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ABSTRACT 

Research has shown that adoptees were more than twice as likely as non-adoptees to seek 

treatment, but the adult adoptee population has been largely unnoticed and undocumented in 

terms of art therapy and psychological research.   The adult adoptee’s multiple trauma losses 

were identified through this arts-based heuristic inquiry by the researcher, an adult adoptee 

brought from Korea at the age of two.  This heuristic study examined potentially healing 

exercises that utilized the therapeutic aspects of ritual and art therapy.  Based on a review of the 

literature, directives were created for four common wounds of the adoptee: abandonment, 

attachment, identity, and loss of biological family.  The results from this heuristic study will 

inform art interventions specifically tailored for adult adoptees.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

In June of 2014, the researcher took a Multicultural Art Therapy class at Saint Mary-of-

the-Woods College.  In that class, she was asked to make artwork for a Family-of-Origin 

Cultural Genogram.  Creating the genogram for the class became an emotional event that 

signaled some important unexamined emotional territory about her early childhood adoption 

from Korea.  Unbeknownst to the researcher, the attempt to diagram a family tree, births of 

children, and other life events can arouse conscious awareness about one’s identity and can 

trigger the renewed realization of losses one experienced from their adoption (Caffrey, 2014).  

This emotional event was the beginning of a deep interest in the latent, suppressed, and hidden 

effects of being adopted on adult adoptees.  Noting a dearth of information on counseling, 

healing, and art therapy for adult adoptees, the researcher arrived at the idea of conducting a 

heuristic inquiry that investigated rites and rituals with the intention of developing art directives 

that would help adult adoptees find healing. 

Statement of the Problem 

Usually, when people think of adoption, images of philanthropic or childless couples 

come to mind.  The adopted child in these images was generally a baby or a child, not an adult.  

These images normally focus on the good deed or needs of the parents, not on the effects on the 

adopted child.  Awareness of what adult adoptees experience is not a topic that typically comes 

up, although adoptees commonly experience life-long issues of abandonment and loss, fear of 

intimacy, and identity (Tucker, 2013).  This disconnection may have sometimes led a person that 

is adopted and their adoptive family to feel that emotional problems that surface were unique to 
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the individual, instead of understanding that they may be global feelings experienced by many 

who have been adopted. 

Approximately 2.5% of children in the United States have been adopted, and it is much 

more common for adoptees to seek therapy than those that are not-adopted (17.71% adoptees 

compared to 8.67% non-adoptees); (Baden & Wiley, 2007).  According to Randolph (2014), 

books for adult adoptees have recently increased public awareness about the effects of being 

adopted.  In art therapy literature, however, the researcher found few specific interventions for 

adult adoptees.  Furthermore, the limited new research on adoption generally either pathologized 

the adoptee or focused on measuring the adoptee’s level of attachment, instead of finding ways 

to help the adoptee.  Art therapy can be an effective intervention for the traumatic effects of 

adoption because of its innate capacity to utilize preverbal sensory material and access traumatic 

sensory experiences encoded in the limbic system (Malchiodi, 2012).  Filling the gap in art 

therapy resources, tailored to adoptees specific needs, was an important goal. 

Research Question 

The researcher conducted an arts-based heuristic inquiry into the experience of being 

adopted by creating and engaging in art therapy rituals.  This study was guided by the question, 

How do art therapy rituals impact the healing process for adult adoptees? 

Basic Assumptions 

 The researcher’s basic assumptions for this study were that: (a) creating artwork would 

access and facilitate unconscious and conscious healing, and the integration of past trauma; and 

(b) creating rituals through art would be a beneficial and therapeutic tool for working through the 

loss, traumas, and unexamined grief that this adult adoptees experienced. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to develop art interventions that would deal with the 

unique losses, grief, and effects of being an adult adoptee. 

Theories 

The researcher theorized that: 

1. Engaging in the creation and experience of arts-based rituals for adult adoptees would 

advance her understanding and awareness of the effects of being adopted, as evidenced by the 

results of her heuristic inquiry. 

