
Running head:  USING AN ALTERED PUZZLE ART PROCEDURE 1 

 

 

 

 

Using an Altered Puzzle Art Procedure to 

Explore Reconstructed Identity 

Through Spiritual Awareness in Substance Abuse Recovery: 

A Heuristic Arts-Based Inquiry 

 

 

Debra S. Bucks, BS 

 

 

A Thesis Submitted In Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirement  

for the Masters of Arts Degree in Art Therapy Degree 

 

 

Department of Art Therapy in the Graduate Program 

Saint Mary-of –the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, Indiana 

 

 

 

 

November, 2014

 

 



USING AN ALTERED PUZZLE ART PROCEDURE 2 

 



USING AN ALTERED PUZZLE ART PROCEDURE 3 

Abstract 

Identity flows from external patterns of negative behaviors utilized for coping with internal 

layered, but denied emotions.  It is no wonder, then, that the effect of substances use alters a 

woman’s identity.  The conducted arts-based heuristic inquiry allowed the researcher to 

investigate personally art therapy, substance abuse and the twelve steps of recovery in order to 

increase the benefits of a reconstructed identity.  Through a creative synthesis of written 

narratives and visual art of altered puzzle pieces, the inquiry also revealed how spirituality 

influenced both.  Utilizing the study as means to explore personal experiences within the topic of 

recovery from substance abuse has led to a contributing working model for the future of the art 

therapy profession and for those who labor in or for those who have an interest in the area of 

treatment for women in recovery for substance abuse. 
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Introduction 

Drug use among women, though not a new epidemic, is a major social and health 

concern.  Statistics show that among women between the ages of 15 and 44, over half have used 

an illegal substance at least once.  Narrowing the statistics even more, approximately four 

million of the nine million meet the criteria for substance abuse (“Drug use statistics”, 2013; 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2008). 

According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and 

Mental Health Services Administration ("Substance abuse treatment," 1999), the women with 

substance abuse problems are disposed to living hopelessly in the present, and they have trouble 

making long-term goals or plans for their life.  Women usually enter a program without the 

ability for planning or having the coping skills needed to alter their life in a positive fashion.  

Thus, in order to verbalize emotions surrounding the difficulties, women first need to mature in 

terms of gaining a sense of mastery or empowerment in self-esteem or in self-assertion.  Women 

at risk for substance abuse need help in acquiring the practical coping skills that form building 

blocks for an altered life plan.  Statistics show significant numbers of women at risk for 

substance abuse and the defects that pertain to the drug use; therefore, effective focal or a form 

of adjunct treatment for long lasting recovery from substance abuse is required ("Substance 

abuse treatment," 1999).  

Wilson (2012) stated shame is a significant factor in the addictive cycle, and it is at the core 

of addictions no matter the type.  Johnson (1990) stated shame surrounding the individual’s 

powerlessness is the perpetuating denial factor that elicits a cycle of substance use; shame and 

addiction respond to each other.  The synergetic relationship between the two is what perpetuates 
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the continual use of addictive behaviors and of the substance use itself.  Therefore, reducing 

shame is considered crucial to the recovery process.    

In addition, the capacity to cope with everyday stressors, such as children, work, and 

financial status, is a significant factor in preventing relapse to substance use.  In order to remain 

sober, women need numerous modes of coping skills for internal stressors, such as negative self-

talk, anxiety,  maturation of identity (Twerski, 1997), and for the mentioned external stressors.  It 

is important to introduce the women to drug-free activities, such as art therapy, that will serve as 

coping mechanisms for handling stress ("Substance abuse treatment," 1999).   

The research problem declared is women in recovery from substance abuse have 

difficulty grasping spiritual principles of morality because of the lack of the mature identity, 

development of values and moral reasoning (Greene, Ball, Belcher, McAlpine, 2003).  If the 

spiritual area were developed with the application of the twelve-step process, women would be 

able to replace their non-normative identity produced by behaviors while in they lived in active 

addiction (Anderson & Mott, 1998; May, 1988).  Grasping the idea of spirituality would assist in 

developing a new sense of self-representation as they embark on the journey of sobriety and 

transformation into a new life (May, 1988).   

The researcher’s clinical focus is women and treatment for substance abuse; therefore, 

the focus contributed to gender specific biases for the investigation.  One such bias is that there 

have been personal connections to and experiences of substance abuse fatalities.  These 

influenced the desire to use art and the creative process to assist women who face similar issues.  

Out of the experiences, the following research was birthed and conducted.  Yet to understand the 

special needs women face and need in treatment, examination into gender differences cannot be 

ignored.   
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The leading factors that contribute to and cause social concerns for women with 

substance abuse history include low self-esteem (Wilson, 2012;  Lundberg-Love, Nadal, & 

Paludi, 2012; Twerski, 1997), mental health issues  (Lundberg-Love, et al, 2012), and Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (Hilen, Colhen, Miele, Litt, & Capstick, 2004; Zlotnick, Najavitis, 

Rohsenow, & Johnson, 2003).  According to Greenfield, Back, Lawson, and Brady (2010), those 

contributing factors are also treatment concerns for the women.  Thus, effective substance abuse 

prevention and treatment for women requires creating programs that attend to the specific 

concerns of substance use that are more commonly associated with females. 

According to S. Ramsier (personal communication, February 17, 2014), once women 

progress in treatment, most begin to realize issues, such as the low self-esteem, avoidance of 

affect, shame or lack of spirituality, which contributed to their ongoing substance abuse.  In 

addition, women at risk for substance abuse and relapse have difficulty understanding how the 

spiritual influences of the twelve-step process would assist them in facing the underlying issues 

that affect the recovery (Diaz et al., 2011; Horay, 2006; Moore, 1983).   

As the women continue to progress in treatment for drug use, they begin to expose 

themselves to a journey of transformation into a new life.  Research questions to ask during this 

journey include what creative art processes will assist in their journey to sobriety and a healthy 

living?  Can art therapy facilitate spiritual awareness and growth in order to assist with the initial 

steps needed to form a new identity not associated with addictive behavior?  Will using an arts-

based heuristic approach with an altered puzzle art process enable the researcher to apply 

personal experience of the spiritual implications of the twelve-step process?  In addition, will it 

produce an awareness of spirituality that is needed to develop a healthier sense of identity while 

a new life is continued to be pieced together?  
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The purpose of the arts-based heuristic inquiry is to explore the proposed questions in 

depth.  The twelve-step process is paired with an art intervention, and it can assist in the 

exploring discoveries concerning a spiritual wakening towards God, self and others (Galanter et 

al., 2007; Chickerneo, 1993).  The additional knowledge  can be transferred to assist women 

recovering from substance abuse and  help them understand how to form a mature identity, raise 

self-esteem and increase verbalization of affect (Moore, 1983; Hinz, 2011; May, 1988).  

Incorporating the use of a jigsaw puzzle into the creative process provides a concrete 

experience for the metaphor of altering the old life in order to piece together a new life.  

Attempting to begin a new life free from substance use is an immense challenge and requires 

taking small, single steps, just as assembling a puzzle is completed one piece at a time.  Unlike 

being involved in a form of passive activity, such as television viewing or engaging in texting, 

constructing a puzzle requires thinking skills, both creative and logical, thus engaging an 

individual’s entire brain (“Puzzle”, 2010).   

The incorporation of a jigsaw puzzle also has healing components because of the 

simultaneous use of both left and right hemispheres of the brain (Barker, 2008).  The analytical 

left side of the brain sees the individual pieces and attempts to sort them out logically.  The 

creative right side of the brain, however, is able to grasp the big picture and works intuitively.  

Both of the processes work together and make the necessary connections within the hemispheres 

in order to put the puzzle together.  The connections increase one’s ability to learn, think, and 

remember.  The author further stated that assembling jigsaw puzzles naturally induce the state of 

creativity and focused meditation.   

The connections, according to Barker (2008), metaphorically relate to life’s challenges.  

The challenges are like fragmented puzzle pieces.  By physically working on the pieces and 
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putting them together, a person is able to create a meditative state and subconsciously focus on 

any confusion concerning the challenges and transfer thoughts to a conscious proactive solution.  

