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ABSTRACT 

This phenomenological study applied the Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND) and the Story to assess 

attachment styles and attachment needs of seven adults with Intellectual Disability (ID) in Hong 

Kong. Quantitative analysis included Descriptive Statistics of the General Scales and Revised 

Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS), and thematic analysis was applied to a qualitative narrative 

expression. Results indicated three overarching themes. These included: (a) nurturing figures, (b) 

dependence, and (c) awareness of environment and protection. The findings discovered the 

attachment needs include a safe space, consistent responses, emotions regulation skills, secure 

relationships, acceptance, and co-regulation with their caregivers. The study suggested that the 

BND and the Story can be valuable art therapy tools to assist the understanding the attachment 

styles and needs of adults with ID. Further research was recommended to focus on the validity of 

BND and the Story, attachment relationships, risk factors and the related cultural factors for 

secure attachment development, and the effectiveness of integrating attachment theory in art 

therapy interventions for adults with ID. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

In the social service system in Hong Kong, it was common for people with Intellectual 

Disability (ID) to stay in a residential care home to reduce the family burden (Chun, 2019). In a 

care home, people with ID become physically and emotionally dependent on professional 

caregivers as if they were living with their parents or primary caregivers (van Wingerden et al., 

2018). De Schipper and Schuengel (2010) reported that children with ID showed different 

attachment behaviors to their caregivers in a daycare setting. Mullen (2018) suggested that 

attachment patterns can be an important factor in developing and maintaining relationships with 

people with ID. The researcher believes that understanding attachment concepts among this 

population can be helpful for clinical practice and in promoting well-being.  

For three years, the researcher worked in a care home and a day activity center for adults 

with ID, continued to contribute to the care home facility for two years to manage the living 

space for the population, and half a year as an art therapy intern. The researcher observed center 

members struggling with pharmaceutical side effects, and wanted to seek out a non-

pharmaceutical intervention to support their mental needs in a way to enhance their well-being. 

The researcher hoped to add to previous studies regarding attachment behaviors in adults with ID 

in Hong Kong, and how art therapy can help provide a therapeutic tool to help them.  

Problem Statement 

Larson and Tsakanikos (2011) suggested that people with ID have a higher rate of getting 

insecure attachment styles, and a higher risk of developing mental health problems such as 

depression. McGillivray and McCabe (2007) described some cognitive factors that have been 

related to depression in people with ID, such as negative comparison in a peer group, poor self-

concept, and low self-esteem. Attachment theory has been correlated to thoughts of self, thoughts 
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of others, and stimulated anxiety (Fraley & Waller, 1998). However, there was a lack of research 

and assessments regarding attachment theory among adults with ID, and studies considering 

cultural aspects of adults with ID in regard to attachment (Mullen, 2018; Schuengel et al., 2013). 

In order to explore the potential aspects that influence the attachment style of adults with ID and 

gain insights for future interventions, the researcher believes that it was essential to understand 

the phenomenon of adults with ID in Hong Kong.  

Research Question(s) 

 The following questions guided this study: 

1. What kind of attachment styles can be found among adults with ID in Hong Kong? 

2. How do adults with ID project their attachment needs through the metaphor of drawing 

and storytelling in the Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND) and the Story? 

Basic Assumption 

 This study assumed that BND and the Story created by adults with ID accurately reflect 

attachment style. Using a non-verbal and narrative approach, this study can better understand 

how adults with ID express their attachment needs through the metaphor of BND and the Story. 

This study may identify factors associated with their attachment styles, and current attachment 

relationships by analyzing elicited themes. The discovery of themes from the data may reveal 

participant needs that require further attention and interventions in response, and as a result, may 

be transferable to clients in a similar treatment setting. The BND and the Story can reveal themes 

to support the design, and establishment of interventions to reduce the symptoms of insecure 

attachment. 

Statement of Purpose 

 This study investigated attachment styles and attachment needs of adults with ID living in 

a residential care home in Hong Kong. Although attachment theory has mainly been examined in 
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North America, there were limited studies in understanding attachment influences in Chinese 

populations (Sun et al., 2017). The results of this study can be used to identify aspects that 

influence the attachment relationships of adults with ID, and development of therapeutic 

interventions to support this population.  

Definition of Terms 

People with Intellectual Disability 

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders DSM-5 (APA, 

2013), intellectual disability was identified as people with an intelligence quotient (IQ) of 

approximately 75 or below on an individually administered IQ test. The concurrent deficits or 

impairments must be present in adaptive functioning in at least two of the following skill areas: 

communication, self-care, individual living, social/interpersonal skills, community participation, 

functional academic skills, problem solving, logical thinking, and abstract thinking. In addition, 

the onset symptoms must be within the developmental stage (APA, 2013).  

Attachment Style 

 Attachment style comes from attachment theory established by John Bowlby 

(1969/1982). He inspired Ainsworth and Wittig (1969) on the research of behaviors observed 

from infants and caregivers’ interaction during separation and reunion, which suggested that 

mothers of infants may be their source of security to explore their environment. According to 

Schuengel et al. (2013), attachment styles refer to a person who had experienced eliciting 

attention, and nurture from their attachment figures. Thus, they established a tendency to expect 

the same response in other close relationships. In addition, attachment styles refer to not only 

attachment relationships but also affective relationships.  

Attachment Relationships 
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Attachment relationships usually refer to mother-child relationships, but they can also 

refer to the relationships between the individual and the other person, such as adults with ID and 

their professional caregivers in day care and residential care (Schuengel et al., 2010). Also, 

attachment relationships developed between two people who have directed attachment behaviors 

to a caregiver. Interactions in relationships may provide input for developing new thoughts and 

feelings about attachment, which may change the attachment styles (Schuengel et al., 2013).  

Attachment Behaviors 

As mentioned by Schuengel et al. (2013), attachment behaviors were described as 

multiple sets of behavior within a social context that specifically exhibit to people who provide 

support, care, and protection. Attachment behaviors involved in regulating emotions under 

stressful conditions like seeking a caregiver to provide protection or avoiding a caregiver to limit 

the risk of rejection after a period of separation (Schuengel et al., 2013). 

Secure Base 

According to Ainsworth and Wittig (1969) and Siegel (1999), secure base referred a 

parents or primary caregivers’ emotionally sensitive responses to a child's negative status such as 

fear and anxiety that formed memories of repeat experiences of feeling safe. It assisted a child to 

feel an internal sense of security to explore the environment.  

Sensitive Period 

Holmes and Slade (2019) indicated that sensitive period mean a rapid learning period that 

is susceptible to parental influence like an infant. It can be disrupted by the absence of secure 

base. Effective psychotherapy may assist a re-open of sensitive period that influence clients in a 

supportive way.  

Justification of The Study  
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People with ID might be at higher risk for mental health problems and diagnosis (Minnis 

et al., 2010), and people with insecure attachment may have poor emotion regulation skills that 

relate to a higher rate of mental health problems (Kaiser, 2016). However, the British 

Psychological Society (BPS, 2017) indicated a lack of relevant assessment tools for assessing 

attachment styles and needs among adults with ID. Therefore, it was essential to find new 

strategies to project the needs regarding limitations of people with ID. Drawings were suggested 

for communication with people with ID in a clinical setting (Boardman et al., 2014), and art 

assessments can be used to assess attachment security (Kaiser, 1996/2016). Utilizing art 

assessments can help provide a clearer picture of the attachment needs of adults with ID who 

might have experienced insecure attachment relationships. This information can provide insight 

into treatment planning, and a step to enhance their well-being. Furthermore, the findings may 

benefit the service agencies to train professional caregivers, social workers, and clients’ parents. 

In addition, this study may advance the field of art therapy by providing support for the use of 

culturally appropriate assessment and directives in treatment plans for Chinese adults diagnosed 

with ID.   



BIRD’S NEST DRAWING ASSESSMENT AND THE STORY                                                12 

 

CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

This review of the literature highlighted the services provided for adults with ID, 

including statistics and challenges of adults with ID in Hong Kong. In addition, attachment 

theory was reviewed about how this might impact the Western view of individualism compared 

to the collectivism of Asian cultures. Current treatments for adults with ID included cognitive-

behavioral therapy, massage therapy, integrative therapy for attachment and behavior, and 

antipsychotic medication. The application of art therapy and art therapy assessment, especially 

the Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND) and the BND Story were also reviewed. 

Adults with ID in Hong Kong 

Chun (2019) indicated that in rehabilitation services in Hong Kong, pre-school service 

and special needs education were available for children diagnosed with ID before 15-years old. 

Some services might also include residential care according to the needs of children. For those 

aged 15-years old or above, there were residential care homes, daycare centers, and vocational 

rehabilitation in the community supporting this population. However, Mengyan (2020) reported 

that government subsidized hostel services were inadequate and may require many years on a 

waiting list for admittance since private care homes were not affordable to some 

parents/guardians.  

According to the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region report (HKSAR, 2015), the 

estimated number of people with ID in Hong Kong was around 71,000 to 101,000, at a rate of 1 

to 1.4 % in Hong Kong population. A press release from HKSAR (2017b) indicated a lack of 

accurate collection of data from people with ID, which might result in discrepancies in service 

planning for this population. In response, the HKSAR indicated that they were still exploring a 

feasible plan to collate data as a resource for service planning.  
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Challenges of Adults with ID 

 Bowring et al. (2019) stated that adults with ID have a high prevalence of challenging 

behaviors. Green et al. (2018) indicated that the prevalence of challenging behaviors could be an 

expression of communication needs. Just as Bowring et al. (2017) discovered that challenging 

behaviors might be associated with non-verbal communication and limited understanding in 

verbal expression. Bowring et al. (2019) elaborated the risk factors of aggressive behaviors 

might include limitations of health, genetics, communication, and engagement. They indicated 

that biological risk factors like comorbidity and sensory impairment, psychosocial risk factors 

such as negative life events, lack of social networks, communication skills, and meaningful 

engagements affect the vulnerability of adults with ID. To manage the risk factors, and the 

complex behavior like harm to others that breaks down family or residential support, NICE 

(2015) recommended that further research was necessary to assess factors associated with the 

challenging behavior if the available treatments could not manage the behavior.  