2. The creation of art would help the researcher explore unconscious and conscious 

thought processes regarding her adoption that will help in assimilation and acceptance of her life 

story demonstrated by her increased feelings of harmony and insight about her adoption.  These 

insights will be validated through art creations and observations. 

Definitions 

 Adoptee.  A person that was adopted. 

 Adult adoptee.  A person that was adopted as a child and is now an adult, 18 years old  

or older. 

Transracial adoptee.  A person that is a different race than the majority of the citizens of 

the country they are adopted into ( Chau Lai-Tuen, 2014). 

 International adoption.  An adoption that involves an adoptee from another country. 

Jungian active imagination.  Active imagination utilizes ones fantasies and imagination 

in a way that they become actualized and dimensional in order to integrate the 

unconscious with the conscious by putting them together into action, often through 

speaking with an image (Chodorow, 1997). 
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Justification of the Study 

This study was important because there was very little available research found on the 

utilization of art therapy interventions or rituals for adult adoptees even though there are more 

than twice the numbers of adoptees seeking therapy than non-adoptees (Baden & Wiley, 2007).   

The researcher found only a small amount of information about art therapy, counseling, and 

emotional healing for adoptees as well.  The researcher also contacted different local 

organizations seeking a group or case study, but found that there was meager local organization 

for adult adoptees in her area.  While being adopted may be fairly common in the general 

population, it seemed to be difficult to find counseling with specific understanding of their life 

experience.   

Based on a review of the literature, the researcher created art therapy rituals and 

interventions for this heuristic research study.   The researcher, an adult adoptee utilized these art 

therapy rituals and interventions to address the unique losses, grief, and effects of being an adult 

adoptee.  These art therapy interventions might eventually be utilized by adult adoptee art 

therapy groups. This study was created to potentially act as a springboard for educating the 

public on the emotional effects of adoption and possibility for healing through art therapy. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Adoption 

There are many different ways to adopt in the modern world.  Each adoptee’s life 

experience is as varied and distinctive as their fingerprint.  The two most prevalent forms of 

adoption are open adoption, where the adoptee had knowledge of his/her birth family and may 

have had communication with them, and closed adoption, where familial records were 

inaccessible, do not exist, or have restricted access (Severson, 1991).   The ages of adoptees and 

their life experiences before adoption have also been widely variable with stays in orphanages, 

foster care, direct adoption after birth, legal removal from birth families, and a myriad of other 

events (Lifton, 2009).   

The researcher was a child of a closed international adoption at the age of two years old 

from South Korea.  There were many challenges of international transracial adoption including 

(a) minority status and racial discrimination, (b) former ethnic and cultural destruction, (c) 

language alienation, (d) difficulty in finding a group to fit and assimilate into, and (e) ongoing 

acute loss of sense of self (Chau Lai-Tuen, 2014).  These challenges were in addition to the 

regular difficulties that people of color face in a Western Caucasian society (2014).  According 

to Chau Lai-Tuen (2014) and Konomos (2014), transracial adoptees generally do not belong to a 

cultural community or ethnic group which can teach members to innately value their ethnicity.  

Additionally, the child of an international adoption usually looks very different from not only the 

general population but also his or her adoptive family.  For instance, an American adoptee from 

Vietnam will not belong to the Vietnamese cultural community or blend in with the Caucasian 



ART THERAPY RITES AND RITUALS FOR HEALING  11 

community.  These adoptees experience being a minority, without the support of belonging to a 

minority group (Chau Lai-Tuen, 2014). 

Most people have viewed international adoption with a profound ethnocentrism.  

