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ABSTRACT 

Social virtual worlds are 3D non-gaming online environments where people meet and 

collaborate. These virtual worlds may eventually offer a way to deliver art therapy services at 

a distance. This paper addresses the experience of creating 3D virtual art for therapeutic 

purposes in a particular virtual world called Second Life. By completing four art therapy 

directives online, the researcher found the virtual art experience to be both creative 

artistically and personally therapeutic. An idea for using this experience for group therapy is 

presented as a proposal for future research. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Increasingly social websites, blogs and chat rooms are playing a role in the 

development of personal and social identity. Into this environment, virtual worlds arrive to 

offer a rich visual, verbal and social experience for individuation, social skill development 

and therapeutic intervention. Virtual worlds can be defined as 3D online places inhabited by 

multiple people enabled by online technologies (Boellstorff, 2008). The people in these 

virtual worlds are represented by digital forms called avatars (Cooper, Dibbell & Spaight, 

2007). 

Virtual worlds are found in the category of social networks. Social networks are 

virtual communities that provide an opportunity for users or “residents” to make profiles and 

contact one another virtually (Fraser, 2008). Boellstorff (2008) found that the number one 

reason residents came to the virtual world Second Life was to socialize. Second Life (2008) 

is a 3D virtual world similar to a video game but created by residents instead of a game 

designer. This virtual world has an economy, tools for building and creating, a real estate 

market and stores for the sale of virtual items. Second Life also features virtual schools for 

“real life” university courses, office spaces for corporate meetings and gathering spots for 

popular support groups. 

Barry Gilbert from Strategy Analytics reported in June 2008 that the percentage of 

registered internet users in virtual worlds is expected to increase from 10% to 27% by the 

year 2017 (Virtual World News, 2008). Ninety-two percent of 18-29 year olds are online. 

Currently only 6% of online adult users reported they created or used an avatar or online 

graphic representation of themselves (Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2007). 

Virtual worlds are growing in popularity, especially with children. For example,  



BarbieGirls.com is a 2%:D virtual world that provides an opportunity for girls to shop for 

clothes and accessories for a virtual Barbie and chat with real friends in a customized virtual 

room. Mattel boasts an estimated 10 million registered users (Nino, 2008). 

Children are using virtual worlds and will continue as they move into adolescence. 

Therapeutic services will have the opportunity to use this medium to reach children and teens 

in a new way. Early work has been done to determine the therapeutic benefit of some 

“inworld” activity. The most elaborate of these studies was completed by Dr. Marina Bers. 

She developed the virtual city, Zora, where children could design and inhabit their own town, 

create their own avatars, and converse through a form of text messaging. These residents 

were post-transplant patients at Boston Children’s Hospital. The study found that children 

created a social support network in the virtual world (Bers, 2006). Grass roots efforts at 

providing support services are springing up in the virtual world of Second Life such as 

Alcoholics Anonymous. Individual therapists are offering individual online psychotherapy 

sessions inworld and there is an Online Therapeutic Institute devoted to researching therapy 

in Second Life. 

Statement of the Problem 

The increasing popularity of virtual worlds and the budding development of virtual 

therapeutic techniques make the need for research in virtual art therapy relevant. Guidance in 

safe and effective methods in using the medium should come from therapists with a 

background not only in group process and psychodynamic theory, but experience in visual 

media as well. 

Access to therapy is one issue that can be addressed with virtual world therapy. 

Geographic access is one aspect. Offering access to those who are reluctant to attend therapy 

is a benefit. Also many people, especially teens, may be too shy, may have a crippling body  



image (overweight or anorexic), or may have an addiction. For these people anonymity in 

identity and appearance could offer the freedom needed to focus on working therapeutically. 

Explanation of the Study 

The study seeks to explore the experience of creating art for therapeutic purposes in 

the virtual world Second Life. This heuristic study will use four therapeutic art directives to 

discover aspects of therapeutic process. 

This researcher will be the only participant and will be represented by an avatar 

named Fielding Yedmore. The researcher will conduct the research from a laptop computer 

in North Carolina connected by broadband to the Second Life servers at 

www.secondlife.com. The virtual land is located in a “sky box” in a private area where 

visitors will not have access. 