Aggression 

 Aggressive behaviors were commonly found in adults with ID (Hensel et al., 2014).  

Findings in Crocker et al. (2014) study reported that prevalence of aggressive behaviors among 

this population included verbal aggression like shouting and cursing, aggression against property 

like breaking objects, self-harm like scratching the skin and pulling hairs, physical aggression 

toward others like kicking and pushing, and sexual inappropriate actions like threatening and 

masturbating in a public area. Van den Bogaard et al. (2018) reported that aggressive behaviors 

from people with ID in treatment centers were anticipated to occur under stressful conditions, 

such as the transition between activities and specific interactions with staff. Furthermore, they 

found the reported behaviors mainly were targeted to staff. Besides externalizing behaviors, 
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Emerson and Einfeld (2011) indicated that internalizing behaviors might exist, which included 

behaviors that reacted from depressed or anxious emotions.  

Crocker et al. (2014) suggested that people with ID with anxiety disorders might have a 

higher chance of displaying sexual aggression; those with speech disorders might have a higher 

chance of expressing physical aggression. They also reported that people with ID might 

increasingly exhibit verbal aggression when they had a more severe mental health problem. 

Totsika et al. (2010) argued that aggressive behaviors could be associated with quality of life 

among adults with ID. However, Gur et al. (2018) found this hypothesis lacked support in their 

study. Instead, they reported that aggressive behaviors were associated with functioning 

difficulties, which might evoke negative emotions and frustrations that diminish their quality of 

life. 

Mental Health 

According to the HKSAR’s (2017a) study, the prevalence of depressive episodes among 

Chinese adults was 2.9%. This rate was a relatively low amount compared to the global 

population of 4.4% reported by the World Health Organization (2017). Kalibatseva and Leong 

(2011) argued that besides the numbers, cultural aspects of expression and phenomenology of 

depression among Asians should be considered. For example, for those who suffered from major 

depression, somatic symptoms could be significant, such as headaches, stomachaches, fatigue, 

and insomnia. Also, they stated that Asian adults diagnosed with ID were likely to deny their 

depressed feelings despite awareness of their psychological problems. Therefore, addressing 

mental health problems like depression among adults with ID was challenging. 

Crocker et al. (2014) indicated that co-occurring disorders were common among people 

with ID. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders DSM-5 (APA, 

2013), often co-occurring mental and neurodevelopmental disorders among people with ID were 
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attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, bipolar disorders, depressive disorders, anxiety disorders, 

autism spectrum disorder, impulse-control disorders, stereotypic movement disorder, and major 

neurocognitive disorder. The Manual also indicated that autism spectrum disorder was 

commonly found among individuals with ID. Kwok’s (2006) study in Kwai Chung Hospital in 

Hong Kong indicated that the most common psychiatric disorder co-occurring among people 

with ID in the age of 16 or above was autism spectrum disorder, which was 36% among the 

researched population. The second was schizophrenia and other non-organic psychosis, 32% 

among this population. The third was personality disorder, 8% among this population. 

Schutzwohl et al.’s (2016) study reported that more than 10% of adults with ID in 

residential care service were diagnosed with at least one mental disorder; the most prominent 

symptom found were bad temper and the second high prevalence was depressed mood. In He et 

al.'s (2018) study, 16.7% out of 13,631 adults with ID in China had found a prevalence of 

psychiatric disorders, which was comparatively high from the Western study. The three highest 

disorders included dementia, organic disorder, and schizophrenia, which indicated that aged-

related disorders were a risk for adults with ID. However, the researchers suggested that there 

might have discrepancies in diagnosing psychiatric illness considering the exclusion of mental 

disorders like depression and anxiety in their study.  

The physical and cognitive limitations of adults with ID may result in connecting them to 

informal caregivers who share the family burden (Hakobyan et al., 2020). Exposure to a 

pathogenic environment such as emotional or physical neglect and frequent changes of 

caregivers may increase the risk of exhibiting attachment disorder symptoms (Scheuengel et al., 

2013). Keller (2014) explained that attachment disorders might be related to the environment 

with neglect and abuse, frequent change of caregivers, too many caregivers, or lack of responsive 

caregivers. In Minnis et al.'s (2010) study, Reactive Attachment Disorder symptoms such as 
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exhibition of indiscriminate friendliness were found in adults with ID in long-term care hospitals. 

Reactive Attachment Disorder indicated in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders DSM-5 (APA, 2013) was only applicable for children. Scheuengel et al. (2013) 

suggested that it would be beneficial to establish symptoms of attachment-related disorders 

among people with ID considering they might have a higher chance to be raised in foster care or 

institutions and experience insufficient care. 

Social Engagement 

In general, challenges of people with ID include immature social interaction, limitation 

on social judgment, and limitation in communication skills that may impact the development of 

relationships (APA, 2013). Gilmore and Cuskelly (2014) indicated that under the social welfare 

system, people with ID were more likely to be placed in special schools, special residential 

settings, and employed in sheltered workshops. These placement settings might restrict their 

social network, thus reducing the opportunity for social engagement. People with ID have been 

devalued and stigmatized regarding social attitudes, limiting their opportunity to experience 

social and emotional connectedness. Mullen (2018) suggested that the well-being of adults with 

ID could be associated with social connectedness. However, social marginalization has limited 

their opportunity to experience social and emotional connectedness (Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2014). 

In addition, Gilmore and Cuskelly (2014) indicated that limitation of verbal communication and 

cognitive functions might result in difficulty measuring social and emotional connectedness of 

people with ID because of conceptualization and measurement of loneliness. 

Language Skills 

 Boardman et al. (2016) indicated that obstacles in communication could often be found 

among people with ID. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

DSM-5 (APA, 2013), a profound level of ID may only have very limited symbolic 
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communication skills, and a severe level of ID may have limited vocabulary and grammar in 

communication. Comparatively, mild and moderate levels of ID may have better-spoken 

language skills, but their speech was reported to have a high rate of error regarding speech 

pattern and rhythm (Coppens-Hofman et al., 2017). Boardman et al. (2014) also realized 

limitations of verbal communication among people with ID, so the researchers recommended 

symbolic communication for those who may communicate better through images and pictures. 

Furthermore, they suggested that visual materials such as magazines and drawings may stimulate 

communication related to memories from clients with ID. 

Attachment Theory of Adults with ID 

Attachment style came from attachment theory established by John Bowlby (1969/1982). 

Bowlby inspired Ainsworth and Wittig (1969) to research behaviors observed between infants 

and caregivers’ interaction during separation and reunion. Participants' responses indicated that 

mothers of infants were their source of security to explore their world, which was suggested that 

quality of care was impactful to the quality of attachment relationships. Bowlby (1980) stated 

that the potent emotions may arise during the formation, maintenance, disruption, and renewal of 

attachment relationships. Besides utilizing techniques, Bowlby suggested that emotional 

communication was crucial; besides talking about memories, hopes, and desires, expressing 

feelings was an emotion related learning (Bowlby, 1969/1982; Bowlby, 1988).  

Internal Working Model  

According to Collins and Read (1994), Internal Working Model (IWM) was a cognitive 

framework, an understanding of self and others in the world to establish coping strategies to 

achieve goals in life. Shaver et al. (1996) suggested that new experiences in social interaction 

may influence the development of IWM. Bowlby (1969) indicated that the construction of IWM 

started in the infant stage by learning and exploring from their parents, a secure base. According 
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to Cortazar and Herreros (2010) and Siegel (1999), previous experiences influenced individuals’ 

IWM. Those experiences were considered essential for predicting and guiding the present and 

future responses regarding thinking method, feeling, and behavior. Griffith (2004) suggested that 

the IWM may be influenced by interpersonal experiences, which may associate with the human 

belief system and expectation that influences social interaction and relationship development 

throughout life. 

Besides expectations and beliefs, Kaiser (2016) indicated that the IWM of attachment 

may also connect emotional aspects, which considers a person’s attachment experiences related 

to their primary caregiver regarding emotion regulation following a stressful event. Kaiser 

(2016) and Mullen (2018) discussed the four categories regarding the internal working model 

(IWM) of attachment established by Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) to explain and classify 

attachment patterns of adults in four categories: secure/autonomous, preoccupied, dismissing and 

fearful/disorganized attachment. Under the IWM explanation, the insecure attachment might be 

relevant to mental health problems and attachment behaviors, and secure attachment could 

facilitate emotion regulation that allows resilience in negative life experiences (Kaiser, 2016). 

Bretherton and Munholland (2008) clarified that although the IWM may be a relationship 

representation, it was not limited to attachment relationships. 

Attachment Security 

Cortazar and Herreros (2010) stated that attachment styles could vary according to 

different relationships, environments, and events. Still, early childhood might be influenced by 

certain attachment relationships, and establish tendencies to respond to danger and frustration.  

They suggested that attachment theory might assist in understanding on inappropriate behaviors, 

which might be associated with past attachment relationships and experiences.  
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Secure Attachment. Secure attachment was also considered autonomous in an adult's 

state of mind (BPS, 2017). According to Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), people with a 

secure IWM may have a positive impression of self and others, feel comfortable depending on 

others, and have low anxiety and avoidance. Secure attachment style was likely to be established 

by mutual attunement from caregiver or an important other; interactions in a secure attachment 

relationship might include empathic response, eye gaze, body gestures, and verbal comforting to 

attain co-regulation (Durrani, 2020, Schore, 2003). Holmes and Slade (2018) stated that in secure 

relationships, caregivers tended to accept positive and negative emotion expressions from their 

children. Children were likely to seek a secure base for soothing to transform negative feelings 

into positive ones, so the children might learn to tolerate and regulate emotions. In addition, they 

indicated that the parent tended to reinforce their children's autonomy in a secure relationship, 

and autonomy was essential for the children to take an active role in coping with stress. Durrani 

(2020) and Perry (2006) explained that individuals with secure attachment might be easier to 

establish trust in self and others and have a greater capacity to regulate behaviors and emotions 

in a stressful situation. Secure relationships were important considering the developmental needs 

of people with ID, and the disadvantages in establishing a secure attachment style due to the risk 

of comorbidity in mental and psychiatric disorders, and social disengagement (Mullen, 2018; 

Schuengel et al., 2013). 