Children adopted from other countries are often happily viewed as the “lucky” ones to be 

plucked out of neglect, poverty, primitive culture, and perhaps an unfamiliar religion.  Just like 

any person’s life, adoptees have positive and negative life experiences.  The same goes for their 

adoptive experience.  Some have had a positive experience, others extremely negative, and some  

have experienced a share of both.  Even so, one of the prevalent challenges to adoptees’ 

understanding themselves on a deeper level has been the very one-sided, one-dimensional, and 

popular view of adoption being a fairy-tale ending for the child and for the parents who want the 

child, which negates the profound loss the child may have experienced (Dennis, 2013).   

Dennis (2013) felt that western culture’s typical outlook on adoption depicted an 

uplifting, positive, one-time event in a child’s life and nothing else.  A child that is adopted may 

experience feelings of loss, sadness, and deep longing that are submerged and repressed because 

of the emotional contradiction it places on the child who wants to be “good”, and who has also 

been grateful for and loving of his or her family.  The child may feel at risk of emotional or 

physical abandonment if he or she expresses “unappreciative” emotions when experiencing the 

confusing feeling that something vast and unexplainable is missing in his or her life, when life is 

supposed to be wonderful.  According to Tucker (2013), families have often implied that being 

adopted meant being “wanted” and that the rest of the adoptee’s life should mirror that sentiment 

without further examination.  These misunderstandings occur, in part, because international 

adoption is a fairly recent invention in our society and there has been little study, research, and 

literature to support and educate adoptees and the families that adopt them, until now.  
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According to Perry and Szalavitz (2007), another recently understood error about the child 

adoptee has been the pervasive game of make-believe that has permeated our cultural 

psychology that children do not fully experience trauma when they are babies, or children (pre-

verbal, or when they cannot easily remember traumatic events).  Therefore the younger the child 

is when adopted, the more likely one may have expected they would adopt a child with a “clean 

slate”.  Children and their brains actually react powerfully to trauma and abandonment, 

especially between the day they were born and three years old when their brains were in need of 

strong maternal bonds.  According to Perry (2001, 2008), effective attachment between an infant 

and caregiver was important for the child to develop specific areas of the brain and the ability to 

“self-regulate” upsetting experiences.  Perry asserted that children’s brains can be permanently 

changed by traumatic experiences and traditional verbal therapies were inadequate for reaching 

areas of the brain affected by severe emotional trauma.  Van der Kolk (2006) explained that 

sensory therapies, such as art therapy, should be used for trauma because our sensory memories 

happen in both our lower (brainstem and midbrain) and higher (limbic and cortical) areas of the 

brain, where our trauma experiences are encoded.  The benefits of using art therapy for trauma 

are described later. 

As many child psychologists now realize, children and their brains react in many 

different ways to traumatic abandonment.  Some children may appear compliant - as an 

unconscious preventative tool to avoid further relinquishment (Caffrey & Haywood, 2014).  

Some children withdraw into a private world, and some may react with confusion, anger and 

rebellion (Perry & Szalavitz, 2007).  Of course, a myriad of reactions to adoption occur for a 

diverse group of people occurring at different times in their lives. 
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Sacred and Mindful Art Therapy 

Mimi Farrelly-Hansen (2001) asserted that, “art making is inherently spiritual and that 

spirituality is an important ingredient in therapy or becoming more whole” (p.17).  Art therapist 

Hyatt (2007) explored the sacred in art therapy in her book Art of the Earth using mindful, earth-

based art directives coupled with discussions and journaling.  Other art therapists have widened 

the circle of art therapy by incorporating meditative awareness into their sessions such as Cane 

(1951), or Kellogg’s (1985) use of mandala artwork for consciousness research at the Maryland 

Psychiatric Research Institute (Thayer, 1994).  Jung (1966) embodied the belief that art is a 

spiritual action stating, “Art is a kind of innate drive, which seizes a human being and makes him 

his instrument…one who allows art to realize its purpose through him” (para. 157).  The Belief 

Art Therapy Assessment (BATA) by Horovitz (2002) was created to help the art therapist add a 

spiritual and holistic component to treatment, advancing efficient therapy by the understanding 

of a client’s indigenous belief system from the beginning of treatment. 