There will be four sessions which will include, logging into the world with a 

password, setting up the online video camera, building the art, taking photographs, answering 

questions, and logging out. After all sessions have been completed, the data will be analyzed, 

coded, categorized, and interpreted. 

Basic Assumptions 

In this study, the researcher has average Second Life building skills. It is assumed that 

art can be created with 3D modeling tools in Second Life and that the art can an outlet for 

self expression. It is assumed that the Second Life software will be functional during the 

session. 

Definition of terms 

Avatars are online digital representations of a person (Boellstorff, 2008).  



A virtual world is a computer-simulated environment where multiple users interact 

with avatars. It is much like a video game but avatars are free to come and go and socialize 

via chat or voice with other avatars at will. 

Second Life is a proprietary virtual world owned by Linden Labs. There is no cost to 

participate, and avatars join the site to build virtual houses and virtual stores to sell virtual 

wares. The world resembles real life (as opposed to outer space or science fiction) and 

avatars join groups and have social lives. 

Online chat is any form of synchronous communication over the internet. It most 

often refers to an instant message system where one user inputs text and a user on the other 

end receives it and responds. 

3D modeling tools are graphic tools in a virtual world that help the user create 3D art. 

Model and art are interchangeable words referring to the objects (similar to sculpture) 

created in the virtual world. The model is in three dimensions and it may appear solid or 

have some state of transparency. It may be in many pieces or carved out of one. It may be 

stable or flexible, swaying with the virtual wind. It may have solid color or custom textures 

(including words and photographs) applied to the surface. 

Virtual world group art therapy is the descriptive name for the process of people 

logging into an online 3D virtual world and experiencing an art therapy group process online. 

Participants are represented by avatars. Participants talk through online chat. Participants 

make art using computer tools in the virtual world. 

Sky-box is a small patch of virtual ground located in the sky in the virtual world 

Second Life. It has a cloud texture on the bottom so that it is not visible from the ground.  



Second life inventory is the folder or storage unit for all of the avatar’s Second life 

assets. It holds bookmarks, object that have been created, clothes and information. The avatar 

has access to this inventory and can save, add to, delete and modify at any time. 

Limitations 

A limitation of this study is that only one participant is included. Virtual world art 

therapy is intentionally a group activity due to the social nature of a virtual world. Another 

factor is the limited building skills of the researcher. The availability of only four sessions 

also limits the amount of data that can be collected. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to explore virtual world art therapy from a therapeutic art 

perspective. The researcher is endeavoring to use the Second Life building and modeling 

tools to create objects that are artistic and see if the process is therapeutic for this researcher. 

This heuristic study is only the beginning of the inquiry into a broader base of research that 

will lead to looking at group art therapy in virtual worlds. 

 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Identity 

Erik Erikson was a practicing psychoanalyst who felt that the human beings achieved 

maturity by traveling through a series of developmental stages, each defined by a necessary 

psychological “task.” He proposed a stage, “identity vs. role confusion,” lasting from puberty 

to approximately 18 years old. The main task of this stage is to achieve a sense of identity 

_ and avoid role confusion. Erikson revealed that the patterns of identity must emerge from 1) 

the acceptance and separation of childhood identity and 2) “the way in which the social 

process of the times identifies young individuals--at best recognizing them as persons who 

had to become the way they are, and having become the way they are can be trusted” 

(Erikson & Erikson, 1997, p. 72). It may be true that the current “process of the times” deals 

with an adolescent’s development in part through their online persona. Virtual worlds, with 

their customizable avatars, give people the chance to explore unexpressed aspects of self and 

try out new identities (Turkle, 1995). 

Social networking sites, including virtual worlds, enable individuals to present an 

identity to a select group of people and receive comments and reactions. These reactions then 

expand and generate more material to further construct a unique identity (Buckingham, 

2008). 