The author continued that as a jigsaw puzzle begins to take shape, different aspects of life start 

coming together as well to form a sensible holistic view.   

 Thus, the process of altering old puzzle pieces to create a new whole will meet objectives 

that bridge the parallel of creating pieces of altered puzzle with a twelve-step meditation as a 

guide for directive.  By the end of the process, understanding the spiritual aspect will contribute 

to reconstruction of a new identity (Galanter et al., 2007; Chickemeo, 1993).  

The hypothesis is implementing the twelve-step process with the metaphoric art activity 

of an altered puzzle will lead to an experience of a greater spiritual awareness.  In addition, the 

art process paired with the twelve step concepts will enhance the recovery process needed in 

order to commence piecing life back together and develop a mature normative identity.   

Definition of Terms 

Addiction:  A term referred to as the continued repetition of a behavior despite adverse 

consequences, or a neurological impairment leading to such behaviors (American Society of 

Addiction Medicine [ASAM], n.d.). 

Altered puzzle: A type of collage or a set of mini pieces of artwork.  Each puzzle piece 

serves as a separate canvas (Ramey, 2011).  Jigsaw puzzles can demonstrate life lessons - if 

looked at like a metaphor, a jigsaw puzzle is like life (“Puzzle”, 2010). 

Arts-based research: “A systematic use of the artistic process, the actual making of 

artistic expressions in all of the different forms of the arts, as a primary way of understanding 

and examining experience by both researchers and the people that they involve in their studies” 

(McNiff,  2007, p. 29). 
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Creative Synthesis:  The mixture of many concepts, visuals, or correlations processed 

and made into a new whole (Chickerneo 1993). 

Heuristic inquiry: A type of phenomenological study, which includes personal insights 

of the investigator.  It incorporates the use of self-awareness to engage intensely in an experience 

in order to discover new and in depth meaning about the experience (Kapitan, 2010). 

Identity: A person’s beliefs about who she is, what type of person she is, and how she 

connects to others (Hogg and Abram, as cited in Fearon, 1999). 

Recovery: A process of change through which individuals improve their health and 

wellness, live a self-directed life, and strive to reach their full potential ("Center for substance," 

2005).  By participating in recovery program that utilizes art therapy, the women will be given an 

opportunity to create in a safe place that will allow for more freedom of expression and 

opportunity to face denials (Malchiodi, 2012; Hinz, 2011). 

Self-esteem:  A generalized evaluative attitude toward the self that influences both 

moods and behavior and that exerts a powerful effect on a range of personal and social behaviors 

(American Psychological Association, n.d.).  Participating in art therapy has been known to 

improve self-esteem (Malchiodi, 2012). 

Shame: A feeling associated with being negatively evaluated, by self or others, because a 

person has failed to meet standards and norms, connected to what is good, right, appropriate and 

desirable (Malchiodi, 2012).  .  

Spirituality:  That which gives meaning to one's life draws one to rise above self, and 

circumstances (Lukoff, 1998).  Religiosity, according to Lukoff (1998), is linked with religious 

organizations whereas spirituality signifies the state of awareness to a higher being or life 
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philosophy.  By engaging in an art therapy process, women will have a chance to experience 

someone beyond themselves for meaning and guidance. 

Substance abuse: A maladaptive pattern of substance use, leading to clinically 

significant impairment or distress ("Center for substance," 2005). 

Twelve-Step Program: A set of guiding, spiritual principles outlining a course of action 

for recovery from addiction, compulsion, or other behavioral problems.  Using a twelve-step 

program meditation will introduce spiritual principles that can be applied to recovery and 

everyday life (Narcotics anonymous, 2008). 

Ethical Considerations 

 As an upcoming professional, the investigator has a responsibility to the profession; 

therefore, conducting research will advance and enhance the goals of art therapy (American Art 

Therapy Association, 2011).  The research, an arts-based heuristic self-study, will provide insight 

for treatment for the substance abuse population, and it will add to the validity for the use of the 

art therapy profession as a core treatment or as an adjunct treatment to substance abuse.   
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Literature Review 

Gender Differences and Substance Abuse 

Though the focus of the research and its design is focused on and for women, examining 

any potential differences between the genders is warranted.  By doing so, determining suitable 

treatments for a more positive outcome for women may result.   

Attention to women’s issues in substance abuse began to become important to the 

research community when the government mandated that 5% of its funding for alcohol and drug 

treatment be reserved for women.  Later, in 1988, the funding increased to 10%.  Prior to these 

dates, any treatment programs were developed by and for middle class white men (Kaufmann, 

O’Farrell, Murphy, Murphy, & Muchowski, 2014).   

Various studies have been conducted and have shown that women’s onset of substance 

abuse stemmed from past traumas, sexual abuse, physical abuse or partner violence (Kaufmann, 

et al., 2014; Green, n.d.; Pettinati , Rulstalis, Luck, Volpicelli & O’Brien, as cited in Cook, 

Epperson, & Gariti, 2005).  In addition, according to Pettinati et al. (as cited in Cook et al., 2005) 

onset occurred because the significant other in the women’s lives began to indulge in substance 

use.  Women have reported that their use of substances initially began to ease troubled emotions, 

while men reported that their participation in substance use was simply to intensify enjoyable 

feelings or was used as a means of coping with difficult circumstances (“Gender differences”, 

2014).  Both genders may have had dysfunctional role models who have used alcohol or 

substances (Kaufmann et al. 2014; Brady & Randall, 1999).   

The genders also have some differences when pertaining to social views.  Typically, there 

is greater stigma and social disapproval toward women engaged in substance abuse.  In addition, 

the social disruptions caused by the substance abuse affect childcare, family, and relationships.  
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Disruptions for men, on the other hand, deal more with work and their career (Brady & Randall, 

1999). 

Treatment barriers are not without differences as well.  Generally, there are more barriers 

to treatment for women than there are for men.  Childcare, family responsibilities, the inability to 

pay for treatment, trauma, and psychological problems are a few of the barriers women 

encounter.  Fear of the social stigma and of loss of custody of children also effects the decision 

to enter treatment (“Gender and Substance, n.d.; Brady & Randall, 1999; Marsh, Cao, & 

D’Aunno, 2004). 

Identity and Substance Abuse 

To understand the parallel of non-normative identity and substance abuse, the formation 

of a stable identity needs to be recognized.  Stable identity is the mark of efficacious resolution 

of Erikson’s fifth stage of development.  According to Erikson (as cited in White, 1997) mature 

identity is a sense of confidence in one’s consensus of self.  In addition, identity is a commitment 

to beliefs, values, and goals that guide a person’s process of functioning.  This stage arises 

during late adolescence and is typically fairly resolved by young adulthood.   

According to Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Orlofsky (as cited in White, 

1993), identity continues to evolve throughout life and is an important aspect of psychosocial 

functioning required for the ability to resolve future crises.  Thus, when a non-normative or 

normative life event occurs, such as an encounter with addiction and subsequent recovery, it 

constructs substantial changes in an individual’s thought processes and behavior.  Thus, one is 

likely to experience changes in ego identity functioning.  Since substance abuse is often affiliated 

with a certain lifestyle such as rebelliousness or denial, it is plausible to expect a lifestyle shift 

and a concurrent change in ego identity function among those who effectively remove 
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themselves from an addictive lifestyle.  Furthermore, it is because the psychosocial development 

of identity occurs throughout a lifecycle that failure to resolve a crisis blocks development 

through the subsequent steps.  Therefore, substance abuse may be a result of unresolved crisis 

and may interfere with the ability to develop a future mature identity (White, 1997; Doukas & 

Cullen, 2009).   

Identity and Spirituality  

Similar to the process of identity formation, development of spirituality reflects a transfer 

from an external to an internal orientation.  A person lacking spirituality may look outside self 

for answers in the same way an individual who lacks mature identity will seek outside of self to 

define personal worth.  According to Marcia, et al (as cited in White, 1997), there are three 

aspects to identity that exist, and for which spirituality is evident in and vital.  The first aspect of 

identity is structural identity where the identity reflects an intra-psychic composition of the ego.  