Art therapists McNiff (2004) and Moon (2009) both encouraged metaphoric exploration 

of the work of the ancient shaman and it’s resonance with the art therapist and art therapy.  

McNiff pondered ancient ritual and healing saying,  

I wanted to restore the healing qualities of images, rituals, and other creative expressions,  

to show that they are indigenous to all people, appearing and reappearing throughout 

history and in nearly every region of the world…Of greater interest to me is the idea of 

the shaman and how things we do today have ancient and deep roots in human 

experience.  In the enactments of the shaman I have found evidence that art and healing 

are forever united in human experience. (p. 181-182) 
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In a similar vein of respect regarding ancient forms of healing, this study intended to 

contribute and inspire broader research on the significance and importance of combined 

observation of the sacredness of art therapy and the use of mindful ritual for adults suffering 

from trauma.  Ramseyer (1990) warned art therapists not to try to move too quickly through pain 

and sorrow with clients.  Bringing ritual and mindfulness to art therapy helps the client 

acknowledge pain; to not run away from it, but rather intentionally incorporate it.   

Rituals and Rites of Passage 

Every culture has incorporated rituals and rites of passage.  The definition of ritual was “a 

set form or system of rites, religious or otherwise” (Agnes & Guralnik, 2001, p. 1238).  The 

definition of rite of passage was “a ceremony…marking a significant transition in a person’s life, 

such as birth, puberty, marriage, or death...an event, achievement, etc. in a person’s life regarded 

as having great significance” (Agnes & Guralnik, p. 1238).  Weller, a clinical psychologist that 

specializes in grief, said in an interview: 

I knew how to address such losses through therapy, but it wasn’t until I started learning 

about ritual that I found the architecture, the choreography, that allows grief to be fully 

expressed…There are certain things that can happen only within the container of ritual, 

where the neglected, repressed parts of us are invited to speak. (as cited in McKee, 2015, 

p.11) 

Rituals used for grief and loss were visible all over the world, yet there were limited 

interventions for a child that has lost their original family, such as an adopted child in Western 

society.  Most likely the only rituals that the adopted child would remember experiencing (and 

have documentation of) would have been his or her relinquishment papers, adoption, and 

naturalization (if not a citizen of the adopted country).  All of these aforementioned rites of 
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passage eradicated the child’s former identity.  There have been no integrating rites of passage 

for the adopted child. 

Norton and Gino (2013) proposed that despite the wide variety of forms that rituals can 

take, an important shared psychological element lies beneath their effectiveness: a reinstatement 

of feelings of control that have been eroded by losses.  People experiencing pain from losses 

frequently described feeling out of control (Low, 1994) and instinctively worked hard to bring 

control back when it is weakening (Brehm, 1966).  Alternately, feeling in control was related to 

physical health, strong coping skills, and increased feelings of well-being (Glass & Singer, 1972; 

Klein, Fencil-Morse, & Seligman, 1976; Rodin & Langer, 1977).  Brook and Fauver (2014) 

found that an important factor in eliciting a positive placebo response was the therapeutic or 

healing ritual, especially within a beneficial relationship.  Therapeutic ritual healing was defined 

as regaining health from hurt or sickness by a therapeutic ritual between a healer and a patient 

(Harrington, 2011; Wampold, Minami, Tierney, Baskin, & Bhati, 2005).  Therapeutic rituals that 

range from mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual interventions, both inside and outside 

Western systems of care, have resulted in positive physical changes for participants (Harrington, 

2011; Wampold, 2007).   

In The Boy That Was Raised as a Dog, Perry and Szalavitz (2007) described traumatized 

children who were allowed to unconsciously repeat and reenact disturbing events in their play in 

order to process and feel in control of them.  This kind of instinctive ritual was observed by 

Perry and Szalavitz who regarded it as a very important and delicate part of healing for the child.  