Insecure Attachment. Siegel (1999) mentioned that insecure attachment was not an 

indicator of mental disorder, instead, it might be a sign of someone who had a higher risk of 

psychological and social dysfunction. Holmes and Slade (2019) indicated that children without 

the presence of a secure attachment figure might establish insecure attachment, which might 

adapt to ineffective self-soothing strategies like self-harm and addiction. In extreme 

circumstances, they might pick up projections and distortions from their caregivers (Holmes & 
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Slade, 2018). Holmes and Slade (2018) explained that if caregivers had difficulties coping with 

negative feelings of their children or chose to avoid, reject, or respond with aggression, then 

children might be afraid and may develop an insecure attachment. For example, a child may 

suppress emotions to reduce sensitivity or amplify emotions to express helplessness.  

Dismissing/Avoidant Attachment. Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) indicated that 

people with dismissing attachment may have a positive self-image and negative impression of 

others due to a lack of responsive care in early childhood. Dismissing attachment style developed 

when caregivers were emotionally unavailable or failed to comfort their children (Cortazar & 

Herreros, 2010; Holmes & Slade, 2018; Siegel, 1999). This response pattern from caregivers 

might activate a defense mechanism to cause distortion from individuals on negative feelings 

(Crittenden & Landini, 2011).  

Dismissing attachment was also named avoidant attachment because this type of people 

adapted strategies to avoid rejection by not expressing needs of comfort (BPS, 2017). As a result, 

Crittenden and Landini (2011) indicated that self-protective and self-dismissing were strategies 

responding to danger evoked by a compulsive caretaker; withdrawing from attachment 

relationships was a way to avoid fear from rejections. Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) 

suggested that people with dismissing attachment may have high avoidance and low anxiety. 

They explained that because dismissing individuals have a positive view of self but a negative 

view of others, they tended to adapt to defense mechanisms such as suppression and denial, 

avoid close relationship, intimacy, and become counter dependent. In addition, they mentioned 

that individuals with dismissing attachment tended to be preoccupied with the perspectives, 

feelings, and needs of others. 

Preoccupied Attachment. According to Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), people with 

a preoccupied attachment may have a negative self-image and positive impression of others, so 
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they tended to be preoccupied with relationships. Preoccupied attachment style was also named 

ambivalent attachment, which was developed because of the inconsistent responses from 

caregivers to children’s needs (Cortazar & Herreros, 2010). An individual might find it difficult 

to predict the responses from an important other, thus chose to flee from negative feelings 

(Cortazar & Herreros, 2010; Holmes & Slade, 2018; Siegel, 1999). Also, they might be unable to 

learn to display negative feelings due to the indecisive responses from caregivers (Crittenden & 

Landini, 2011).  

According to Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), people with preoccupied attachment 

may have low avoidance and high anxiety. They might have extensive attachment behaviors 

applied to seek comfort, and difficulties in regulating from distress (BPS, 2017). According to 

the BPS (2017) and Crittenden and Landini (2011), individuals with preoccupied attachment 

style might be dependent and exhibit extensive attachment behavior to seek comfort while 

suspicious of the protection from the attachment figure in a dangerous event. In addition, 

Crittenden and Landini (2011) indicated that some individuals with preoccupied attachment 

tended to be dismissive of others. 

 Disorganized/Fearful Attachment. Referring to Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), 

people with a fearful attachment may have a negative impression of themselves and others. 

Fearful attachment style developed mostly because caregivers were the source of threat; they 

responded to their children with frightening or abusive behaviors (Cortazar & Herreros, 2010; 

Holmes & Slade, 2018; Siegel, 1999). Holmes and Slade (2018) indicated that children without a 

secure base when they experienced negative feelings might become afraid and establish 

disorganized strategies to manage emotions. Those strategies could be freezing, numbing, 

disorientating, or put them in a harmful way. The fearful attachment was also named unresolved 

attachment because of the unresolved trauma experienced in a person’s state of mind (BPS, 
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2017). Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) indicated that individuals with this style might have 

high anxiety and high avoidance; they tended to have poor social interacting experience, negative 

emotions, and low self-esteem. Van Ijzendoorn et al. (1999) found that individuals with a fearful 

attachment may have limited skills to cope with stress and have greater potential in externalizing 

challenging behaviors.   

History of Life Incidents 

 According to Crittenden and Landini (2011), history of life incidents might not be an 

indicator of someone’s attachment classification, but it could be an important source to 

understand the attachment related challenges someone might have. They explained that in Adult 

Attachment Interview, developed by Main et al. (1985), the elements of the history of life 

incidents might include ways of getting comfort, protection from caregivers, experiencing 

dangerous events, caregivers’ rejection, caregivers’ involvement, parent-child role reversal, 

neglecting caregivers, pressure of performance, deception, and sexuality. These elements might 

be reflecting attachment relationships between individuals and caregivers that influenced 

attachment development. Understanding those events, behaviors, and emotional responses 

associated with insecure attachment may support individuals to develop trust and adjust 

expectations (Cortazar & Herreros, 2010; Crittenden & Landini, 2011). 

Parental and Caregivers Involvement 

Holmes and Shade (2019) stated that parents' or caregivers' involvement in sensitive 

periods was crucial due to the prosocial bond between individuals and their caregivers. However, 

people with ID might have the following risks regarding caregiver’s involvement. First, 

Schuengel et al. (2010) and Van Wingerden et al. (2018) thought that parents or primary 

caregivers of people with ID might have difficulty accepting the disabilities of their children. 

Second, people with ID might have limited communication skills and cognitive development to 

interact with caregivers with mutual co-regulation. Third, people with ID often encounter a 
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variety of caregivers during the changes of staff within residential care homes, schools, and 

community services, which could disrupt the establishment of attachment relationships.  

Prediction of Attachment Behaviors 

 Schuengel et al. (2013) mentioned that attachment behaviors were responses to the needs 

of protection for regulating emotions under a stressful situation. Originally, Bowlby et al. (1960) 

discovered three responses after separating from the attachment figure. First was protest, which 

might be from anxiety stimulated by separation. The second was despair, which might be from 

grief and mourning about losing an important other. The third was detachment, which was a 

denial response in defense mechanism. In a study of attachment style and mental health in adults 

with ID, Larson and Tsakanikos (2011) reported that the most common challenging behavior 

found among the researched population was related to overly attachment to staff. They might 

follow the staff around or cry when the staff left. Another behavior reported was refusing 

medication, which might be associated with insecure attachment. People with ID might become 

jealous if their caregiver became invested in a few relationships in the care home (Clegg & 

Sheard, 2002; Schuengel et al., 2013). 

Chinese Cultural Context 

The majority of Chinese live under a context of collectivism (Archer, 2015). According 

to Essame (2012), individuals tend to emphasize interdependence in a community in a collective 

culture. A collective social network can be a resource for coping with stress (Sue et al., 2019). 

According to Essame (2012), in the hierarchal mindset of collectivism, people tend to honor and 

respect the elders, and pursue social order and harmony by emphasizing self-control and 

scarification. Under this interpersonal expectation, some Chinese might hesitate to discuss and 

display emotions (Sue et al., 2019). Huwaë (2018) found that Chinese participants in their study 
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tend to suppress negative emotions with people they were not familiar with in order to establish 

positive relationships. 

Attachment in Chinese Population 

Regarding attachment styles among the Chinese population, a higher rate of secure 

attachment might be correlated to a lower risk of getting depressive symptoms (Chen et al., 

2018). However, from a Western perspective, an insecure avoidant attachment was reported to be 

associated with depression (Larson et al., 2011). Wang and Mallinckrode (2006) suggested that 

Chinese individuals might have higher attachment anxiety comparing with the U.S. population. 

This was consistent with Wang and Scalise’s (2013) findings indicating that attachment anxiety 

and avoidance levels were significantly high in a Taiwanese self-report. Sun et al. (2017) 

supported these findings in research with Chinese college students and suggested that accurate 

emotional components were essential in measuring internal working models of cultural based 

assessment. Because interaction between infants and caregivers was essential in attachment style 

development, Archer et al. (2015) believed that the Chinese household dynamic and caring 

pattern among three generations may be a factor influencing that development. 

Current Treatments  

A variety of treatments were designed to reduce challenging behaviors for adults with ID. 

These included Cognitive–behavioral therapy (CBT), massage therapy, Integrative Therapy for 

Attachment and Behavior, and antipsychotic medication. These treatments were commonly used 

with this population, but they lacked strong evidence to support the effectiveness among adults 

with mild to moderate intellectual disability with mental health problems (Koslowski et al., 

2016).  

Cognitive–Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 
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According to Hassiotis et al. (2012), CBT was used as a collaborative approach where a 

client works with a therapist to identify relationships between a client’s thoughts and feelings in 

order to alter maladaptive cognitions. The focus of “Here and Now” (p.17) in CBT was 

beneficial to the clients by observation, collaborative discussion, testing beliefs, and 

experiencing new behaviors in the present to achieve desired goals. However, the history of 

clients’ development and the cultural beliefs that were rooted in the past might be neglected if 

the therapist overly emphasized cognitive restructuring (Corey, 2016). To apply CBT effectively, 

clients need to have skills such as the ability to differentiate between thoughts, emotions, and 

behaviors (Sams et al., 2006). Hamers et al. (2018) and Hartley et al. (2016) found that CBT was 

effective in reducing depression and behavioral problems for people with ID. In addition, Corey 

(2016) indicated that overemphasizing cognitive restructuring may reduce the awareness of 

environmental factors. For adults with ID in a care home, environmental factors such as the 

relationships with professional caregivers can be essential that influence their emotions and 

behaviors (Schuengel, 2010). 