Spirituality may exist, then to the extent in which women’s inner intra-psychic ego structure has 

developed within their life, mind and being.   

Secondly, the phenomenological aspect of identity relays that one’s identity is 

experienced; it is the core that gives them meaning or value within their existence.  If identity has 

been established, then a person has an awareness of who she is apart from others.  In this aspect, 

spirituality may manifest to the degree to which a sense of function and purpose in a person’s life 

that expands beyond self to those around her.  An affective dimension of the spirituality would 

be most noticeable within the phenomenological aspect of identity.   

The third aspect is the behavioral piece of identity, which is derived from detectable 

behaviors that reveal the intra-psychic aspects of personality-commitment to self, relationships, 

and society.  Spirituality, then, may be apparent to the intensity in which one investigates and 
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commits to certain beliefs, goals, and values.  Women who surrender, admit powerlessness, and 

turn their will and life over to a Higher Power are clear examples of the behavioral aspect of 

identity involved in personal spirituality (White, 1997).  

Spirituality and Recovery from Substance Abuse  

Once the decision has been made that treatment for the addiction is necessary, numerous 

treatment options are available depending upon the accessibility of facilities at hand for the 

complex illness.  According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse (“Drug facts”, 2009), drug 

abuse and addiction have many dimensions and disruptions that negatively affect women’s lives.  

Therefore, treatment is not a straightforward undertaking.  Addiction is noted to be chronic so 

the treatment may require long-term care; a few days or a few years of abstinence do not cure 

women.  An effective treatment, then, must help women discontinue substance use, help them 

learn how to maintain the sobriety, and then help them achieve increased functioning with 

family, work, and society.   

Treatment approaches could include such modalities as the medical model, where 

medications are administered which reestablishes normal brain functioning.  Some medications 

can inhibit drugs from being effective for the addict, thus decreasing the desire and lowering 

relapse.  Treatments such as Cognitive–Behavioral Therapy seek to help women not only 

recognize situations that may trigger an old behavior, but also show how to avoid and cope with 

the situations (McHough, Hearon, & Otto, 2011).  Motivational interviewing capitalizes the 

readiness of the addict who desires treatment, and motivational incentive uses positive 

reinforcement to encourage abstinence (“Drug facts”, 2009; McHough et al., 2011). 

Substance abuse is recognized as being not only a physical disease, but also a spiritual 

deficit.  According to the National Abandoned Infants Assistance Resource Center (2006), 
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spirituality is a central point of women’s recovery and has a key role in sustaining therapeutic 

goals and objectives.  Diaz, Horton, Green, McLean, Weiner, and Mullaney (2011) shared that 

various Spiritual Scales have been developed that offered empirical data supporting the 

importance of combining spirituality in treatment with recovery programs. 

Research has disclosed that women who relapse reported a loss of spiritual connectedness 

compared to those who remained sober (National Abandoned Infants Assistance Resource 

Center, 2006).  Spirituality also gives an effective means to deal with a negative emotions and 

stress.  Women have reported that drug use filled the empty and isolated disconnect that they 

experienced.  However, as the substance abuse progressed, their worlds became increasingly 

isolated.  Thus, including a spiritual component into recovery reverses the reclusive process 

because it assists in the discovery of themselves, God, and a trust in others.  National Abandoned 

Infants Assistance Resource Center (2006) also asserted that techniques could easily be added to 

a program in order to achieve spiritual awareness and growth.  

Dslyn (2008) agreed with the idea of spiritual deprivation in addiction.  The author 

explained that people who experience  problems relating to substance abuse are actually masking 

the reality that addiction is depriving them of spiritual growth, inner peace, and the aptitude to be 

fully present with self, others and God.  Thus, it is only through spiritual surrender that one may 

gain freedom.  Spiritual surrender is constructed of a number of qualities such as fully giving 

oneself to God, inner detachment, self-denial, or abandonment to divine providence.   

According to May (1988) and Assagioli (as cited in Horovitz, 2002), humans are born 

with an innate longing for God.  If a connectedness exists, people can discern that God desires to 

provide the needed security during adverse situations.  However, people seek security and safety 

through other means such as obtaining possessions, filling voids with relationships, or attaining 
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power.  Eventually those aspects disappoint and, thus, from a psychoanalytical perspective, 

people displace the longing for God onto other entities, such as addiction (May, 1988).   

In order to return to the innate longing, spiritual surrender must occur.  It denotes the 

cooperation of self-giving rather than the willfulness of living for self-centered desires.  As a 

woman surrenders spiritually, the cooperation reflects a mounting acceptance of the truth about 

the margins of human power and control.  It also shows an increasing recognition of reality 

concerning the supreme source of power (May, 1988).   

In a pilot study conducted by Mason, Deane, Kelly, and Crowe (2009), the authors used 

questionnaires to discover if spirituality and religiosity helped the management of cravings while 

in substance abuse treatment.  The exploration involved 70 participants who resided in a 

Salvation Army residential program.  Each participant was given six different questionnaires to 

measure various aspects or substance use and recovery.  Mason et al. (2009) were aware of the 

limitations of the study because a self-report questionnaire was utilized; however, results showed 

use of spirituality in conjunction with substance abuse treatment raised self-efficacy, decreased 

depression, gave hope, and reduced relapse. 

Longshore, Angling, and Conner (2008) compiled a literature review, which sought to 

answer the questions of the connections between the higher measurement score of 

Religiosity/Spirituality (R/S) and improved health in numerous domains, including the health of 

the drug abuser.  The topics of R/S have been repeatedly neglected in prescribed addiction health 

services research; however, the related health fields produced sufficient literature of its own to 

show that information regarding spirituality needs to be provided in the field of addiction 

treatment.  Implications of the literature by the authors’ review illustrated the necessity to 

increase practitioner proficiency in the area of drug use, to gain an increased effort to validate 
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R/S interventions and to circulate relevant research discoveries.  This validates the need for the 

arts-based heuristic study that is explained in this research.  

A questionnaire given to 236 participants by Pardini, Plante, Sherman, and Stump (2000) 

were noted as tentative given the correlational nature of the study.  However, results from the 

scale questionnaires indicated that a majority of the individuals recovering from substance abuse 

had some type of religious relationship.  The participants also reported that they embrace high 

levels of faith.  In addition, the expression of faith was higher than in previous studies that asked 

the identical questions to members and students attending a Catholic university.  The study 

further indicated that among recovering individuals, Religiosity/Spirituality was linked with 

other positive mental health outcomes such as coping skills, greater resilience to stress, increased 

support, and lower levels of anxiety.  For those recovering from substance abuse, the link of 

spirituality to the positive mental health outcomes raised optimism and cultivated social support 

(Pardini et al., 2000).   

Galanter (2007) found three perspectives that can explain a model of recovery from 

addiction in a manner that is compatible with and supportive of the twelve-step programs of 

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA).  The first perspective is based on the psychopathology model that 

characterizes the medical model for mental disorder.  This is depicted by the disease entities 

based on explicit and discrete symptoms.  Recovery from this standpoint is referred to as 

remission.  

The second is from behavioral psychology where recovery can be defined in terms of 

observable and measurable responses to substance abuse; the third perspective given by Galanter 

(2007) was based on information revealed by the experience of substance dependent individuals.  

Self-help programs or groups like Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous adds a 
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spiritual component to women’s treatment in order to increase meaning and purpose in their 

lives.  It begins a process of forming a healthier identity that was displaced during addiction.   

The principles of AA suggest that sobriety without spirituality will ultimately lead to 

relapse (AA World Events, as cited in White, 1997).  People can experience spirituality without 

participating in or needing recovery; however, spirituality may be a necessary element of the 

recovery process.  Tonigan, Rynes, and McCardy (2013) expressed that among any change 

mechanisms to renewed identity, none is more central than the twelve-steps because of its 

philosophy and its practices of spiritual growth.  The nature and quality of the recovery of those 

who do not experience spiritualty may be questioned by those who have long-term recovery 

(White, 1997).     