They saw that by the child being able to reenact the traumatic event in a safe and respectful 

space, the child was able to internalize a feeling of control of the feelings from the event.   
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Similarly, in Adult Adoptee Anthology (Jue-Steuck, 2013), an adoptee at age eight years 

old, built a symbolic “graveyard” at her family’s summer property for fictional characters she 

read about in novels who were separated from their loved ones.  She realized, looking back on it 

later in life, that this ritual was the safest way for her to express her grief about being separated 

from her birth family.  Jue-Steuck wrote that she worked on the “graveyard” every summer.  She 

said it was the first and last place she greeted when she went there, until she went off to college.  

Similarly, Reeves (2011), found that rituals using events such as wakes, funerals, or self-created 

ceremonies, helped with maladaptive grief of people both alive and deceased.  Her 

recommendation for developing a psychotherapeutic ritual was to carefully prepare and define 

the goal for the ceremony.  Where and how it would take place, when it would occur, and choice 

of symbols used, were all important questions to be considered.  Reeves found that the planning 

itself was often a large part of the healing process.  She described a client, whose mother had 

died while giving birth to her, that interviewed her relatives for months to learn about and get to 

know her mother for the first time.  Her family had avoided talking about her mother in an 

erroneous attempt to protect the child.  The client discovered that she shared previously unknown 

characteristics with her mother and claimed that she found her full adulthood even before her 

ritual event took place.   

Topfer (2013), another adoptee, proposed that the lack of conscious rituals for the 

adoptee leaves the adult adoptee emotionally arrested in a lasting state of childhood.  Topfer 

suggested that adult adoptees could create their own initiations or ceremonies utilizing intention 

and awareness to move forward toward better emotional balance and health. 
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Reflective Journaling  

Research indicated that journaling often had a positive effect on self-growth (Fritson, 

2009).  Reflective journal writing was used in clinical education as one of the approaches used to 

advance critical thinking and a thoughtful practice (Fakude & Bruce, 2003).  Also, instead of 

trying to limit the human values of the researcher through controlling and restrictive methods, 

reflective journaling’s intention was to deliberately recognize those values so one can glean 

further valuable information (Ortlipp, 2008).  From Harris’ (2005) four-year qualitative 

descriptive study, journaling was seen as a resource for encouraging self-insight and self-growth 

and as a practical tool for life-long learning.  It is common for many adult adoptees to have 

repressed and unexamined feelings and processes regarding their adoption, often mistaking their 

idiosyncrasies and traumatic reactions as innate quirks of their personality instead of identifying 

them as possible traits that have emerged from their childhood experience as an adoptee 

(Eldridge, 1999).  Reflective journaling can bring a quiet attention to blocked feelings one 

normally overlooks.  Moon (2006) understood that emotion was a primary element of reflective 

journaling and compared journal writing to “cognitive housekeeping”, reporting that people 

engaging in reflective journaling restructured their knowledge and emotional understanding 

thereby achieving added discernments and perceptions.  Ortlipp (2008) found that keeping and 

utilizing reflective journals empowered her to share her thoughts, feelings, and opinions, along 

with her experiences, as part of her research; thereby giving the reader additional insight into her 

analysis, data generation and interpretation process.  With these potentialities of this process in 

mind, reflective journaling for the adult adoptee, in conjunction with art therapy rituals, would be 

helpful for processing new knowledge of previously unexamined areas of the self and 

documenting the emotional processes for educating future adoptees. 
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Art Therapy 

 According to Wadeson (2010) one of the advantages to art therapy is that our minds think 

in images before we have even learned to use words.  Likewise, we recognize important people 

like our parents with our sight before we have learned to talk, which brings the power of imagery 

closer to our unconscious than our usual language.  Another aspect of art therapy described by 

Wadeson (2010) was that because people normally communicate through speech, they have an 

ability to manipulate and plan what they are going to say and think through what they do not 

want to say.  Since we are unaccustomed to communicating through artwork, unanticipated and 

unconscious ideas may surface without conscious intention by the creator of the artwork.  These 

unexpected possibilities, through decreased defenses, can often result in surprising connections 

leading to deeper understanding, insight, new information, and growth.   