Behind this unique and fluid identity is an anonymous person. Online therapy has 

found that the disinhibition effect is a phenomenon that explains why people say and do 

things online that they would not do in real life. It is the “You don’t know me,” or “you can’t 

see me” mentality (Suler, 2000). Research has indicated that participants of multiplayer role  



play games felt freer to express themselves online because they were not judged by 

appearance, gender, age or other personal information (Cole & Griffiths, 2007). 

Youth and online groups 

Constructionism describes how children “learn by making” (Papert & Harel, 1991). 

Seymour Papert developed the theory of constructionism during his work with children and 

computers over the past 30 years. His theory asserts that learning happens when students are 

making, creating, discovering and designing (Bers, 2006). This theory can be applied in a 

therapeutic setting when the learning is about life, self and others. 

The theory of Positive Youth Development (PYD), coming out of applied 

developmental science, was analyzed in light of new digital technologies in complex 

situations by Marina Bers. This theory involves what researchers refer to as the six “C’s™: 

Competence (thinking and behavior), Connection (coming together of people and 

organizations), Character (moral or ethical qualities), Confidence (self esteem), Caring 

(human values, empathy, and a sense of social justice) and Contribution (giving to society). 

These elements form the design of a new technology labeled by Bers as Identity Construction 

Environment (ICE). ICE are computer environments that allow young people to experiment 

with the distinguishing aspects of who they are and their personalities (Bers, 2006). 

There are ten guidelines that promote PYD. The guidelines are: Provide a safe space, 

support users to engage in self-reflection and introspection, provide opportunities to become 

technologically fluent, provide tools where users can create complex representations of self 

that change over time, provide opportunities for narrative expression, provide projects 

residents are able to work on for a long period of time, make a virtual community, support 

knowledge to action where users can try out behaviors in community, users and professions  



become partners in design and development (Bers, 2006). All of these guidelines were 

implemented in Bers’ project Zora with positive results. 

One study of a cognitive based therapy online chat group with teens suffering from 

depression showed that teens preferred the chat group to the real life group because “online 

your looks do not play a role.” A bond developed and all participants wanted to keep in 

touch. The teens liked the anonymity of the online group and the group experienced a 

reduction in depressive complaints (Gerrits, R., van der Zanden, R., Visscher, & R. Conijn, 

B.) In an email group, Malchiodi (2000) found that teens who rarely engaged face-to-face 

were able to engage via email because they found email less threatening. In another study, 

chat users reported that the internet had a positive influence in their lives and they were 

shown to be less fearful and depressed than a control group of non-users (Campbell, 

Cumming, & Hughes, 2006). 

Distance art therapy 

Collie and Cubranic (2002) created a distance art therapy system based in the 

telehealth model. A group of participants in the study created art at different locations 

working at personal computers. They drew pictures in 2D graphic software using a mouse. 

They were connected with software that would allow them to see others drawings when 

complete. They could talk through an audio link. The participants said the system was 

engaging and easy to use. 

Jerry Stochansky used the internet to receive images from a man who was bedridden 

and discuss them by phone. He required that a home health nurse be present while the man 

was making the images to provide help and support in case suicidal feelings surfaced. Initial 

feedback from colleagues showed support for this idea but later feedback suggested that this 

precaution was unwarranted because of the cost of home health care (Malchiodi, 2000).  



CHAPTER III 

METHODS/PROCEDURES 

This was a heuristic study with research-generated data. There were four sessions 

between 45 minutes to 1 hour long. The process was the following: 

1) Experiencing — creating the virtual art online 

2) Describing — completing the art Description Questionnaire (Appendix A) 

3) Observing- reviewing the avatar on videotape 

4) Describing — completing key word associations 

5) Coding - completing the art Analysis Questionnaire (Appendix B) 

6) Categorizing — finding and comparing major themes 

7) Creative synthesis (Moustakas, 1990) — summarizing 

Subjects 

The researcher was the only subject. The researcher was represented by an avatar. 

The researcher has one year of experience in Second Life and has created this avatar for this 

research. This is the researcher’s alternate avatar. The researcher is a 42-year-old female 

graduate student. 