Greene et al. (2003) studied a group that consisted of four women receiving inpatient 

treatment for substance abuse and 16 women living with their children in a supportive 

transitional housing while participating in a substance abuse treatment program.  All of the 

women stated that their spirituality was important to them.  Interesting to note, however, was that 

the spirituality was not connected to their substance abuse treatment.  The treatment was 

associated with group meetings, vocational planning, and urine monitoring.  The spirituality 

emanated from attending the required Alcoholic Anonymous or Narcotic Anonymous meetings.  

Several women mentioned that they were rediscovering their spirituality while in treatment.  God 

and faith were involved in their sobriety, for without each, the women reported they would have 

been dead from drug abuse, homelessness, or suicide.  In addition, they relayed that they would 

not have been able to parent their children in a healthy manner without the added spiritual 

application to their lives. 
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Furthermore, the women indicated that lack of a spiritual foundation and inadequate 

understandings of spirituality were contributing factors to previous treatment failures.  They also 

indicated that they needed to develop, acknowledge, and retain the spiritual growth in order to 

sustain sobriety after the treatment program ended.  The author noted that spiritual development 

also aided the women in moral reasoning and suitable decision-making skills (Greene et al., 

2003). 

Krentzman, Cranford, and Robinson (2013) conducted a longitudinal time-lagged 

quantitative study to discover if involvement in an Alcoholics Anonymous meditation had a 

spiritual component that contributed to behavioral change.  The participants were asked to 

answer questionnaires at 6 months, 1 year, and 1.5 years in order to assess if the meditations in 

which they were involved was of value.  Measurements assessed AA attendance, depth of 

participation and if participation increased over time in the AA experience.  Results showed that 

an increase in various spiritual activities (prayer, meditation and the reading of sacred writings), 

have a direct impact on the abstinence of substance use and constructing a healthier life.  

The concept of spiritual activities involving God or a Higher Power  may appear to convey 

a masculine connotation, thus contemporary feminist perceived the AA system as a patriarchal 

culture.  The idea of self-effacement required for working the twelve steps gave feminist 

researchers the impression that the self-debasing action resembled the passive conditions women 

experienced before the Women’s Liberation movement and the achievement of legal, social, and 

civil rights.  However, after interviewing and proposing questions surrounding each of the steps 

to 26 women involved in a twelve-step program, the researchers found the contrary.  Instead, the 

women’s responses to the inquiry gave the feminists who were conducting the research insight to 

the empowerment that the twelve step process provided (“Working the twelve”, n.d.). 
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As a healthier life is developed by participating in a spiritual twelve-step program, a 

reconstructed identify begins to form.  The purpose of research for McIntosh and McKeganey 

(2000) was to explore, not produce, the actualized definition of an ex-addict.  The inquiry was to 

discover an individual’s personal sense of the recovery process in order to answer the question, 

“What is the nature of the individual’s accounts of their recovery and in what ways might the 

recounting of those narratives be part of the recovery process?”  (p. 1503).  The inquiry 

legitimized themes that surfaced and showed how individuals constructed the new identity of 

recovery as opposed to the identity formed during active addiction.   

The narratives revealed a three-fold discovery in areas that shaped a reconstruction of a 

non-addict identity.  First, the individuals realized that the lifestyles they once lived had to 

change.  Second, a new sense of self had to be developed continually– meaning that there was a 

distinction made between the person they know themselves to be at heart and the person they had 

become while in active addiction (Twerski, 1997).  Third, they needed to share their personal 

story of experiences and the reasons why recovery was essential for their lives.  McIntosh and 

McKeganey (2000) believed the key implications arising from the study had to do with issues of 

identity and with the importance of giving an opportunity for individuals to disclose stories in 

order to help reconstruct their identity.  

Art Therapy and Recovery 

Dickson’s (2007) literature review discovered various opinions toward the inclusion of 

art therapy services within addictions treatment.  Addiction is viewed through different scopes.  

One view is the psychoanalytical belief that the addict is pathologically narcissistic.  This type of 

characteristic provides for an immediate gratification, respite from poor self-esteem, and the 

irritations that are commonly associated with “faulty ego development” (p. 18).  Furthermore, 
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beyond the narcissism, a characteristic such as false sense of self is thought of to have developed 

in response to the addicts “true self” disowned by the individual’s parent while a woman was still 

in infancy.  The outcome formed is an individual who experienced low self-esteem and a 

deficiency of personal identity.  Twerski (1997) agreed with this concept, for it is not just the 

ruined person that needs addressed in treatment, but the pre-ruined person as well.  Art used in 

this vein would enable the addict to externalize processes which “enables expiation, fosters 

insight, and thereby offers potential for change” (Dickson, 2007, p.19). 

Another school of thought leans towards addictive behavior in context of society and the 

damage engendered as consequences of the addiction.  In this context, the therapist would need 

to work in an empathetic non-confrontational manner.  Art would encourage the productive and 

creative self (Dickson, 2007). 

According to Hinz (2011), using the art process helps unmask defenses that guard the 

unwanted feelings of shame, past behaviors or childhood experiences.  Once unmasked in a safe 

environment, the various behaviors or emotions connected to shame can be examined, clarified, 

and healed.  Hinz (2011) relayed that implementing the Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) 

will aid clients with substance abuse through the varying components with each component 

addressing a specific substance abuse issue.  The utilization of the ETC components enhances an 

emergence of healing functions for the client.  Healing functions include energy release, 

awareness of sensations, focus on organization, or awareness of the appropriate affect.   

The hands-on process of art making delivers tangible feedback to the person with 

substance abuse and offers an enjoyable and exploratory process while the person is involved in 

art making (Holt and Kaiser, 2009).  The process evokes self-evaluation and provides the 

emotional reprieve that is increased through self-expression.  In turn, communicating 
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appreciation scaffolds the recovery process by gaining internal motivation that encourages 

ongoing self-examination and related self-disclosure.  

Moore (1983) contended that by taking ownership of one’s creative expression, the 

individual begins to learn how to take ownership over self and a new life.  The creative art 

process helps women clarify matters brought to the therapy process, resulting in increased 

verbalization of affect.  The process helped recovering addicts gain a sense of mastery over 

something that made them powerless.  Further, Moore (1983) relayed that the tangible nature of 

artwork aids in recognition and reduction of distortions; therefore, by creating and viewing the 

art pieces, an individual can learn to rethink her situation. 

Art, recovery and spirituality, according to Feen-Calligan (1995), share particular 

qualities that highlight art therapy as a powerful treatment for addiction; each requires 

commitment and consistent effort to know and understand them.  For example, individuals who 

are in recovery from addiction maintain a daily commitment to abstain from substance use and to 

the practice of the twelve-step program to the best of their abilities.   

A method by Feen-Calligan (1995) developed and incorporated an approach named 

“Doing by Not Doing”, which allowed patients to release any preconceived notions about art and 

gave the participants the permission to be powerless over the art process.  It encouraged 

members of the group to listen inward and become aware of inner selves.  The notion of not 

doing is important in recovery.  “Making time to listen to one’s inner voice and to God is 

necessary as going to meetings ….  and any of the other prescriptions in recovery from 

addictions” (Feen-Calligan, 1995, p. 50). 

 Utilizing art therapy with the spiritual aspect of the twelve-step process reduces shame 

and denial (Horay, 2009).  Johnson (1990) agreed and paralleled the art therapy process with the 
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twelve-step program.  For example, in the twelve steps program the spiritual component can be 

seen in steps one through three.  These steps are the foundations of the remaining steps and 

provide the framework for group work.  Step one deals with admitting powerless and 

unmanageability of life in addiction.  Step two refers to the belief that a greater power can restore 

sanity.  Step three deals with making a conscious decision to turn will and life over to the care of 

God.    

Johnson (1990) declared, “Creativity is an antidote to shame, connecting us with our 

Creator-Higher Power, and our true Selves, allowing us to turn liabilities into assets, wounds to 

pearls.  This is the art of transforming lives” (p. 307).  Receptivity to a new experience of life, 

faith, and imagination are necessities for the step work and the art process.  Addicts in recovery 

have come to the point where powerlessness has been accepted and an existential quest is ready 

to be embarked upon.  Utilizing art therapy, then, can be seen as a continuation of the process 

that requires trust in the art, the art therapist and the openness to new ideas.   