Massage Therapy 

 Chan and Tse (2011) found that massage therapy was effective in decreasing challenging 

behaviors and increasing positive behaviors. However, they also suggested that previous studies 

might be focused on qualitative data and subjective reports, and long-term efficacy was 

recommended. In addition, because of the small number of participants, the effectiveness of 

massage therapy may need to be further substantiated. A review of the effects of massage 

therapy, particularly in decreasing anxiety, depression, nausea, pain and increasing well-being 

was done by Alves et al. (2016), but the reviewed articles suggested contradictory results. The 

researchers concluded that massage therapy was beneficial in emotional well-being, physical and 
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emotional discomfort, depressed mood, sleep patterns, and stress in the short term, but 

homogeneous research was essential to assess the effects of massage therapy. 

Integrative Therapy for Attachment and Behavior 

Integrative Therapy for Attachment Behavior (ITAB) was described as an attachment-

based behavior modification treatment developed for children with severe ID (Schuengel et al., 

2013); Sterkenburg et al., 2007). The purpose of the therapy was to establish therapeutic 

attachment relationships between clients and therapists in order to support the development of 

emotional regulation skills, increase positive social interaction, and help caregivers to build 

secure attachment relationships with clients. More research was suggested for establishing its 

efficacy in reducing challenging behaviors (Sterkenburg et al., 2007). Attachment-informed 

intervention focused on early childhood family environments may not be applicable to adults 

with ID living in a residential care home (Schuengel et al., 2013). In a third party observational 

quantitative study of the attachment in adults with ID, Penketh et al. (2014) suggested that the 

development of interventions for adults with ID may emphasize the role of professional 

caregivers, focus on the attachment needs, promote emotional development, and emotion 

regulation skills. 

Antipsychotic Medication 

 In Sheehan et al.'s (2015) study, more than two-thirds of participants with ID were 

prescribed psychotropic medication, and more than a quarter had a history of antipsychotic 

medication. More than one medication has been commonly prescribed to people with ID, and 

there was some evidence that antidepressant medication can decrease depressive symptoms in 

adults with ID (Bowring et al., 2017; Janowsky et al., 2005). However, negative side effects like 

cardiovascular disease could be found when psychoactive medications were used in this 

population, so clients who used this kind of medication may need to be monitored (O’Dwyer et 

al., 2019; Sheehan et al., 2017). He et al. (2018) and Matson et al. (2012) explained that 
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caregivers and staff in facilities might want a quick fix for challenging behaviors by turning to 

medication because they might have limited training in other interventions. 

 According to National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE, 2015), antipsychotic 

medication for challenging behaviors should only be considered when no reduction of behavior 

has been found within a period of non-medical interventions, after treatment for co-occurring 

health problems, or the exhibiting behavior brings severe risk to self or others. In addition, 

antipsychotic medication was suggested to combine with other interventions (NICE, 2015). Kim 

et al. (2012) suggested that non‐pharmacological therapy should be encouraged for adults with 

ID because of a satisfactory outcome and sociality. As mentioned by Hamers et al. (2018), there 

was a need to increase support for the use of non-pharmacological interventions for people with 

ID and depression. They believed that non-pharmacological treatments for this population can be 

expanded. 

Art Therapy  

According to Junge (2016), art therapy consists of art making activities and psychology 

that was applicable in a variety of settings and populations (i.e.., children, adults, families, and 

groups). Art Therapy helps participants to express creativity and imagination. Swan-Foster 

(2018) suggested that imagination in art therapy was an active process of capturing previous 

unknown images from the unconscious, and it may lead to symbolic thinking that suspends direct 

thinking and conscious attitude. According to Hinz (2009), function of symbolic component in 

art therapy was to assist clients in self-understanding. It may facilitate the expression of thoughts 

and feelings that may not be expressed by word adequately, which helps in recognizing 

unconscious desires and needs. Besides symbolic approach, an imaginal approach that focuses on 

the content and structure of artworks may give attention to the clients, and the metaphor created 

by the clients (Abbenante & Wix, 2016). 



BIRD’S NEST DRAWING ASSESSMENT AND THE STORY                                                28 

 

Art Therapy and Adults with ID 

Miller et al.  (2020) wrote that people with ID received art therapy services for many 

different reasons in the settings like community-based clinics and studios, hospitals, private 

practice settings, group homes, and some unconventional locations such as parks and zoos. 

Previous researchers suggested that art therapy supported people with ID to reduce stress and 

tension in mandala making (Schrade et al., 2011), increase self-esteem and self-concept in group 

mural projects (Trzaska, 2012), and increase social and communication skills in group art 

intervention (Bailey, 2016). Through a trusting and collaborative alliance built with the art 

therapist, people with ID could be supported in enhancing autonomy and a sense of security 

(Miller et al., 2020). Miller (2020) emphasized that people with disabilities were not tragic 

figures, and they should not be devalued. Instead, she promoted self-determination and social 

justice in studio practice. 

Art Therapy Assessment 

In art therapy, drawing assessments emphasis on projection and interpretation, and 

sometimes relates to the relationship between clients and the art therapist (Handler & Thomas, 

2014). Family drawings have been used to evaluate family dynamics, and assess the attachment 

security (Kwiatkowska, 1978). Several studies related to attachment organization have been done 

to elicit the internal models of attachment of children through family drawings (Behrens & 

Kaplan, 2011; Carlson et al., 2004; Fury et al., 1997; Pianta, 1999). Although one of the findings 

demonstrated limitations in reliability, the overall results were suggested to have a high 

predictive rate in the assessment (Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015). Or and Ishai (2020) 

attempted to assess attachment styles in young adults through Person Picking an Apple from a 
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Tree drawing (Gantt, 1990). They found coherence of drawings may associate with attachment 

security of the participants.  

Bird’s Nest Drawing. Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND) was developed by Kaiser (1996) to 

assess attachment security. The assessment suggested to be non-threatening and elicit less 

anxiety to participants because of the metaphoric expression formed by the art direction of 

drawing a bird’s nest (Kaiser, 2009). According to Kaiser (2009), to open a therapeutic dialogue 

about attachment, BND was appropriate because a bird’s nest is a carefully crafted structure that 

provides warmth, safety, and caring like a home that nurtures the growth of a baby. Also, it gave 

a better understanding of the clients’ internalized conscious and unconscious beliefs, 

assumptions, and schemas about them and their specific caregivers. The BND has been used and 

evaluated in studies focused on mothers and children (Seller, 2007; Yoon et al., 2020). Although 

Yoon et al. (2020) indicated that there was a need to examine the validity of the assessment, the 

process of drawing and elaborating can enhance the communication of meaning between client 

and therapist (Betts, 2012). In addition, BND has the potential to capture the dimension that the 

verbal approach cannot because of the visual aspects. 

The BND Story. Hinz (2009) indicated that verbal communication was a determining 

factor when a client was present in a drawing assessment session because there could be post 

drawing inquiry regarding one’s feelings associated with the drawing. Through a visual and 

verbal explanation, the client's expression could be understood more accurately. Ricks et al. 

(2014) explained that the story of a client could be a resource in narrative therapy because the 

client might then work on the relationships with the externalized problem indicated in the story. 

In fact, art and story could be used together to assist the non-verbal expression of the evoked 

memories (Kozlowska & Hanney, 2001; Ricks et al., 2014). As mentioned in Seller’s (2007) 

study, bird’s nest narratives assisted explanation of their perceptions and expectations about 
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available care, nurture, and interrelationships with caregivers. Those narratives might have the 

potential to assess the attachment relationships and indicate the specific issues related to clients’ 

attachment relationships. According to Kaiser (2016), coherence of the BND and the Story, and 

the negative-versus-positive themes might be some of the elements to assess the attachment 

styles. Although Kaiser attempted to develop a standardized assessment method through the 

BND, more evidence is required to enhance the validity and reliability of the methodology. Still, 

the combination of the BND and the Story was suggested to be relevant in exploring attachment 

patterns (Goldner & Golan, 2016). 

Summary of Literature Review 

Current statistics are inadequate to project the status of adults with ID in Hong Kong 

(HKSAR, 2017b). However, the cognitive and social limitations of adults with ID may be a risk 

of achieving insecure attachment in this population (APA, 2013; Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2014). For 

people with ID with mental health problems, medications were commonly applied despite 

significant side effects (Sheehan et al., 2017). To explore effective treatments for this population, 

it is essential to establish suitable assessment tools and understand the needs of adults with ID. 

Considering the potential risk of insecure attachment development, the BND may be an 

appropriate projective assessment tool to reveal the phenomenon of attachment styles and the 

related issues of this population.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

This phenomenological study investigated the attachment styles and needs of adults with 

ID living in a residential care home in Hong Kong. Quantitative analysis included the 

Descriptive Statistics of the General Scales and Revised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS), and 

the Bird’s Nest Drawing and Story was used as a qualitative assessment.  

Participants 

 The research was carried out in a residential care home of a local non-government 

organization. Participants consist of seven Chinese adults with ID (mean age = 37, age range: 23-

52 years). Participants were selected according to the following criteria: First, exhibit attachment 

and/or challenging behaviors or have a history of attachment and/or challenging behaviors 

include clinging or crying during separation, aggression, property destruction, self-injury, 

depressive and anxious behavior. Second, have adequate verbal skills to communicate with the 

researcher. Delimitations for participants included not exhibiting extreme violent behavior, 

extreme hyperactivity, and/or profound intellectual disability to reduce risk of harm and variable 

factor. Potential participants who meet these qualifications were identified by the facility's art 

therapist and social workers in the case management team. Based upon daily observation and 

interactions with the residents as a component of their daily work responsibilities, the social 

workers and art therapist identified residents who met the inclusion criteria for a period of two 

weeks.  