Similarly, Yalom (1989) explained that language brings barriers in our minds with it.  In 

order to talk about our experiences, dreams, and fantasy images we have to convert them from 

images to thoughts and thoughts to speaking, thereby diluting the flexibility, richness, and detail 

of the imaginal material.  Artwork externalizes feelings into a separate tangible object that one 

can often reflect and relate to easier than the complexity of oneself.  Also, one can gain and share 

insight later in life from artwork because of the permanence of artwork, sharing one’s experience 

with others which can give a more holistic understanding of an experience (Wadeson, 2010).  

Wadeson (2010) added that furthermore, the creativity that was inspired through making artwork 

was often enlivening and stimulating to the mind, which frequently leads to new thoughts, 

perspectives, and ultimately, solutions. 

The art therapist Lusebrink (2004, 2010) affirmed that images were a conduit between 

our body and mind, and support information processing that effect changes both emotionally and 
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physiologically.  One need only look to the popularity of guided imagery (the suggestion to 

imagine specific images) used for relaxation, reduction of symptoms, and healing, to understand 

the impact that imagery can effect in the human body and mind (Malchiodi, 2012).   

Neuroscience has also brought our attention to trauma as not only something that happens 

within our minds, but also in our physical bodies (Levine, 1997).  Since trauma is experienced 

physiologically, art therapy activities are a sensory means of expression that uses our mind and 

body in ways to reach psychological material that verbal communication and interventions do 

not (Steele & Raider, 2001).  Art making can also be used as a form of exposure therapy for 

traumatic memories, allowing possible cognitive reframing of distressing experiences 

(Malchiodi, 2012).  

Art Therapy for Adopted Children 

Unconscious memories and preverbal adoption experiences can be brought to conscious 

awareness through art therapy.  This can also be helpful to family members and professionals in 

understanding the adopted child and the impact adoption has had on his or her experience.  The 

process of creation is a non-verbal, non-threatening way to help children understand their own 

emotions and life experiences.  Art therapy can also support the growth of social abilities, 

increase attachment, decrease anxiety and depression, and help to heal trauma.  The artwork of a 

child collected and documented over time may indicate the emotional and developmental 

changes of the child.  This information could be helpful for understanding the dominant themes 

and concerns of the adopted child (Crawford & Pomerantz, 2008).   

Wounds of the Adoptee 

Based on the review of the literature, four key issues that adoptees face emerged, and art 

intervention rituals were developed to address them in this study.  All of the issues dealt with 
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loss.  They were: (a) abandonment, (b) attachment (and possible fears of/or difficulties with 

intimacy), (c) identity, and (d) unresolved issues from loss of biological family/heritage and 

native culture/community (Tucker, 2013).   

Abandonment.  This was a term that many international adoptees are familiar with 

because many of them arrived from overseas with this word stamped on their papers.  Children 

and families were not told that this was a general legal term, and often not literally true.  In any 

case, it was a word that adoptees have learned to incorporate into their life story, often without 

question.  Their abandonment “story” habitually became a story that they told others by rote and 

that they often told themselves.  Maul (2014) believed that this story was often seen as a closed 

book that they should not try to examine.  Lifton (2009) suggested that, unfortunately, the 

adoptees that stifle inquisitiveness about themselves and their stories also subverted many other 

parts of their lives as well, reducing their areas of personal insight. 

Attachment and intimacy issues.  These issues can be common with adoptees.  The 

possibility of intimacy may lead to an irrational feeling of impending disaster.  Many have 

experienced a feeling of estrangement in relationships, even with the most committed of adoptive 

parents (Eldridge, 1999).  On some level, a lot of adoptees have felt that they have lost and been 

rejected by their first and most precious intimate relationship, their biological mother.  This is 

one of many reasons why intimacy and feelings of rejection can be difficult for adoptees 

(Brodzinsky, Schechter, & Henig, 1992). 