Dickson (2007) transferred findings of a literature review into a practice with an 

addiction treatment program.  Through utilizing art therapy in accordance to a Minnesota model, 

an abstinence model, endorsed by AA, Dickson (2007) concluded that the art process was 

“immensely rewarding” (p. 25).  Art therapy provided the clients with a weekly opportunity to 

assimilate some of the feelings evoked by the intense cognitive input of the program.  The 

creative process experience fostered a holistic self-awareness and encouraged exploration of 

previously suppressed emotions.  

Art Therapy and Spirituality  

Since a scope of this research deals with spirituality, it would seem reasonable, then, to 

explore right brain art interventions that increase spirituality.  The author of this research could 
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not locate direct linkages between right brain interventions and spirituality; however, indirect 

linkage could be implied.  

 The right hemisphere of the brain is focused on the present - the here and now - and 

learns through awareness of self and surroundings.  It said to be associated to kinesthetic and 

sensitive aspect of a person.  In addition, the right hemisphere was also noted to have the ability 

to sense energy, and a connection to the whole and to the spiritual (Taylor, 2006). 

If that is the case, then art interventions that utilize right brain activity, such as the 

Expressive Therapies Continuum components of kinesthetic/sensory or cognitive/symbolic 

(Hinz, 2011), would be appropriate, and support an increase awareness of spirituality for women 

in recovery from substance abuse.  The increased spirituality would bring a person inner peace.  

Taylor (2006) declared, “Step one to experiencing inner peace is willingness to be present in 

right here, right now” (p. 159).  Willingness, within the guidelines of the twelve-step program, is 

a one of the key spiritual principles that a person in recovery needs to sustain a life of sobriety 

(Alcoholics Anonymous, 1976).   

Feen-Calligan (1995) mentioned, “Art fosters spiritual development through both the 

creative process itself and in contemplating a work of art which moves one to a higher level of 

understanding” (p. 46).  This mentioned higher level of understanding could be called a spiritual 

awakening. 

Summary 

In conclusion, based upon the review of literature pertaining to substance abuse, art 

therapy, and the significance of spirituality in both areas, the investigator finds that research must 

continue in order to show the value of reconstructing one’s identity through the spiritual aspect 

of the twelve steps with art therapy used as a vital adjunct to treatment programs.  Feen-Calligan 
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(1995) summed up the topic well: “Recovery from addiction requires finding a spiritual basis of 

living.  Art therapy, a quiet, reflective, humbling, creative, and meaningful endeavor, may 

provide the means to assist with this process” (p. 50).   

In addition, further investigation and research of gender comparisons pertaining to the 

onset of use of illegal substances, continual use of the said substances, and treatment with art for 

recovery of the illegal substances could be further developed and prove therapeutically helpful. 
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Methodology 

Participants 

The researcher decided to be the sole investigative participant.  By  engaging  in personal 

exploration of an arts-based inquiry utilizing an altered puzzle  in combination with  The Twelve 

Steps – A Spiritual Journey (Pittman, 1993) and from A Woman's Way through the Twelve Steps 

(Covington,  1994) , the investigator  discovered  the meaning of spiritual awareness and 

restructured identity in the recovery process for  substance abuse.  Thus, personal discoveries and 

growth produced information that can be transferred to the support of other women in the 

recovery process. 

Research Design 

An arts-based heuristic inquiry was conducted.  Heuristic inquiry is a procedure of 

exploratory research.  It exists to explain a phenomenon or develop a theoretical suggestion in 

relation to a given topic (Kapitan, 2010; Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; Moustakas, 1990).  

Furthermore, it is also a method of research that markedly resonates with the study into therapy 

related issues (Hiles, 2001), in this case exploring spiritual awareness resulting in shift of identity 

for women in recovery for substance abuse.  The discoveries in the results of a heuristic study 

represent qualities, themes, and essences of the experience.  In addition, biases are acknowledged 

rather than denied, and it promotes that a researcher recognizes and manages biases with a non-

judgmental tactic (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; Moustakas, 1990).  The investigator believes 

this openness of personal involvement will place her on equal footing with any future co-

researchers or participants.   

An arts-based inquiry was also incorporated into this research.  The purpose of this type 

of inquiry helped the investigator to envision and recognize possibilities that create firsthand 

knowledge or transform previously established knowledge.  Arts-based inquiries dare, prompt, 
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and illuminates ideas rather than corroborates any preconceived knowledge.  Thus, used in this 

vein as an artist-researcher, the art helps one to become more in tune with the larger social 

concerns and provides a platform for critical awareness for the population served (Kapitan, 

2010).  

This type of inquiry utilizes the art making process as the tool and the data used to 

understand a phenomenon.  According to McNiff (1998), immersion, a central concept in 

heuristic study, is the basic premises of arts-based research.  Therefore, it has the potential to 

expand the traditional heuristic study.  According to Berridge (as cited in Lo, 2011), it permits a 

growing trust in the intelligence of the creative process.  In addition, arts-based research uses the 

art process as the tool to understand an experience.  These inquiries are differentiated from 

research activities where the arts play a substantial role but the arts are not used exclusively as 

the collected data.  Rather than merely reflecting upon the arts created, art is used as a 

psychological method (McNiff, 1998).    

Data Collection  

The data was collected by the investigator over 4 -5 week period and included written 

narratives, art reflections, and the altered puzzle (individual pieces and assembled).  Although 

there are numerous meditations available, a book that involves the twelve steps and written 

specifically for women in recovery for substance abuse was utilized.  Working from steps one 

through twelve the researcher read prayers from The Twelve Steps – A Spiritual Journey 

(Pittman, 1993) and the chapter from A Woman's Way through the Twelve Steps (Covington,  

1994 ) which correlated with the step prayer.  After the prayer and chapter were read, the 

researcher followed a procedure of recording her thoughts and of completing of a free 

association art response to readings.  Next, the sole participant randomly chose a puzzle piece 
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from an old cardboard preschool 12-piece puzzle and altered it, choosing from a variety of art 

materials.  Written reflections were completed after each art response and as each puzzle piece 

was altered.  After the above process was concluded for steps 1 – 12, the altered puzzle was 

assembled and a journal response to the finished new puzzle was written.  During the study, the 

art remained visible in the researcher’s studio in order to give the investigator the opportunity to 

allow the art to continue to be communicative.   

Analyzing the Data 

The systematic steps of initial engagement, immersion, incubation, and illumination were 

adhered to (Kapitan, 2010).  Initial engagement occurred as questions concerning the passionate 

personal topic of substance abuse recovery, spiritual awareness, and reformed identity were 

contemplated.  Immersion transpired as the involvement with the topic was examined in depth 

through the readings concerning the twelve steps, personal journaling, and creating visual art 

along with the altered puzzle pieces.  The acquisition or incubation phase involved the occasions 

when the researcher allowed the information of the created raw data to rest within her thoughts.  

The phase also included moments of exasperation where continuing the study seemed almost 

pointless.  The realization or illumination phase brought the data together in thoughts and 

discoveries that lead to deeper empathy and understanding.  The phase captured and revealed the 

tacit knowledge of the art in response to questions that were explored, and it helped explicate the 

implicit tacit knowledge (Chickerneo, 1998; Moustakas, 1990). 

Bracketing of the experience of the researcher was crucial in an attempt to acknowledge 

as candidly as possible any biases and presumptions.  The nature of a heuristic study can hold a 

primary emphasis on the immediate and open experiences, thus, there was a tendency to 

speculate on the outcome of the research based upon previous experiences toward spiritual 
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awareness, transformed identity and recovery.  Therefore, a weekly consult was a major aspect 

of the personal journey.  The consultation helped the researcher maintain the integrity of the 

context in relation to the research questions and intentions, both clinically and personally.  

Furthermore, the consult allowed for a continual appraisal of the study that enabled the 

investigator to review and ponder the proposed questions more objectively. 
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Results 

This writer as the researcher discovered that disclosing information about personal 

experiences to peers and professionals took courage and the need to value a trust in my 

restructured identity.  The initial writing of the analysis sat stagnant until the fear was admitted, 

first to God, myself and then to the consult person.  After the admittance, the freedom to write 

ensued.   