 The legal guardians of the potential participants received a verbal invitation from a social 

worker who knows their legal guardians and has the right to access the record of their direct 

contact number. Two consent forms and withdrawal forms were sent to the resident’s guardian 

for those who agreed to participate. The informed consent specified the purpose of the study, 
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ways of data collection and analysis, right of withdrawal, and the ownership of the art products 

(AATA, 2013). One set of the signed consent form was sent back to the facility for filing in the 

participants' records, and the second set was kept for their personal records. The signed consent 

form also requested permission to allow the researcher to photograph or scan their drawings for 

research purposes. All of the drawings, stories, and self-rated questionnaire answers are kept in a 

lockable cabinet and stored for the duration of three years. The researcher requested for a verbal 

or written assent if participants were able to write their names and sign. The invitation letter, 

consent form, assent form, and withdrawal form were translated to Chinese, their native language 

for the participants and guardians’ better understanding. 

 The research activity was concluded within four weeks. Once the signed informed 

consent and assent form was received, the potential participants were invited separately to 

participate in a one-hour individual meeting in a private room next to their workplace in the 

facility. They were invited during their working hours. They could choose to continue their work 

or participate in the research activity. They were told that they and their legal guardians have the 

right to withdraw anytime, and their choice will not impact services at the facility. 

A pre-session interview was conducted with the social workers to identify the 

demographic data of the participants. The data included gender, age, education level, diagnosis, 

family background, and years of staying in the care home. Table 1 (Appendix E) shows the 

demographic data. Demographic data showed no significant correlation to the findings related to 

attachment style.  

Research Design  

 In a five-minute introduction prior to the start of the study, the researcher explained the 

autonomy, confidentiality, and general purpose of the study. The researcher informed 

participants there were no right or wrong way to make the drawing. 
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 Participants were asked to create a Bird’s Nest Drawing by using materials provided by 

the researcher within 25 minutes. An open-ended, unstructured interview was used to assist the 

participants to describe and elaborate the elements related to the drawing. The researcher wrote 

down their story description in the interview. Afterward, 18 questions of the Revised Adult 

Attachment Scale (RAAS) self-rated questionnaire were completed by the participants in 

approximately 20 minutes, the questionnaire was described verbally by the researcher 

considering the limitation of education and cognitive level of the participants. In each question, 

participants indicated their tendency by choosing from the scales, and then the researcher wrote 

their answers down. 

Research Instruments  

The Bird’s Nest Drawing and Story 

For the Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND: Kaiser, 2016), participants were provided with a 

piece of 8” x 12” white drawing paper and a set of ten Crayola fine-line markers. The 

participants were asked to “draw a picture of a bird’s nest.” The researcher informed them that 

“There is no right or wrong way to make this drawing; you can do your drawing any way you 

want.” After the BND assessment, participants were asked to “name their drawing and tell a 

story about their drawing.” All of the participants had difficulty in constructing a story, so an 

open-ended unconstructed interview about the drawing was used to assist the participants to 

describe and elaborate the elements related to the drawing (Sheller, 2009). 

Kaiser (2016) suggested that the BND Story was included in the assessment tool to 

identify the coherence between the BND and the themes of the Story. However, Kaiser’s (2016) 

study focused on quantitative results, which limited the exploration of the phenomenon of the 

attachment related themes from adults with ID. Through BND and the Story, adults with ID can 

express their perceptions about care, nurture, and interrelationships with caregivers in a visual 
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and metaphoric way (Kaiser, 2016; Sheller, 2007). This was important for adults with ID who 

may lack verbal communication skills. They may be able to convey thoughts and feelings about 

their caregiving experiences through the metaphor of BND and the Story.  

Revised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS) 

Collins and Read (1990) designed the Adult Attachment Scale initially to evaluate adult 

attachment styles. The study was a self-evaluated questionnaire containing 18 items on a 5-Likert 

scale (1 = “not at all characteristic of me”; 5 = “very characteristic of me”). This scale contained 

three subscales, including Close, Depend, and Anxiety. The Close subscale measures the 

comfortableness of a person with closeness and intimacy. The Depend subscale measures how a 

person feels about whether they can depend on another when the other is available while they are 

in need. And the Anxiety subscale measures the evoked anxiety of a person when they are 

worried about being rejected. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in the original study within the 

three samples of undergraduate students was .84.  

The Revised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS) was proposed by Collins and Feeney 

(2004) regarding close relationships in life instead of romantic relationships. Teixeira et al.  

(2019) conducted four studies using RAAS in a total of 1436 young adults in Brazil. The scales 

showed good evidence of validity. For reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .54 to .88. in 

the studies. For this study, 18 questions in the RAAS questionnaire were described verbally in 

the language they could understand by the researcher, considering the limitation of education and 

cognitive level of the participants. In each item, participants indicated their tendency by choosing 

from the scale, and then the researcher wrote their answers down. 

Data Collection  

Data collected from research activities included BND, the Story, and the RAAS 

questionnaire.  
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To maintain confidentiality, all of the drawings were collected by the researcher, and all 

the papers related to this study were sealed in envelopes with confidential stamps. Original Data 

were stored in a lockable cabinet in the facility. The scanned drawings, the demographic data, the 

findings and classification from the Descriptive Statistics of the General Scales, thematic 

analysis and RAAS were recorded in the excel sheet, and the excel data was saved in a password 

protected computer. All names were replaced by pseudonyms to protect the participants in the 

study. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

 In the quantitative studies, through the Descriptive Statistics of the General Scales, the 

BND aims to identify attachment styles of the participants. Furthermore, the results of the RAAS 

questionnaire may generate the attachment styles of the participants, which may verify the BND 

assessment results. In the qualitative study, the story created by the participants in the session 

will be evaluated through thematic analysis to understand deeper about “What” elements reveal 

their attachment needs and “How” do they project the needs in metaphor. The results can be a 

reference for developing future interventions. 

Descriptive Statistics of the General Scales  

 Descriptive statistics can be used to describe the collected data and the correlation 

between dependent and independent variables (Kaur et al., 2018). According to Guidelines of 

International Committee of Medical Journals Editors (ICMJE, 2020), describing statistical 

methods may provide a clearer picture of the raw data for the reader to review logically from the 

reported results, which may enhance external validity because readers may have solid 

information for comparison (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In Ho et al.’s (2020) study of the 

effects of expressive arts in adults with ID in the Chinese population, a descriptive statistic was 

applied to provide a statistical comparison of characteristics of the participants, which displayed 

the analysis for readers to pinpoint the measured outcomes referring to the psychosocial 
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variables. In addition, when a descriptive statistic was used in a qualitative study, frequencies 

and percentages of the appearance of variables can be described in the results to enrich the 

readers’ understanding (Hussain, 2012). 

Four Category Overall Impression 

 To assess dimensions in the drawings that reflect the attachment styles, Four Category 

Overall Impression was applied in Harmon-Walker and Kaiser’s (2015) study including Secure, 

Avoidance, Preoccupied, and Fearful. Pearson’s correlation indicated inter rater reliability was 

.736 for this assessment. Adapting the idea of overall impression in descriptive statistical 

analysis, the statistical information in Goldner and Golan’s (2016) study were described as 

follows: The first aspect was Vitality, which refers to emotions elicited in the drawing and a 

clear expression of overall abundance, colorfulness, details, environment indications, and 

interactions between the birds. Second, General Pathology, which was a general impression of 

negativity elicited, including expressing a sense of emptiness, loneliness, fearfulness, instability, 

and overlapping, disproportion, unprotecting, and distorting of characters. Third, Bizarreness, 

which means the presence of unrelated, illogical, and nonsense elements, such as unrealistic 

shapes of the nests, omission of characters, over-sweetness, and inadequate nurturing between 

birds. Fourth, Optimism, which indicates the overall positive impression of the drawing.  

 Drawing with a high level of Vitality, low General Pathology, and low Bizarreness were 

associated with a secure attachment figure. Drawing with a high level of Bizarreness and General 

Pathology were considered to indicate attachment insecurity. This study referred to Goldner and 

Golan’s (2016) research. Therefore, a 7-point Likert scale was applied to Vitality, General 

Pathology, and Bizarreness, and a 10-point Likert scale was applied to Optimism. 

 In the BND assessment, all the BNDs were rated by two raters based on a Likert scale of 

Four Category Overall Impression. The average of the ratings of two raters were counted in data 
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analysis. Table 2 (Appendix F) indicates descriptive statistics of the Four Category Overall 

Impression assessed from the drawings. Mean of Vitality (4.86) was generally higher than 

General Pathology (3.07) and Bizarreness (3.5) in their drawings. The mean of Optimistic was 

4.36, which was lower than medium. 

Four Categories of IWM in BND 

 All the drawings were assessed and classified into four categories of IWM: Secure, 

Avoidance, Preoccupied, and Fearful. According to Goldner and Golan (2016) and Harmon-

Walk and Kaiser (2015), the assessment should consider the following features:  

1. Secure: Drawings include adequate caregiving such as feeding, watching, or nurturing. The 

drawings were overall welcoming, cheerful, or realistic.  

2. Avoidance: Drawings usually have an empty nest or contain eggs but no birds. The overall 

impression of the drawings was isolation, emptiness, or spikiness with little or no 

environment indication and colors.  

3. Preoccupied: Drawings of the nest appear unsafe or unprotected from the elements. The 

drawn object may crowd the edges of the paper, present a fragile quality, or exhibit an 

excessive sweetness.  

4. Fearful: Drawings may contain strange marks, bizarre forms, unfinished objects, and 

irrational elements. 

All of the BNDs were categorized by two raters, the researcher and the art therapist in the 

facility based on the feature descriptions of four category classification of IWM. Inter rater 

reliability of the four categories was 57%. Disagreements among raters were discussed, and final 

decisions were made by the raters. Findings classified the participants into three categories: 

secure (14%), preoccupied (72%), and fearful (14%). Most of them were categorized as 

preoccupied attachment style, and none of the participants were classified as avoidance. Table 3 
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(Appendix G) shows a comparison of data from the Four Category Overall Impression and the 

four categories of IWM. Ratings of drawings from participants classified as secure attachment 

were significantly high in Vitality (5.5) and Optimistic (6.5), and low in General Pathology (1) 

and Bizarreness (3). However, drawings from participants classified as preoccupied attachment 

were rated relatively high in Vitality (4.7) and slightly higher in Optimistic (3.9), and lower in 

General Pathology (3.6) and Bizarreness (3.3). 