Procedure 

Four sessions were conducted on a bi-weekly basis over the period of two weeks. The 

researcher logged into the virtual world Second Life and teleported to her virtual land in the 

skybox. She pointed a virtual camera on her avatar and began video recording. She displayed 

the directive and gave herself 45 minutes to complete the directive. This would be the 

amount of time allowed during a group art therapy experience. During the art creation, if the 

researcher had moments of insight, she stopped building to take a digital photograph of the  
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art in process and then resumed building. At the end of the session, the researcher saved the 

object in her Second Life inventory. She immediately filled out the Description 

Questionnaire (see Appendix A). 

In the first directive, the researcher used the contents of her Second Life inventory to 

create an assemblage to introduce herself. In the second directive, she dressed her avatar the 

way she felt that day. In the third directive she made a sculpture of a feeling. In the fourth 

directive she made an object to wear that represented an automatic thought or core belief that 

she wanted to acknowledge and release. 

After all four pieces of art had been created; the researcher began coding by 

reviewing the video final image to create a list of keywords related to each piece of art. Then 

the researcher completed the Analysis Questionnaire (shown in Appendix B). Using all of the 

data collected, the researcher looked for themes and categories. Based on the data she began 

to interpret and integrate the findings. 

Data Collection 

Observation during data collection included observations about the building process. 

It included what the art looked like and what its characteristics were. The researcher 

observed from the video tape, what the avatar looked like inside the art when it was large and 

what the avatar looked like when the art was small in comparison. The researcher explored 

the feelings associated with the experience of creating the art both during and after the 

creation.  



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Directives 

The first directive asked the researcher 

to use the objects placed on the virtual ground 

and simple shapes to create an assemblage to 

introduce herself. The exercise took 

approximately twenty minutes. The experience 

started out to be frustrating because it did not 

seem there were items that related to the 

personality of the researcher. However, after 

working with items, the researcher came to 

appreciate and admire the art she created, 

especially the view of the sculpture at night Figure 1. Directive one: Assemblage 

(Figure 1). The working titles are “Balance” and “Pain in the neck.” These titles describe the 

researcher’s quest for balance in her life between work, school and marriage and the fragile 

nature of that task. The sculpture also refers to a concept of living in her head all the time, 

meaning there is a tendency to intellectualize everything. The point of tension at the neck 

where pain resides almost all the time in her real life body is what motivates the title “Pain in 

the neck.” 

The second directive asked the researcher to dress her avatar the way she felt that day. 

She was feeling very much in need of casual comfort and coziness. She went shopping in 

Second Life to obtain ponytail hair, a gold sweat suit, bunny slippers, a box of chocolates and 

a meditation cushion. The title of her outfit was Cozy Saturday (Figure 2). The experience of  



finding the items and shopping for 

them was frustrating and not peaceful 

or cozy. It was hard for the researcher 

to stay in touch with her feelings and 

hard to find what the researcher was 

looking for. Overall shopping had an 

adverse effect as it does in real life for 

the researcher. While the result was Figure 2. Directive two: Dress the way you feel 

pleasant, the process was not. The researcher left the experience more frustrated than when 

she started. The process took about 45 minutes. 

The third directive 

asked the researcher to create 

a sculpture of a feeling she 

was having. The researcher 

chose the feeling tired. The 

process of creating this 

sculpture took about 45 

minutes and started with one Figure 3. Directive three: Model a feeling 

plank being made flexible so it would drop in the wind. Then the researcher made multiple 

planks. Then she created the plank that stands straight. Then the ring was created and then 

coloring and lighting were completed. At the end of the experience the actual physical 

sensation of being tired had lifted. The creative process was the same as the researcher has 

experienced in real life. In the beginning, nothing seemed to be happening but as the  
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researcher worked with the materials they began to transform and a vision began to form. 

The lighting was particularly exciting and dramatic. The title is “Tired” (Figure 3). 

“Tired” was then enlarged to four times its size 

to see how it felt to walk inside the structure. 