Data Analysis 

The process - comparing the phases of the heuristic method within the art-based  

 

inquiry. 

 The phases of the art based heuristic study and the working of the twelve steps require a 

submerging and emerging, back and forth, and an implicit to explicit dance.  They both require 

an examination and a questioning of acquired knowledge and how that knowledge can be applied 

(Schenstead, 2012).  For example, the readings surrounding particular steps generated a 

submerging condition where a period of being stuck caused a desire to stop the process.  There 

were attempts to push the topic at hand out of consciousness.  According to Schenstead (2012), 

the desire to stop can be an appropriate response because unconsciously the information and 

outcomes continue to grow in one’s mind until the eureka comes forth.  This period of the 

process was part of the incubation phase.  Afterward clarity of personal growth and hardships 

emerged.  The struggles spoke softly into my soul how an old identity’s residual effects can run 

deep into a woman’s mind and heart;  memories surfaced, shame reared its head and anger 

bubbled.     

A word cloud application was utilized to generate common words.  The entire narrative 

was copied and pasted into Tagxedo.  As each word cloud was formed, words that were not 

relevant were systematically omitted, such as pronouns (me, myself, and I), helping verbs, words 
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that conveyed the methodology (steps, step, awareness), numbers, and media references (image, 

paint, draw, etc.).  The words were then narrowed to search for and then display the top 100 

words (see Appendix C).  

The words were further reduced using Tagxedo to reflect the top 20 common words used 

in the researcher’s personal reflective narratives (see Table 1).  The words used gave an 

indication to how the practice of the twelve-step program has the ability to offer new life and 

renewed identity by the spiritual awareness through God, the Higher Power.  The common words 

demonstrate the back and forth or the submerging and emerging of the process.  If these types of 

words were not mentioned, then somehow the entire purpose of the study would have been 

misconstrued. 

Table 1 

Common Words within the Narratives 
 

Top 20 Common Words Number of Times Used 

Life                                227 

Identity 155 

God        189 

Fear  129 

Lost  110       

Surrender   94   

Believe   83    

Spiritual  73 

Love   66        

Control   59 

Power   54       

Shame   39 

Choose   39   

Hope   34 

Strength      34 

Pray   34 

Hurts      32 

Exist   30 

 



USING AN ALTERED PUZZLE ART PROCEDURE 36 

The pieces - reviewing the therapeutic value of personal discoveries. 

 As the sole participant of the study, I faced personal sets of challenges while reading, 

contemplating, and creating.  Even though the process of the twelve steps was completed 

formally in years past, discoveries have been made that helped reveal the importance of a 

continual spiritual awareness to increase and sustain the new formation of identity.  The art 

reflections and the puzzle pieces serve as reminders that the spiritual principles of the twelve 

steps of honesty, open-minded and willingness are evident.   

Steps 1 - 3 reflect a woman’s admittance of needing help and the belief that something or 

someone greater than she exists and can help restore her.  It is through this process that a 

formation of a positive self-concept and new identify can initially begin to be developed (Arnold, 

1977).  Denial plays a part in keeping a person in addictive behaviors (Covington, 1994).   

Honesty is the key to breaking out of the denial.  Once honesty about selfishness and an 

isolated life took root, I had to be open to the possibility of restoration to sanity through a power 

great than myself.  This meant the willingness to turn my life over; I had to surrender.  During 

the surrendering, the self-formed chain links began to fall apart.  The following section of the 

written narratives discloses my personal struggle with powerlessness and coming to terms with 

it.  “Powerlessness, however, is a word that can conjecture feelings of helplessness.  In turn 

helplessness can bring about a feeling of victimization.  Victim can mean pain.  To admit 

powerlessness means I cannot handle life, kids, work, and home.  It means I am not good 

enough.  Powerlessness means I have no control over anything that is required of me - the more I 

try to keep it together, the more life became and can still become unmanageable.”  

As the researcher, I was able to see clearly the progression through the created altered 

puzzle pieces for the corresponding steps (see Figures 1-3).  Figure 1 represents powerlessness 
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and the invasion of influences that attempt to sustain unmanageability.  The arm-shaped form, 

made from a strip of clay, appearing to be lifted up indicates the surrender.  Using a paint 

medium resembled the unmanageability as it holds a fluid property, which evoked an emotional 

response.  Forming an arm shape boundary assisted in containing the emotion of 

unmanageability. 

Figure 1:  Powerlessness to Surrender 
 

 

By using a tactile stimulation of the Sensory component of the Expressive Therapies 

Continuum (ETC), a provision was made to focus on the external sensations that lead to my 

internal emotion (Hinz, 2009).  Figure 2 is the internal emotion.  The petals were made with self-

drying clay.  The forming of the clay served as a reminder of God’s availability for guidance 

towards the identity He intended for me.  The puzzle radiates outward.  The connection with 

others in healthy relationships must be maintained to stay connected to a healthy life, to God and 
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to myself.  This connection with God, others and myself is the spirituality that keeps the bond 

together.  If one area slacks, then each is in jeopardy.   

Figure 2:  Reaching Out for Sanity 

         

The chains of shame and guilt perpetuated by unhealthy choices begin to fall off as the 

will and life are turned over to God (see Figure 3).  Covington (1994) wrote, “Too often we 

begin our recovery without a sense of self.  We have lost ourselves - our real identity - in our 

addiction” (p. 52).  This is the key argument of the entire research.    

Before participating in step three, life was dictated by fear.  Identity was formed by the 

links of mistakes, shame, and guilt.  In the daily decision to reach out and turn my will and my 

life over to the care of God, the formed links fall off.  It is my choice to keep them off. 
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Figure 3: Beginning of Freedom 
 

 

Steps 4 and 5 create an environment where a woman examines assets and liabilities, and 

then she shares her moral inventory (see Figures 4- 5).  These steps revealed not only the details 

of insanity, the exact nature of the imposed wrongs and reactions to that, but it also produced the 

potential for accountability because assets and strengths are also confessed (Arnold, 1977; 

Covington, 1994). 

Taking a personal moral inventory categorically required taking time to examine who I 

was through the eyes of whom I am today.  It required an immersion into the past.  Thus, the 

altered puzzle piece reflected significant ages –birth, three years old, six years old, and twelve 

years of age (see Figure 4).  Though cognitive defenses were elicited, which dealt with a cause 

and effect of the past, I as the investigator opened the door for the puzzle piece to extract an 
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affective element of personal recovery.  By doing so, the identification of specific emotions 

occurred (Hinz, 2009). 

Figure 4: Examination 
 

 

The product of the puzzle piece for step five was not a favorite; however, the process 

offered vast insight.  The art reflects the effects of choices (see Figure 5).  Watercolor was used 

which obviously started to deteriorate the cardboard.  Frustration arose, and I wanted to discard 

the piece entirely, but that was not an option.  I had to work through the mess and realize that the 

piece was vital to the entire altered puzzle.  Metaphorically, recovery is the same.  Addiction 

creates a mess.  Desires to ignore the mess or wish the mess into non-existence are present.  

However, working through the consequences is essential.  In completing this step, an 

awareness of spiritual growth and the beginning of a new identity started to emerge.  The 

narrative reflection indicated the awareness.  It read, “Step 5 is the step to turn it all around 

outwardly.  Five brings me out of the box.  I can choose to learn and turn to something new, or I 
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can hide in shame and revert to old ways.  I no longer have an excuse – my strengths are 

revealed in step 4.  Wrongs disclosed.  The outward expression of those (strengths) keeps me 

accountable.  I share, but find I am still loved, accepted by God and by the ones who matter.  I 

work on acceptance of myself and am getting better at it.” 

Figure 5: Gem of Strength 

   

 

The sixth and seventh steps (see Figures 6– 7) deal with a woman’s behaviors, thoughts, 

and attitudes that prolong unhealthiness and thus need to be removed from her life (Covington, 

1994).  The process of confirmation of the new self begins to align with shift that began in steps 

1-3 (Arnold, 1977).  Here I faced an immense issue.  The challenge was to admit my 

shortcomings; this meant recognizing the person exemplified when not in a positive spiritual 

place.  My behaviors that do not produce healthy outcomes must be taken off if there is to be a 

continuation on the journey of renewed identity.  This endeavor takes willingness and trust to 

allow those old behaviors to be removed.  Without the old comfortable states of coping, who 
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would I be?  What would I look like?  How would I not be vulnerable?  (see Figure 6).  Old paint 

chips were used to signify that previous behaviors may have served the purpose in the past, but 

no longer do.  The words “I can” lie underneath the intention stone to serve as a reminder of the 

new possibilities. 