Revised Adult Assessment Scale (RAAS) 

 For RAAS, Collins (1996) mentioned that to evaluate the score, the ratings for the six 

items that compose each subscale (Close, Depend, and Anxiety) may indicate the attachment 

patterns of the participants. For example, comfort with closeness, comfort with depending on 

others, and fear of rejection. The calculation was done by excel on each subscale. Furthermore, 

by analyzing the subscales, participants’ attachment styles could be categorized into secure, 

avoidant/dismissed, preoccupied, and fearful/disorganized.  

 All of the participants have completed 18 self-rated questions in RAAS questionnaire. 

More than half of the participants were classified as secure, 14% were classified as fearful, 14% 

were classified as preoccupied, and one participant scored median in both CLOSDEP and 

Anxiety, so it was out of the classification according to the analysis of RAAS. So, in the results 

of RAAS among the participants, secure attachment style was greatly identified, and avoidance 

did not exist. In the results in Table 4 (Appendix H), descriptive statistic of RAAS, score of the 

Depend (3.55) was the highest. According to Collins (1996), the Depend subscale indicated that 

individuals feel they can depend on others available when needed. These results might indicate 

that participants could feel safe to depend on others when they were in need. Score of the Close 

subscale was comparatively high, which indicated their comfort level of having a close 

relationship was high. Score of the Anxiety subscale was comparatively low, which indicated 
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that participants may be less likely to worry about being rejected or unloved. However, a wide 

range of scores in the Anxiety (1.5-4.5) associated with differentiating results from participants, 

which suggested that participants might have different responses regarding concerns of being 

rejected or unloved, and various of attachment styles could be found in the participants. 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

Coherence of BND and the Stories 

 Kaiser (2016) incorporated analyzing coherence of BND story based on suggestions from 

George and West (2011) regarding Adult Attachment Projective. Following were the criteria of 

measuring coherence of BND and the Story: 

 1. The Story is related to the BND. 

 2. The Story is within the topic. 

 3. The Story is appropriate in length. 

 4. For secure attachment result in BND assessment, the Story has to be coherent and with 

     mostly positive themes. 

 5. For insecure attachment result in BND assessment, the Story has to be incoherent   

     and/or with negative themes. 

 Coherence of BND and the Story was assessed through the meaning and impression of 

themes in stories created by the participants. Referring to the results in Figure 9 (Appendix I), 

coherence of BND and the Story was fifty-seven percent; fourteen percent of the stories were 

positively correlated to the BND drawn by the same participant, and forty-three percent were 

negatively correlated to the BND. Forty-three percent of the participants who had incoherent 

results were classified as preoccupied in BND with a story that contained mostly positive 

themes.  

Thematic Analysis 
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A thematic analysis through coding, labeling, and grouping the categories from the 

narratives was done among the BND and the Stories in an excel sheet. Creswell and Creswell 

(2018) suggested that rich and thick descriptions convey the findings, clarify the bias from the 

researcher’s background, and present negative or discrepant information that runs counter to the 

themes. They stated the five steps as follow: 

1. Organize the data by transcribing stories into an excel table. 

2. Read all the data to get the general ideas from the participants. 

3. Code all of the data by organizing them into categories and label the categories. 

4. Generate a description and themes by grouping topics related to each other (Figure 1). 

5. Represent the description and themes by using the narrative form to present the 

findings of the analysis. 

Figure 1 

Thematic Analysis Chart 
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In the thematic analysis of the BND Stories, all of the things including objects, 

characters, and descriptions in the stories were translated from Chinese into English and 

organized in an excel form. Expectations of the characters and impressions of the social 

interaction found in the stories were also recorded in the excel form. Elements were categorized 

according to their characteristics.  

Validity and Reliability  

This was a phenomenological research among adults with ID. Quantitative and 

qualitative data were collected, analyzed, and merged in a purpose of comparison, validation, 

and synthesis (Betts & Deaver, 2019). First, Descriptive Statistics of the General Scales were 

applied to organize and display the quantitative data in a table format for readers to compare the 

outcomes. Second, the Story thematic analysis was a qualitative method to enrich the results, 

which provides comparison between the quantitative assessment results and the qualitative study 

of the stories. Coherence level of variety of methods may reveal the validity and enhance 

trustworthiness of the data (Pyrczak & Bruce, 2017). Third, to enhance reliability, besides the 

researcher, an art therapist was invited to rate raw data. Discrepancy of results in Four Category 

Overall Impression were reflected in the rate of inter rater reliability and results in four 

categories of IWM in BND were discussed so that final results were came up from their 

agreement. 

Coherence 

 Coherence of the instruments may increase reliability of the results. Table 4 (Appendix 

H) shows the security coherence between BND and the Story, and BND and RAAS. The table 

shows fairly high coherence (57%) in results of BND and the Story, and significantly high 

incoherence (71%) in results between BND and RAAS including participants with secure and 

insecure attachment. In BND and the Story, three out of four participants with coherent results 
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were categorized as insecure, which was 43%. On the other hand, coherence rate of the results 

between BND and RAAS was only 14%. According to the findings, higher coherence rate was 

found among verbal and non-verbal form art assessment. And high discrepancy was reported in 

results between a metaphorical assessment and a questionnaire reflecting thoughts and feelings in 

an close relationship. 

Discrepancy 

While comparing results between BND and RAAS, participant classified as fearful in 

RAAS was categorized as secure in BND. Vice versa, participant classified as fearful in BND 

was categorized as secure in RAAS. All of the participants who got secure result in RAAS were 

categorized as insecure in BND. More than half of the participants who had preoccupied 

classification in BND were suggested to be secure in RAAS. Apparently, there might be patterns 

among discrepancies between results of the instruments. 

Ethical Implications  

The research proposal was reviewed and approved by the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods 

College Institution Review Board (IRB) to evaluate the potential risk to participants. The consent 

form and withdrawal form to the legal guardians of the participants were clear regarding the 

ownership of imagery, use in the publication, art media used, confidentiality and secure storage 

of study-related data (Betts & Deaver, 2019). During the process, the researcher reminded and 

respected the freedom of choice of the participants, avoided deceiving participants, exploitation 

of participants, and collecting harmful information from the participants (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). The researcher and rater followed the Ethics Principle of Art Therapists (AATA, 2013). 

Identifiable information about participants were not displayed. Pseudonyms were used in report 

and publication.  

Researcher Bias  
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 The site of this research was a facility that the researcher has been working in. There may 

be subjective assumptions according to the previous observation. Although art therapy services 

have been provided at the research site for more than ten years, the researcher was aware of the 

participants’ response to art materials, their evoked distress or discomfort, and remain flexible 

regarding their autonomy. For the participants who had limited verbal skill, the researcher 

clarified the story behind the drawing to prevent biased responses. Considering BND, the Story, 

and RAAS was established under Western perspective, the researcher was culturally sensitive to 

the response from participants. This study was conducted by an art therapy student who may 

have limited attachment theory and art assessment knowledge.   
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

 The analysis of data indicated three overarching themes. These include: (a) nurturing 

figure, (b) togetherness, and (c) awareness of environment and protection. 

Nurturing Figure 

 Nurturing figure sub-themes included parent figures (nurturing and absent) and 

expectations of others. 

 Parent Figures. Parent figure was significant in three out of seven stories. Those 

participants described the mother bird as a food provider and indicated the mother bird was 

going to search for food or coming back with something to feed their little birds. One of them 

included the father bird in the story, but he was not described as a nurturing figure. In HYK’s 

story (Figure 2), a daughter bird said to the mother bird that “Mommy, can you find something 

for me to eat?” She imagined mother bird was a main caregiver who responded to her daughter’s  

request and described father bird and brother bird in the family “are too tired to move,” which 

might specifically indicate her expectation toward female caregivers, and her impression on male  

family members. In LYS’s story (Figure 3), she described that “there is no father bird, only 

mother bird” in her story, which may be her impression or expectation of male and female 

caregivers that influenced by past experience. 

Figure 2 

Photograph of HYK’s BND 
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Figure 3 

Photograph of LYS’s BND 

In results of RAAS, a high rating in the Depend sub-scale was supported by the sub-

theme dependence in the thematic analysis of their stories, which may be related to a feeling of 

safety to depend on others from participants when they have needs. Apparently, a sense of 

security could be found in the descriptions of those who included the nurturing figure in their 

stories. For example, YKS (Figure 4) described a mother bird that came to feed the infant birds, 

which expressed a sense of security among the infant birds in a dependent mother-child 

relationship. 

Figure 4 

Photograph of YKS’s BND 

Absence of Nurturing Figures. Although some of the participants included food or 

feeding elements when describing the birds’ activity, they did not indicate the existence of 

nurturing figure. One participant indicated grandparents in the BND story, but they were not 

described as nurturing figures. For participants who did not include parent figures in the stories, 

there were a flock, a squad, or siblings, appeared as characters. The stories without nurturing 
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figures presented negative themes such as undesirable story endings, unfulfilled expectation, a 

sense of danger and fear, and insecure and unhappy feelings. In KPS’s story (Figure 5), an 

abundance of birds were flying across the sky to search for food. She mentioned that “they are 

unable to find any food.” It was classified as a negative theme.  

Figure 5 

Photograph of KPS’s BND 

Expectation on Others. More than half of the participants indicated a role for a specific 

character. Most of them considered parent figure as a food provider, which might be their 

expectation of a caregiver in the role of material provider. One story included a person who 

secured the bird from danger. MYL (Figure 6) mentioned that “the birds were in danger, they 

were afraid of the flood, but then someone helped them to build a steel net to keep them safe.” 

This indication might be an expectation on another to create a safe environment. 

Figure 6 

Photograph of MYL’s BND 

Togetherness 
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 Same Experience. More than half of the stories expressed a sense of togetherness among 

the characters. These stories were described with the following aspects: characters are doing the 

same thing, feel the same way, and are in the same situation. Two of the participants indicated 

that those characters were family and two of the participants did not mention about their 

relationships. For instance, some birds that were about to be born were drawn in the same nest 

and described as happy birds. This description identified the same feeling in the same experience 

together among the birds. 

