem, self-concept, etc.? 

8. Did I ever express displeasure about my body, body image, my disability, and/or 

challenges I had to deal with because of my disability in high school? If so, in what 

ways? 
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9. What changes in my body image, confidence, self-concept, etc. did you observe after I 

came out? 

10. What changes in my body image, confidence, self-concept, etc. did you observe when I 

was in a relationship with “Grace?” 

11. Tell me about anything else you observed about my body image, self-esteem, or other 

related aspects of my identity that I may have left out in my previous questions. 

Interview 4 

Topics for Discussion:  

Early college, transitioning from walking and using a wheelchair to using a motorized 

scooter full time, living independently at a non-accessible campus, pressure sores and 

letting go of the “trendy” shoes that caused them, my body image’s impact on my social 

life, mental illness and its impact on my social life 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How did starting college impact my body image and self-esteem? 

2. How would you describe the way I viewed my disability at this time? 

3. How would you describe the way you perceived my experiences with body image at 

this time?  

4. Did I seem comfortable or uncomfortable with my body at the time? How could you 

tell? 

5. How did going to college change my body image? 

6. How did my body image change when I had more freedom to experiment with 

makeup, bright hair colors, and more grown-up clothing? 

7. How did coming out publicly impact my body image and self-esteem? 

8. How did learning to use a motorized scooter impact my body image and self-esteem? 
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9. How did developing chronic pressure sores impact my body image, self-esteem, 

mental illness, etc.? 

10. How did my experiences with severe, worsening mental illnesses impact my body 

image and self-esteem? 

11. How did my body image and self-esteem impact my social life? 

12. Did the death of “Grace,” who also had spina bifida and died due to complications of 

our disability, seem to impact my attitude toward my disability, my body image, or 

general self-concept? 

13. Tell me about anything else you observed about my body image, self-esteem, or other 

related aspects of my identity that I may have left out in my previous questions. 

Interview 5 

Topics for Discussion: 

 Senior year of college, being the only disabled students on campus, inaccessibility of the 

campus, rejection by sororities, romantic interests, my experiences with mental illness 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How would you describe the way I viewed my disability at this time? 

2. How would you describe the way you perceived my experiences with body image at this 

 time?  

3. Did I seem comfortable or uncomfortable with my body at the time? How could you tell? 

4. Did my body image and/or self-esteem impact the way I interacted with others? 

5. Did any experiences stand out to you as having a particularly positive or negative impact 

on my body image or self-esteem at the time? 

       6. How did my mental illness impact my body image? 

      7. How did my disability impact my body image? 
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      8. We had a lot of discussions about my rejection from sororities on campus. How did those    

 experiences seem to impact my body image? 

      9. Tell me about anything else you observed about my body image, self-esteem, or other 

 related aspects of my identity that I may have left out in my previous questions. 

Interview 6 

Topics for Discussion: 

My body image’s impact on various aspects of our relationship: the early dating stages, 

becoming “official,” becoming more serious, intimacy, independence vs. being comfortable 

relying on my partner, future plans, moving in together, marriage, etc., how my previous, 

emotionally abusive relationships impacted our relationship 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How would you describe the way I viewed my disability when we first started dating? 

How could you tell? 

2.  How would you describe it now? How can you tell? 

3. How would you describe my body image in the early stages of our relationship? How 

could you tell? 

4. How would you describe my body image now? How can you tell? 

5. How has my disability impacted our relationship—consider dimensions like emotionally, 

physically, sexually, future plans etc. 

6. How has my body image impacted our relationship—consider dimensions like 

emotionally, physically, sexually, future plans, etc. 

7. How have my experiences with mental illnesses impacted our relationship--consider 

dimensions like emotionally, physically, sexually, future plans, etc. 
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8. How have my past experiences with trauma and emotional abuse in relationships—both 

platonic and romantic—impacted our relationship? 

9. Tell me about anything else you observed about my body image, self-esteem, or other 

related aspects of my identity that I may have left out in my previous questions. 
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