Figure 6: Who?  How?  Where? 
 

 

If I desire to be the person I was created and intended to be, the humility required to ask 

for these behaviors to be removed must be an act of surrender.  Surrender is a key to spirituality 

(see Figure 7).  Humbly asking a being greater than me to remove defects accumulated over time 

requires courage because all of the familiarity is stripped away.  The collaged piece represents 

the act of humility and the courage required to bow in surrender.   

Exploring the experiences of courage and humility provided me as the researcher, the 

ability to recognize the emergence of the Symbolic component of the Expressive Therapies 
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Continuum.  This allowed a “new awareness of and greater ability to access unique inner 

wisdom.  Being able to use hitherto dormant qualities improves self-esteem and promotes 

personal freedom” (Hinz, 2009, p. 157-158).   

Figure 7: The Courage of Humility 
 

 

Not only has a woman been hurt and wronged, but a woman in an addictive lifestyle has 

also injured and acted wrongly toward others (Covington, 1994).  The purpose of steps 8 and 9 

allows the woman to free herself from the “impossible impasse created by [her] feelings of 

shame over [her]  failure to live up to [her] ego ideal standards, and to realistically evaluate [her] 

guilt and take responsibility for [her] actions by means of reparation” (Arnold, 1977, p. 72).  In 

addition, the steps liberate feelings of guilt and produce an understanding of others.   

Up to this point, the steps have been about searching within, healing within, and 

becoming more aware of inner heightened spiritual awareness of my Higher Power.  The eighth 

and ninth step marks the last immersion into the past of old self.  Healing from the past emerges.  

The spiritual principles required of me to recall the wrongs I have imposed on others.  Being in a 
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spirit of openness and honesty to all my relationships helped clear the way for healthier future 

relationships (see Figure 8 and 9).  

The paint strokes of the altered puzzle piece indicate that last immersion (see Figure 8).  

The past is dove into one last time to bring to the surface relationships that need to be healed, 

which then meant the spiritual principle of honesty had to be practiced.  This is represented by 

the emerging reflection of the silver areas of the altered puzzle. 

Figure 8:  One Last Time 
 

 

The the silver cellophane wrapped altered puzzle of Figure 9 expresses honesty and 

willingness toward current relationships with God, others and myself.  The shape appears to 

reach out and allow for inclusion of others.  The reflective quality of the cellophane is 
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representative of the honesty.  The moment I begin to hide my reconstructed identity is the 

second the old deviant identity will surface.  

Figure 9: Reflection of Honesty 
 

 

According to Alcoholics Anonymous, (1976) the last three steps of 10, 11, 12, are known 

as maintenance steps (see Figures 10– 12).  By practicing a daily inventory, a consciousness 

toward, and focus on the present can exist (Covington, 1994).  The tenth step extends into daily 

affairs, into the healthy relations with others and into the knowledge, understanding, and 

responsibility that were acquired in previous steps.  To continue with a restructured identity, a 

woman must remain aware that the sustained well-being depends upon the adherence to the 

realized new way of life (Arnold, 1977).                                                                                                                          

 The butterfly symbolizes transformation of restructured identity (see Figure 10).  The 

amount of transition the creature endures is incredible for it requires much energy.  The process 

of working the twelve steps of recovery has the potential for a life changing experience to such 
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an extreme that a woman’s past is unrecognizable at the end of the transformation, just as the 

butterfly.  The deepest symbolic lesson of the butterfly is to accept the changes in life as casually 

as it does.  The butterfly unquestioningly welcomes the changes of her environment and her 

body.  This steadfast acceptance of metamorphosis is also symbolic of faith.  Transitions 

undergone in life require keeping faith.  As daily maintenance persists, the ability to produce 

greater emotional and spiritual health grows (Covington, 1994). 

Figure 10:  Transformed 
 

 

The purpsoe of the eleventh step is to actively search  for the spiritual values which 

permeate life and give it meaning.  It is the spiritual awakening given to a woman through 

working the steps that enable her to feel, do, and believe that which she could not previously.  

Alcoholics Anonymous (as cited in Arnold, 1997) stated that the woman in recovery has been 

granted the gift of  “new state of consciousness and being” ( p. 74).  She has laid hold of a source 

of strength that she has denied herself in the past.  This thought is in agreeance with Erikson’s 
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“ego integrity” which is developed as traversing life events are dealt with successfully (as cited 

in Arnold, 1977). 

As the invetigator, I found step 11 to be a foundation through which to uphold the entire 

12 step process (see Figure 11).  The spritual awakening has become an intregral aspect of my 

life.  I continue to improve my conscious contact with God, who is deeper, greater and beyond 

myself.  Serenity that was not known in days gone by has been discovered. 

Figure 11:  The Foundation                                                      

 

Having developed a spiritual awakening or ego integrity by the end of the twelfth step, a 

woman is at a point in her recovery to meet the challenge of carrying the message of recovery to 

those who still suffer by offering the same hope incurred through integration of wholeness and 

health (Covington, 1994; Arnold, 1977).  All the pieces of self that were thought to be lost now 

begin to fit together in a healthier and fresh manner. 

The altered puzzle for this step depicts a state of reaching out to those within a sphere of 

influence.  As the puzzle was assembled, it was discovered that the underside of the puzzle piece 

was altered.  This was not done intentionally; the mistake was actually a revelation.  There is an 
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exposure of vulnerability, openness, and honesty.  Without both, the story of personal recovery 

will not be valid, thus the red colors expanding outward reveal the story that is not unlike so 

many other women’s stories and to which others can relate. 

Figure 12: Experience from the Inside 

 

The altered puzzle - putting it together. 

The final phase of a heuristic study is creative synthesis.  It examines the integration of 

the material and represents the final integration of the data, qualities, and themes discovered in 

the immersion phase.  It is not a meager brief of what transpired in the study.  Rather it is a 

comprehensive representation of a human experience in its fullness (Djuraskovic & Arthur, 

2010; Moustakas, 1990).  The following reflects the knowledge of the topic, the passion for the 

subject, and the new discoveries.  This helped process the research and can assist any future 

research.  

Once the inquiry was concluded as stated in the methodology, the 12 pieces of the altered 

puzzle pieces were laid out.  As the researcher and sole participant, I was excited to see the final 

assemblage.  What was the new, improved self going to look like?  Would it be amazingly 
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beautiful?  Would it reflect recovery, the increased spiritual awareness, and a reconstructed 

identity?   

First, the pieces were placed into the original cardboard frame, which was not yet altered 

(see Figure 13).   

Figure 13: Reconstructing Life - Part One 

 

Much to my disappointment, I did not like what I saw.  Anxiety arose within me, and I 

immediately felt boxed in and confined.  The pieces looked like they could not breathe.  They 

looked incomplete.  The assembled puzzle did not resemble a new identity brought about by 

spiritual awareness.  As I studied the puzzle more, I realized those thoughts paralleled 

metaphorically with of the recovery process itself.  When a woman progresses through recovery, 

what she becomes can no longer fit into the old framework of her life.  The same holds true for 

me as well.  I am not who I once was.  I have transformed over the years; thus, I no longer fit that 

old framework of unhealthy life choices.  
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The pieces were removed and spread out onto a canvas (see Figure 14).  My anxiety 

eased and oppression felt as though it had been lifted.  The pieces sat untouched for a day and 

rested.  Each piece had a life and story of its own, but because recovery and the steps are not 

meant to be lived out in isolation, the pieces needed to interact with each other; connection is 

part of the spiritual journey and plays a role in the re-creation of a healthier identity. 

Making a decision to alter the course of a life guided by unhealthy choices generates a 

sense of discomfort.  Personally, old thoughts and behaviors to which I was accustomed 

exploded.  Pieces of me were everywhere even though improved decision-making improved.  