 Close rating in RAAS results was relatively high, which might be associated with the 

participants' high comfort level in an intimate relationship. Although the participants did not 

describe other intimate relationships besides parent-child relationships, most of them expressed a 

sense of togetherness in their stories. For example, FCS (Figure 7) included a bunch of family 

members playing together in the story, and KPS described a group of birds searching for food 

together.  

Figure 7 

Photograph of FCS’s BND 

 Dependence. Besides the same experience, some of the stories carried a theme of 

dependence. They included family members in the drawings such as infant birds, baby birds, and 

son and daughter birds that were waiting for nutrition from a parent. Son and daughter birds 

appeared smaller, and parent of the birds was so ready to provide for the children in the stories. 

HYK described the mother bird responding to the daughter's request and said, “I will search for 
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food. When I come back, you will have something to eat.” It was an instance of an active 

response from a dependent relationship found in one of their stories. 

 Separation. As an opposite of togetherness, one story appeared to have a theme of 

separation among characters. CH’s drawing (Figure 8) appeared to have a bird standing on a 

rooftop. The participant indicated that “there is a bird at rooftop of a house, and grandparents are 

together in the house.” Although grandparents were described together in the house, there was a 

sense of separation among the bird and grandparents, which expressed an opposite of   

togetherness. For IWM classification, CH was classified as preoccupied, which might be 

associated with a sense of insecurity from separation with family. 

Figure 8 

Photograph of CH’s BND 

Awareness of Environment and Protection 

 Neutral Environmental Elements. In the BND stories, more than half of the participants 

indicated environmental elements. Those who included neutral environmental elements were 

harbor side park, playground, forest, sky, sun, and moon. Environment indication could be one of 

the rating definitions for secure attachment style. However, their drawings also included fragile 

or bizarre elements that influenced their attachment classifications. Just as FCS’s BND (Figure 

7), neutral environmental elements could be easily identified, but the tree was too weak to 

support the nest, making it look fragile. 
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 Ungrounded Environmental Elements. Besides neutral environmental indications, 

some stories evoked ungrounded elements. Two stories happened without the presence of a nest 

or home that showed ungrounded environmental elements. One of the participants mentioned 

that the birds “are flying in the sky.” The drawing appeared without skyline, baseline, or other 

sky-related indication. Another participant mentioned that the bird “are afraid of flooding.” The 

drawing appeared with a pool near the ground, and birds at the corners of the paper. 

  No Environmental Indication. Three BNDs presented without environmental factors. 

One of the participants included five birds and some food in the nest. Another participant 

included a bird and a house, and described family members were in the house. The third 

participant only included birds but no nest in the drawing. Both of them did not describe any 

environmental elements in their stories.  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 This research study identified attachment styles of the participants through the Bird’s 

Nest Drawing and Story and justified the attachment styles through the Descriptive Statistics of 

the General Scales and Revised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS). Overarching themes were 

discovered from the data analysis, which projected the attachment relationships and attachment 

needs among the participants. The following section will discuss the findings, limitations, 

recommendations, and state the research study's conclusion. 

Nurturing Figure 

In the results of BND, more than half of the participants had a clear parental figure. A 

sense of satisfaction could be found in the descriptions of those who included a nurturing figure 

in their stories. Considering the narratives mostly included parents as food providers, the 

expression of nurturing figures might be a physical satisfaction instead of emotional satisfaction. 

BND stories assisted in understanding the perspective of people with ID, which supported the 

findings from Seller’s (2007) study, which indicated bird’s nest narratives assisted in exploring a 

client’s perceptions and expectations about available care and nurture, and interpersonal 

relationships with caregivers. 

 Because parents might be their secure base to explore in order to learn to tolerate and 

regulate emotions, the attachment relationships between parents and participants might influence 

the results of the study (Bowlby, 1969, Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969). Most of the participants had 

preoccupied attachment classification in Four Categories of IWM. According to Cortazar & 

Herreros (2010), preoccupied attachment style might be related to inconsistent responses from 

caregivers to children’s needs. It suggested a need for consistent responses from the caregivers to 

support a secure attachment development. In addition, Van Wingerden et al. (2018) discussed the 
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risk facts that participants’ parents might have difficulty accepting the disabilities of their 

children, and participants might have limited communication skills and cognitive development to 

interact with their parents to establish mutual co-regulation. Although this study's findings did 

not address the risk factors of establishing preoccupied attachment among adults with ID, 

previous studies provided a cue that acceptance and co-regulation with their parents or caregivers 

might be the needs of adults with ID with preoccupied attachment classification. 

 Some participants did not include a parent figure in their BND. Parent figures in BND 

might be associated with the life experience with their parents, who are likely their attachment 

figures (Seller, 2007). However, without narratives elaborating stories about the absent 

caregivers, BND might hardly assess individuals’ attachment relationships and issues related to 

clients’ attachment relationships. Findings indicated a high rate of insecure attachment among 

the participants. Schuengel et al. (2013) stated that insecure attachment may be associated with 

the facts of raising in an institutional setting. However, the lack of evidence in this study 

indicated a strong association between insecure attachment styles and adults with ID in a care 

home. Regarding the risk factors among caregivers, Schuengel et al. (2010) indicated that people 

with ID often encounter a variety of caregivers during the changes of staff within residential care 

homes, which could disrupt the establishment of attachment relationships. Findings from this 

study may not be able to identify the risk from changes of staff in a care home. Further study on 

the involvement from caregivers will be recommended to examine the influences of attachment 

styles by activating sensitive period of people with ID (Holmes & Shade, 2019).  

The expectation on others sub-theme came from the narratives that indicated expectations 

of dependence and protection, which was a positive expression on receiving support from others 

and might be caused by a positive impression of others associated with secure attachment or 

preoccupied attachment (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 1991). Besides that, participants with pre-
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occupied classification might have a negative impression of self (Bartholomew and Horowitz, 

1991). To benefit those who underestimated themselves and overly depended on external 

resources, Penketh et al. (2014) suggested interventions to focus on attachment needs and 

internal strengths that promote emotion regulation skills may help. In addition, expectations of 

others were mainly found in the participants’ narratives, which supported the assessment of 

attachment needs through verbal means.  

One of the drawings expressed an expectation for someone to create a safe environment 

in the story descriptions, which might indicate the need for a safe space in a care home setting. 

According to the British Psychological Society (2017), people with preoccupied attachment 

might have extensive attachment behaviors applied to seek comfort, and difficulties in regulating 

from distress. To reduce the risk of discomfort, providing a mentally safe space with alternative 

interventions to regulate emotions that focus on increasing a sense of security might assist adults 

with ID to regain a sense of settlement.  

Togetherness 

 The same experience sub-theme from BND and the Story suggested that adults with ID in 

care home treasured the experience with other people together and felt comfortable connecting to 

others. The close sub-scale in RAAS results indicated that participants had a positive impact of 

being with others. Both BND and RAAS results indicated that none of the participants were 

classified as avoidance. According to Crittenden and Landini (2011), it reflected that none of the 

participants tended to withdraw from attachment relationships, which aligned with the findings 

in the same experience sub-theme.  

 Regarding the dependence sub-theme, results in RAAS indicated that participants tended 

to feel comfortable with closeness and comfortable with depending on others. Although Gilmore 

and Cuskelly (2014) stated that people with ID had been limited to experience social and 
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emotional connectedness, this research indicated that people with ID might have a sense of 

comfort from dependent relationships in a social setting care home. However, some of them 

might have anxiety in a close relationship, which is a feature of preoccupied attachment. 

Although Wang and Mallinckrode (2006) suggested that Chinese might have higher attachment 

anxiety, the findings couldn’t address a higher level of attachment anxiety comparing to the other 

populations. To assist them in coping with anxiety, a secure relationship indicated by Holmes 

and Slade (2018) may be associated with their needs. They stated that caregivers tended to accept 

positive and negative emotional expressions in secure relationships, and children tended to seek 

out a secure base for soothing to transform the negative feelings into positive feelings to 

establish tolerance, self-regulation, and autonomy. To develop a secure relationship, the quality 

of responses from a secure base is essential for the interaction between caregivers and residents. 

In order to increase the quality of responses, training for the present caregivers to focus on the 

responses to adults with ID may assist the establishment of secure relationships. 

 The separation sub-theme could be found with high vibrancy in the drawing, but negative 

impressions related to separation anxiety couldn’t be identified. Considering Seller (2007) 

suggested that bird’s nest narratives could assess the attachment relationships, and indicate the 

specific issue related to clients’ attachment relationships, the finding might be an expression of 

current separating condition with good emotions regulation to tolerate the separation anxiety. 

Awareness of Environment and Protection 

 Neutral environmental elements were found in the BNDs with fragile or bizarre qualities. 

However, Goldner and Golan (2016) suggested that environment was one of the indicators of 

BND classifications. Individuals’ artistic development might highly affect the quality of 

drawings, like the unproportional fragile branches and bizarre marks on the cloud might be 

caused by low artistic development, so the ratings in the drawing assessment would be 
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influenced. Therefore, the environment indicator may need to be examined in future research 

studies among adults with ID. 

 Some participants expressed ungrounded environmental elements in BND. Considering 

BND was a projective assessment about clients’ internalized conscious and unconscious beliefs, 

assumptions (Kaiser, 2009), it might be a metaphor for the potential risk factors in the 

environment they observed that evoked their anxiety. Elaboration of environmental elements’ 

quality had not been discussed by Goldner and Golan’s (2016) rating standard; instead, the 

researchers focused on the quantity of environmental expression. As an extension, this study 

discovered that the quality of environmental elements might assist the understanding of 

attachment needs among people with ID, like the ungrounded elements that might indicate their 

needs of security and protection. The absence of a nest might be related to a sense of instability 

in their home concept that is associated with the need for warmth and protection.  