Immediately, the researcher sat on the ring and 

slid down it like a slide, playing with it in her 

mind. Also, the tentacles became shelters which 

made her wonder if tired was a shelter for 

something. When “Tired” became small enough 

to hold in the avatars hands (Figure 4), the 

researcher noticed the tentacles were not 
Figure 4. Directive three: Tired reduced 

affected by the wind which brought the insight 

of how the winds of life have less effect 

when a person is rested. 

The fourth directive asked the 

researcher to make an object to wear that 

represents and automatic thought or core 

belief she wanted to acknowledge and 

release. The automatic thought was “I 

have to say yes when anybody asks me 

Figure 5. Directive four: Automatic thought 
for a favor.” The art is called “Read 

my lips” and is a red NO with a green YES on the other side that attaches to the avatars lips 

(Figure 5). The insight was in the act of rotating this object from yes to no. When facing out 

and saying no to the world, the avatar is saying yes to something she needs or wants for  
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herself. The reverse is also true. When saying yes to the world, she is saying no to something 

in herself. It is easy to rotate from one to the other choice in the virtual world. The rotating 

and visualizing was more powerful than the creating in this case. 

Observations 

Overall, it appeared that using simple abstract shapes offered more opportunities for 

insight than creating detailed literal objects as evidenced in directive one, three and four. The 

assemblage, Pain in the neck, offered insight including not only a mental insight but a visual 

to show the point of tension in the neck. Directive three showed a vision of the energetic and 

rested self in the small version of “Tired” and directive four showed insight in how easy the 

rotation of the choice between yes and no was. 

Taking action on the object seems to be a big advantage of virtual world art over 

traditional art. Being able to make the art larger and walk inside or make it smaller offers 

new insight as in “Tired.” Being able to rotate “Read my lips” was the key component of that 

piece. Kinetic movement can be incorporated in these sculptures with a program called 

Scratch for Second Life that will allow anyone to make objects spin, hop, move forward, 

back and upside down easily. 

Other features of virtual world art include the ability to make art transparent and 

phantom (avatars can walk through them). Any color is available. Physical elements are 

useful as in “Tired,” the slumping over was due to gravity and wind. Flexibility makes things 

respond to physical elements so an item like fabric is possible. 

Experience 

The experience of modeling with digital forms in 3D was like working with metal and 

sharp cutting tools, in that the forms used to create the sculpture were geometric and linear.  
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However, the materials had a malleable quality as if being heated like hot glass or torched 

like hot metal so that the items could bend, curve and twist mathematically. 

The freedom of the “undo” choice enhanced risk taking and made every move an 

exciting exploration. There was no stress or fear of irreparable harm as in most artwork. The 

infinite color and texture choices for surfaces did not lead to an unmanageable number of 

indecisive moments about which color or texture to choose. There was an intuition about 

where to look and recognition of the “right” combination of shape and texture. In this way, 

the best of the ability to undo was realized alongside the opportunity for serendipity. There 

was no regret or “I wish I had done” because change was so easy and duplicates so frequent. 

Manipulating the objects on screen with a mouse and keyboard was unsatisfying. It 

was difficult to manage the building tools in Second Life and more difficult to move, hold, 

turn, twist, zoom and perform operations to manipulate shapes on a small screen with tiny 

finger movements. The researcher used a new kind of 3D mouse that resembles one large 

button sensitive to touch in all directions to manipulate the virtual camera. It shows promise 

as an intuitive way of manipulating objects and creating art in the future. 

 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusions 

Is this really art? This research shows that virtual 3D graphics can be the creative 

arrangement of forms to depict objects that are beautiful or of more than ordinary 

significance (“Art,” n.d.). It points not only to the aesthetic possibilities of shape, color, and 

texture but adds transparency, lighting and motion to the possibilities. There is the potential 

to create huge kinetic sculpture affected by physical forces or with physical forces suspended 

so that items float or don’t flap in the wind. The raw materials for making art are the pixels 

depicting physical matter. It is possible to use the design principles of color, shape and 

texture to create. There is virtual space and real time to create. 

Tolstoy said “that whereas by words a man transmits his thoughts to another, by 

means of art he transmits his feelings” (Tolstoy, 1896). This medium is able to allow 

expression of feelings to be transmitted. The pain in the neck and the tired feelings seem to 

come through. There is the ability to depict something and save it for another to perceive just 

as in any piece of non-digital art. 