Identity.  Confusion about identity can be difficult for adoptees because of the loss of 

their preadoption and birth story.  Adoptees have often felt a lack of personal identity and sense 

of belonging.  This can lead to existential concerns, with questions of “Who am I?” and “Where 

do I fit in?”  The need for some adoptive families to promote and live out the fantasy of being a 
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“natural” family can add to the denial of the effects adoption has had on their child, leading to 

internal denial from the child himself (Verrier, 1993). 

Loss of biological family.  These effects have rarely been studied.  However, in Lost and 

Found (as cited in Lifton, 2009), Sants, a British psychiatrist, thought it was so important that he 

called loss of biological family “genealogical bewilderment.”  Sants defined a genealogically 

bewildered child as one that had no information about their natural parents.  He compared the 

story of the adoptee to Hans Christian Anderson’s tale of the ugly duckling in which a baby bird 

was hatched in the nest of a different kind of bird and was thus dispossessed of awareness and 

appreciation of his true genealogy as a swan.  Sants cited people’s emotional need to recognize 

and understand their biologically connected forerunners, making note that some cultures worship 

their ancestors, embodying their ancestral importance through ritual.  Sants believed that since 

most individuals are aware of the genetic essence of their biological parents and lineages that 

they take it for granted.  Accordingly, Wellisch (2009) noted that most people do not understand 

what it is like to not be raised in the presence of relatives that bear a resemblance to them and 

how this similarity of physical and personality characteristics helps develop a complete body-

image. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Participant 

 The participant was a forty-five year old female adoptee from South Korea.  She was 

adopted when she was two years old into a warm and devoted Caucasian, American, Jewish 

family that already contained two older biological children.  She was raised in the Midwestern 

United States, in Kansas City, Kansas.  When she was five years old her parents also adopted a 

seven year old half-Vietnamese, half-Caucasian male child, making her the youngest of two 

brothers and one sister.  Prior to being adopted at two, she had a short but complex history of 

malnutrition, abandonment, foster care, orphanage care, and eventual adoption.  Her experiences 

were very different after being adopted into a caring and loving family.  Her interest in 

researching adult adoptees’ experiences was inspired by the prompting of her adoptive mother 

and insights that emerged from doing personal art therapy in a graduate program at Saint Mary-

of-the-Woods College in Indiana. 

Research Design 

This was an arts-based heuristic study.  The researcher created four works of art used in 

rituals and engaged in reflective journaling before, during, and after the creation of each artwork.  

The researcher examined and explored the art making process utilizing the six phases of heuristic 

inquiry described by Moustakas (1990) as (a) initial engagement, (b) immersion, (c) incubation, 

(d) illumination, (e) explication, and (f) creative synthesis.  Arts-based heuristic studies are used 

for different reasons but are often used to generate a uniquely personal artistic journey with the 

intention to document the experience to further understanding and research.  When Fenner 

(1996) was stuck creatively she used an arts-based heuristic study to document her state of mind 
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through 45 diaristic consecutive art pieces along with her verbal responses to her artwork.  

Fenner concluded that the process led her to an enhanced self-knowledge on an emotional and 

bodily level, and a greatly improved sense of well-being that moved her beyond her creative 

blocks.  Kaufman (1996) used her arts-based heuristic study with boxes to embody caskets, 

sacred space, metaphor, transformation, and a use of art, to span the space between the land of 

the dead and the creative space of the living for the profound work of healing from the loss of 

her child. 

Initial Engagement.  According to Moustakas (1990), the initial engagement phase was 

when the researcher discovered the most penetrating and compelling idea or theme of critical 

interest by going inward.  One must use intuition to find the most important question, one that 

reaches outward and inward to examine oneself and the map of one’s life and relationships.  This 

is a time of reaching inward, engaging self-dialogue and discovering one’s own autobiographical 

story in relationship to others.  In this study, the initial engagement was when the researcher 

discovered the personal and compelling idea of using art therapy healing rituals and the 

particular subject of being adopted.  Time spent meditating on these topics together brought forth 

a feeling that this topic would be profoundly related to the researcher’s most serious life 

questions. 