This part of assemblage could represent that stage of recovery.  Questions reeled in my mind.  

How is life going to pieced back together?  Will it ever get to a point of wholeness?  Were pieces 

lost or so damaged that altering it would not be possible?  During the weeks of reading, writing, 

and creating, I wondered how my life was going to be represented through the art process.   

Figure 14:  Reconstructing Life – Part Two 
 

 

After days of playing with and working on the pieces, rearranging them and examining 

them, another stopping point was reached.  The puzzle began to come into a life of its own, but 
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the placements of the pieces were not quite in a satisfactory position (see Figure 15).  Additional 

canvas base, which resulted from step 11, was exposed.  I deliberated on the necessity of 

allowing God to be at the base in all I do.  I thought how without the solid foundation the pieces 

of my personal transformed life could be quickly lost.  Recovery needs a foundation, something 

or someone stable that continually gives the assurance that all will be well.  For some women 

that foundation may be the spirituality and God; for others it may be the working of the steps on 

a continual basis.  Others will want or need the combination.  

Figure 15:  Reconstructing Life – Part Three 
 

 

 A risk was taken with the next action of assembling the altered puzzle.  The canvas of 

step 11 was removed from the frame.  The word risk is used because doing something different 

takes risk.  In the arts-based inquiry, questions and risks can be taken.  “What if?”  “What is the 

worst that could happen?”  (see Figure 16).     



USING AN ALTERED PUZZLE ART PROCEDURE 52 

The altered puzzle finally seemed content.  I felt content, complete and a sense of 

achievement.  Each representative piece of the twelve steps nestled together.  Some pieces rise 

above the others, while a few other pieces rest below.  This is indicative of the emerging out of 

self after an intense submerging into questions, thoughts, concerns and the past.  

 The new frame is bare because this too may change as new stages of life change.  

Adjustments will have to be made to suit an ever-evolving identity that grows and alters through 

deeper spiritual awareness.  The frame serves as a healthy boundary and reminder to maintain the 

work of the steps.  However, the twelfth step piece is going out of the frame, or outside of self, in 

order to help those who still suffer (depicted by the red puzzle pieces outside of the frame). 

Figure 16: Reconstructing Life – Final 
 

 

 

The creative synthesis of the final puzzle - through the collection of data of the art, the 

puzzle pieces, and narratives - also represents a Creative Level discussed in Expressive 
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Therapies Continuum (ETC) (Hinz, 2009).  This level displays a person’s ability to synthesize 

inner experience and outer reality, individual and media utilization, and different experiential and 

components of the ETC.  In addition, this level shows the individuals tendencies toward self-

actualization.  Once a person reaches this level, she is working toward self-improvement to 

actualize the potential within (Hinz, 2009).  

The final stages of the research required me, as the investigator, to be accountable to the 

strengths professed in step five.  In addition, I was humbled and grateful to be a participant in 

this experience.  As I assembled the altered puzzle product, empathy flourished with greater 

intensity toward women who find themselves incapable of believing the best for themselves 

because of the struggle with substance abuse.    
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Discussion 

The design of arts-based heuristic study stemmed from a literature review that discussed 

studies about women in recovery from substance abuse, the impact of spiritualty within the 

twelve-step process and the implications of a reconstructed identity as the recovery process 

ensued.  Conducting the proposed inquiry dovetailed with the existing research and journal 

articles while the design of the research surrounded the need to explore spiritualty, the twelve 

steps, and the recovery process for women.  Furthermore, the investigative data was the art itself, 

thus fitting with the necessity of art therapy within the population of women and substance abuse 

recovery.  It clarified a deeper understanding of how the method and procedures could be 

administered to future participants.  In addition, it reaffirmed that spiritual awareness, recovery 

and identity formation is an ongoing process.  

Although there may be some limitations because the research conducted was heuristic in 

nature, the research did reveal personal implications that examined and revealed information into 

the various research questions of what types of creative art processes would assist in their 

journey to sobriety and a healthy living.  Can art therapy facilitate spiritual awareness and 

growth in order to assist with the initial steps needed to form a new identity not associated with 

addictive behavior?  Will using a heuristic arts-based approach with an altered puzzle art process 

enable the researcher to apply personal experience to the spiritual implications of the twelve-step 

process?  In addition, will it assist in the discovering of needed awareness to develop a healthier 

sense of identity as a new life continues to be pieced together?  

The results indicated transferable information for use in the clinical realm.  Anticipated 

results for the study included but were not all-inclusive to, an increase in spiritual awareness as 

noted by the creative synthesis of the art reflections and written narratives.  The ability to 



USING AN ALTERED PUZZLE ART PROCEDURE 55 

visualize the metaphoric processes of piecing a new life together as a healthy identity was 

recognized.  By gaining spiritual awareness and growth, other issues that revolve around 

recovery (i.e. low self-esteem or shame) were examined.  Common words and themes were a 

connective thread within the process for recovery and spiritual growth.       

The research procedure was complex in order to penetrate the experience on a personal 

level, thus may not be conducive to a group setting within the various types of programs that 

exist for women in recovery.  Clinically, however, the design may be simplified and afford 

similar examination for future participants.     

A possible less complex procedure may be to invite the participants of a group to read a 

step meditation, engage in discussion concerning the step, and then alter the puzzle piece.  This 

could be repeated on a weekly basis until the puzzle is completed based on the twelve steps.  

Limited supplies per puzzle piece could also lessen complexity.  The result would still offer a 

concrete feature of the puzzle that metaphorically represents the commencement of a 

reconstructed identify and the hope of a new life pieced back together.   

The researcher recommends further investigation using a small sampling of co-

researchers within the same population.  Utilizing a small sample size of co-researchers, the 

investigation can be explored beyond the personal experiences to a group experience.  It will also 

validate the methodology and will help to inform the need for research with a larger sampling of 

the population.  Using a group of participants allows the researcher to be the observer to learn 

more about the approach of the altered puzzle process.  Adding a pre- and post-questionnaire to 

the research design may add a quantitative aspect to the study, which would allow collection for 

empirical evidence.     
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Art therapy has been used in various avenues as an adjunct treatment or as the main 

treatment.  It has been shown to be a valuable conduit for change in areas of substance abuse 

(Hinz, 2011, Horay, 2006; Feen-Calligan, 1995), shame (a factor underlying substance abuse) 

(Hinz, 2011; Wilson, 2012), and spirituality (Horovitz, 2005).  Limited explorations involving 

these combined areas have been uncovered.  Thus, the researcher believes there is a need and a 

benefit for the field of art therapy to explore (in depth) the the twelve-step process and 

spirituality with identity (and its effect) with art therapy given the epidemic of women with 

substance abuse issues. 

The researcher further recommends that a working knowledge of the twelve-step process 

be a part of an art therapist’s repertoire because the principles of the twelve steps are transferable 

to other clinical issues (i.e. gamblers anonymous, overeater anonymous, co-dependency, or 

eating disorder).  A twelve-step process also exists for the artist who struggles with creative 

block (Artists Recovery through the Twelve Steps).  

In conclusion, incorporating the arts-based heuristic inquiry presented vital outcomes on 

a personal level; it also provided insight to the implications for further needed research.  

Investigation of combining the spiritual aspect of the twelve-step process (to increase a 

development of healthy identity associated with a new life) alongside the art therapy process 

could prove to be necessary for women in substance abuse who need treatment to help sustain a 

lifestyle of abstinence and growth. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - The Twelve Steps of Recovery 

1. We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable. 

2. Came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 

3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God , as we understood 

Him. 

4. Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. 

5. Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our 

wrongs. 

6. Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character. 

7. Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings. 

8. Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them 

all. 

9. Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure 

them or others. 

10. Continued to take personal inventory, and when we were wrong, promptly admitted it. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Higher_Power
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_character
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/amends
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11. Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we 

understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry 

that out. 

12. Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this 

message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs. 

 

Appendix B - Initial Art Response 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meditation
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Step 4 
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Step 6 
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Step 12 

 

 

 

Appendix C - Word Cloud Visual Narrative 
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