Is it therapeutic? Now we turn to the question of whether this medium can be 

therapeutic. The discussion revolves on whether the definition of therapeutic refers only to 

cure and alleviation of pain, or to any beneficial result that happens from a stimulus. In this 

research, directive one produced a pleasant feeling and satisfaction with the artwork as well 

as an insight. Directive three produced a pleasant feeling and increased energy after the 

session. Directive four produced visualization for future use and a sense of satisfaction. Only 

directive two produced the adverse effect of frustration and that may indicate the difference 

in simply participating in the world instead of creating art in world.  



Discussions 

Can art therapists use this media to help clients? 

This research shows an example of creating art in a Second Life environment. The 

focus is on one avatar with a few directives and the experience of creating the art. While 

creating the art is important, it is only the beginning. Adding an art therapist would be helpful 

to watch how the art is created and to guide the client in understanding the art. Still that is 

only a second step. The power of a virtual world is that it is a social network. Second Life is 

first and foremost about connecting with other people. If groups of avatars could come 

together with an art therapist to meet and make this kind of art and talk about it using chat or 

voice, the full power of the media would be released. 

As a group therapy medium there are many considerations. Payment model, ethical 

implications, parental consent, access to the technology, legality for art therapists practicing 

in other states, obtaining cell phone numbers to ensure safety of participants in time of 

emergency and knowing real names are all issues that must be thought through. 

Recommendations 

The next step involves creating a research plan to test this group art therapy concept 

with teens in a young person’s virtual world. It needs to be a world that is popular and that 

has easily accessible building tools. This world does not exist (or isn’t popular yet) but will 

be available in the near future. Recruiting may be difficult now to find teens with virtual 

world experience but one year from now this will not be the case. Art therapists need to be on 

the lookout for the new teen world as it comes online and become involved early. 

An Inworld Art Therapy Group session would be facilitated by an art therapist within 

a 3D virtual world. Six teens would log on at an appointed time to a specific location that  
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would be reserved for only those 7 participants. They would have discussions through instant 

messenger services inworld (chat). 

The therapist would talk over the agreements and confidentiality statements and then 

start with an introduction question like “Tell us one thing about your avatar that is like you 

and one thing that is not.” After chat discussion, a directive would be given. 

After the object had been created, there would be discussion, and the art could be 

moved, altered, deleted, stretched, animated, expanded, or acted upon in many ways. For 

example a person could enlarge a sadness sculpture, make it transparent, walk inside and see 

out from the inside of the art. A person could expand an anxiety corset that is making them 

feel like they cannot breathe to visualize having more space. After the discussion each 

participant would log off. There would be 6-8 sessions. 

It is time to pursue the intersection of virtual worlds and art therapy. Virtual worlds 

offer to our clients the anonymity some might need. Personal computers are now able to 

handle complex virtual world graphics programs and young people are using social media to 

communicate, learn and socialize in record numbers. Art therapists continue to hold out the 

banner for healing through visual media. All of these elements coming together at this 

moment make this time the right time for art therapists to join the virtual universe and 

become involved in the development and research of virtual world technologies. Art 

therapists have a unique perspective and great expertise to contribute. 
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Appendix A: Description Questionnaire 

What is the time? 

What is the date? 

What is the directive? 

What was the experience of making the art? 

How do I feel about the art? 

Do I feel better, worse or neutral after creating? 

Did I have moments of insight to describe the photograph I took? 

What was the experience of making the object large? Small? 

Do I feel there is any therapeutic value to making this piece of art? If so what is it? 

10) Name the major emotional theme, if any. 

11) Comments on feelings, sensations, observations now or during the session. 

 



Appendix B: Analysis Questionnaire 

Does the art have any distinguishing characteristics? 

Does the art have contrast? If so what is it? 

Is any part of the art transparent? 

Is the art floating? 

Is the art flexible? 

Name the major color schemes. 

Name the major visual theme. 

Are there words? If so, what are they? 

 