Participants who did not include any environmental elements presented ungrounded 

elements in BND, like birds were flying without a land, and birds were standing outside of the 

nest without any support. Considering the participants might have limited cognitive skills, they 

might have lower awareness to include environmental elements for the BND or might be 

unaware of the environment. According to Holmes and Slade (2018), they might also be lacking 

strategies to protect themselves from the unaddressed environmental risks. Schuengel (2010) 

stated that for adults with ID in a care home, environmental factors also include the relationships 

with professional caregivers, which were essential to affect their emotions and behaviors. To 

assist them in increasing awareness of the environment, Corey (2016) suggested that 

overemphasizing cognitive restructuring may reduce the awareness of environmental factors. In 

contrast, art therapy may assist them to be aware of unconscious desire and needs because it 
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emphasizes clients’ creativity and imagination, and facilitates the expression of thoughts and 

feelings that may not be expressed by a word (Hinz, 2009; Swan-Foster, 2018).  

Limitations 

 Despite the results, limitations can be found in the research methodology. A small 

number of adults with ID (n=7) participants completed the research activities, so this might have 

a minimal effect considering a small sample size that may hardly contribute to generalization. 

Although research instruments collected data from verbal and visual expressions may assess the 

research participants in a more holistic consideration, and visual communication was 

recommended. The research results appeared to have a significant discrepancy between the 

drawing assessment and the questionnaire. Therefore, there is no significant consequence that 

BND can accurately reflect the attachment styles of the participants. 

 Limitations of adults with ID could be one of the factors influencing the assessment and 

the ratings from the measurement. Although a bird’s nest is a metaphor of a carefully crafted 

home for nurturing and growth (Kaiser, 2009), the cognitive level of the participants might have 

limitations to fully understand what a bird’s nest is or has never seen a bird’s nest while they 

grew up in a city. In RAAS, they might have limited understanding of a cognitive-based self-

rated questionnaire. Considering BND is an art assessment that requires participants to draw on a 

paper, artistic development may influence the outcome of the product. Therefore, the results of 

BND might be affected by the artistic expressions established from previous training that the 

participants obtained.  

 Language skills are one of the limitations of people with ID. Coppers-Hofmann et al. 

(2016) indicated that a high error rate in speech pattern and rhythm could be found among the 

mild and moderate levels of ID. In regard to their cognitive development and language skills, 

some participants might have struggled in organizing and telling a story that fully reflected their 
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conscious and unconscious beliefs. It could be a factor that influenced the results. Criteria of 

participants were set to include those who were able to communicate verbally with the 

researcher, which delimited those who had difficulties in verbal expression. Although they were 

categorized as adults with ID, their attachment needs were not assessed in this research. 

Recommendations 

 Art assessments can provide an alternative for adults with ID to express their thoughts, 

feelings, and needs. However, according to the results of this study, there was a considerable 

discrepancy between the questionnaire and the metaphoric assessment. Because of the limitations 

of developmental level among the participants, the results could be influenced by cognitive 

development and artistic development. Assessment tools from different perspectives were 

recommended to enhance validity, such as third party interview from their legal guardians or 

professional caregivers. 

 Through art expressions and narrative elaborations, communication between participants 

and researcher was enhanced. The assessment captured some of the attachment needs of the 

participants but barely captured the attachment relationships of those who did not include a 

nurturing figure in their drawings. To assess current attachment relationships, more 

straightforward questions are recommended to include in the open-ended interview after the 

BND activity to have a clearer understanding of their thoughts and feelings of caregivers. 

 Negative quality can be found among the stories evolved into overarching themes include 

ungrounded environmental elements, absence of nurturing figure, and separation. Participants 

who had a preoccupied result in the BND assessment also had a sense of unsettled expression 

through their stories. To support adults with ID to pursue a sense of wellness, risk factors among 

this population can be further studied by exploring internal and external risk factors through 

interviews with their parents, caregivers, and case management team. 
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Regarding participants with insecure classifications, considering they might be easier to 

adapt to ineffective self-soothing strategies and have distortions from caregivers (Holmes & 

Slade, 2018), interventions designed for adults with ID can emphasize the role of professional 

caregivers, focus on the attachment needs, promote emotional development, and emotion 

regulation skills (Penketh et al., 2014). Qualitative research focuses on the effectiveness of 

interventions that can be investigated to provide supportive interventions for adults with ID with 

insecure classifications. Art therapy interventions emphasize the attachment relationships 

between clients and therapist are recommended considering the cognitive limitations among 

adults with ID and the attachment needs. 

 Regarding the cultural aspect, Wang and Mallinckrode (2006) suggested that the Chinese 

population might have higher attachment anxiety than the U.S. population. However, findings 

from the research among adults with ID in the Chinese population couldn’t address a higher level 

of attachment anxiety. Considering the participants were all residents of the facility for adults 

with ID, a unique culture might be established in their living environment according to the 

principles of the organization. Research through verbal and non-verbal means to address the 

culture from the perspectives of the residents, caregivers, and multidisciplinary team is 

recommended. 

Conclusion 

 This research study provides insights into the attachment styles and needs among adults 

with ID. Although limitations of the developmental level of adults with ID were merely 

evaluated, and discrepancy of instruments was identified, results from the overarching themes 

elicited their tendencies in intimate relationships. Visual and verbal expressions of the BND and 

the Story from the first-person point of view assisted the understanding of thoughts, feelings, and 

expectations of adults with ID in an attachment relationship. This study identifies their needs for 
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a safe space, consistent responses, emotions regulation skills, secure relationships, acceptance 

and co-regulation with their caregivers. Those can be considered as some of the directions of 

treatment planning that enhancing relational strategy and supporting the design and 

establishment of interventions to reduce features of insecure attachment. 

Regarding the assessment tools, further research to examine the validity of the BND and 

the Story is recommended. To support secure attachment development, attachment relationships, 

risk factors, and the related cultural factors are recommended to be identified in future research. 

To respond to their attachment needs, research on the effectiveness of art therapy interventions 

emphasize the relationship between adults with ID and the art therapist is recommended. Overall, 

this research study supports the application of art assessment among adults with ID to understand 

their needs in a non-threatening way, and recommends integrating attachment theory in art 

therapy interventions to support adults with ID to pursue a sense of security that enhance their 

well-being.   
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APPENDIX A 

Demographic Data Sheet 

Name of Participant: ............................................. 

Age: ............................................. 

Sex: ............................................. 

Education: ............................................. 

Diagnosis: ............................................. 

Family background: ............................................. 

Years of staying in the care home: ............................................. 

  



BIRD’S NEST DRAWING ASSESSMENT AND THE STORY                                                76 

 

APPENDIX B 
Four Category Overall Impression Rating Sheet 

Participant:  Rater:  

 

Four Category Overall Impression in Likert Scales that measure more or less of the particular 

variable. Read the description of each variable, circle the number on the scales refer to the 

drawing, and simply describe the graphic elements related to each variable. 

 Likert Scale Summary 

Vitality 

emotional investment in the 

drawing and creativity as 

manifested in richness, 

colorfulness, decorativeness, 

details, references to the 

environment, and interactions 

between the birds.  

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

General Pathology 

a general impression of 

negativity manifested in a 

sense of emptiness, 

loneliness, spikiness, and 

unprotected nest, threats to 

birds, a lack of stability, 

overlap between birds, lack of 

proportion, or size distortion 

of the birds.  

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

Bizarreness 

presence of irrelevant and 

irrational elements, a lack of 

logic in the drawing, strange 

shapes of the nests, the 

omission of unexpected parts, 

erasures, over-sweetness, or 

inadequate caregiving.  

1  2  3  4  5  6  7   

Optimism 

the overall positive 

impression of the drawing.  

0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  
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APPENDIX C 
Art Directive 

Population: Adults with Intellectual Disability 

Age: 18-60 

Criteria: Who are attending or had been attending counseling or art therapy services 

Art Media to be Used:  

8” x 12” white drawing paper and three set of ten Crayola fine-line markers 

 

Time: Approximately 1 hour 

Area of Need to be Addressed: Before the drawing assessment, the instructor should inform the 

participants about the purpose of this study, their right and confidentiality indicated in the assent 

form in their language, and obtain a signed assent from each participant. The instructor should be 

sure that the consent form from the parents or legal guardian of the participants had signed and 

returned the consent form. 

Art Therapy Initiative (task):  

The instructor will explain there is no right or wrong way to make the drawing, and remind them 

the artwork and everything they write in the session will keep in a lockable cabinet. Each of them 

will have a piece of 8” x 12” white drawing paper and a set of ten Crayola fine-line markers. 

(5mins) 

 

1) The instructor will ask the participants to draw a bird’s nest on the paper. (25mins) 

2) The instructor will ask the participants to create a story according to the drawing they 

have drawn. They can write it down or tell the story. For those who have difficulty in 

creating a story by their own, the instructor may ask open-ended questions to guide 

them to explain the elements in the drawing. (15mins) 

3) Finally, the instructor will ask the participants to rate their tendency from 1 (not at all 

characteristic of me) to 5 (very characteristic of me) according to the 18 scales in 

RAAS questionnaire. The instructor may use the language they can understand to 

describe each scale. The scores will be written down in the questionnaire by the 

participants. (15mins) 

Any special Concerns:  

Inform their social workers before the session and ask for their involvement if the participant 

would like to talk to their social workers during the session. Be aware of their evoked emotions if 

there is any, remind them that they can choose to take a break if needed.  
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APPENDIX D 

Table 1 

Demographics of Participants 

Note. N = Number of Participant 
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APPENDIX E 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistic of Four Category Overall Impression 

Note. SD = Standard Deviation 
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APPENDIX F 

Table 3 

Comparison of Four Category Overall Impression and Four Categories of IWM in BND 

Note. N = Number of Participant  
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APPENDIX G 

Table 4 

Descriptive Statistic of RAAS 

Note. SD = Standard Deviation 
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APPENDIX H 

Figure 9 

Comparison of Coherence Between Instruments 

Note. BND = Bird’s Nest Drawing; RAAS = Revised Adult Attachment Scale 
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