Immersion.  When one has attained a clearly identified question, the researcher then 

makes the question the central part of life during all waking and sleeping.  This is a time to 

become intimately occupied in the question.  All settings and all experiences with ties to the 

question becomes useful for immersion and focus on the topic.  Utilizing hunches and following 

inklings and intimations drawn from intuition, the researcher is aware of all phenomena as 

possibilities for concentration on the question (Moustakas, 1990).  During this time of 
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immersion, the researcher read many books on adoption such as: adoptee anthologies, memoirs, 

books on adoption rights and articles by adoptees.  She also watched documentaries on adoptees, 

became a member of adult adoptee groups, and looked for adoptee specialists in her area.   

Incubation.  For the period of the incubation phase the researcher allows the question to 

rest.  At this time, the researcher is no longer directly engaged in the topic.  Yet progression of 

the tacit dimension continues to develop like a plant that has been watered and is now seeing the 

sun.  This understanding occurs outside one’s immediate consciousness uncontrolled by our 

conscious mind.  While the researcher is apart from the question, the process of incubation 

allows tacit intuitive understanding and growth to reach its fullest capacity (Moustakas, 1990).  

Incubation was reflected in the study by the researcher’s want for rest from the topic of adoption.  

During this organic break, she focused on her art therapy internship, the minutiae of schoolwork, 

her family, and daily life.   

Illumination.  Illumination happens when the researcher allows intuition and 

understanding of the material to unfold naturally.  Advanced ideas, themes, and dimensions of 

the question may come into conscious awareness.  There may also be sudden intuitive 

understandings and modifications of previously solid material.  Illumination allows synthesis and 

discovery of what may have been outside immediate cognizance.  A reflective mind will allow 

the researcher to discover insight and the essence of the material (Moustakas, 1990).  The 

illumination phase for the researcher was when the researcher began her work on her art rituals 

and journaled responses to her artwork.  The experience of doing the work of the art rituals 

allowed the feelings of sadness, understanding, and insight to surface.  Before the illumination 

phase the researcher delved deeply into the analytical and intellectual space of the research, now 
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the experience of illumination was a personal intensely felt experience in the body and mind of 

the researcher, engaging in the work of the study. 

Explication.  Explication is when the researcher delves much deeper into the nuances of 

the information utilizing indwelling and focusing.  The researcher makes distinctions in the 

material that are unique to experience and personal frame of reference.  This is a time of 

discovering and articulating the key ideas of the research.  Central themes and meanings are 

structured into a complete representation of the core experience.  The researcher explicates a 

global comprehension of primary themes in the material and discovers, gathers, and organizes an 

overall depiction of the experience (Moustakas, 1990).  During the explication phase of the study 

the researcher engaged in the documentation and writing of the post-reflection and thesis study 

material.  This phase culminated into an understanding of the essence of the art therapy rituals 

experienced. 

 Creative Synthesis.  During the last phase of heuristic inquiry, the researcher assimilates 

the material into a creative synthesis.  The researcher has complete understanding and awareness 

of all the data with all of its implications and meanings.  Tacit understanding and active intuition 

are crucial for creative synthesis.  Utilizing the data collected and the unique experience of the 

researcher, with the focus of meditation and isolation, creates the necessary preparation to allow 

a creative synthesis.  The researcher also engaged in a daily meditation and mindfulness practice 

that she felt enhanced the creative synthesis and seemed to promote integration, intuition, and 

healing throughout the heuristic process.  This creative synthesis is ordinarily represented by a 

narrative, but may also be communicated by a poem, painting, story, or other creative means 

(Moustakas, 1990).  The creative syntheses of the study were the finished art interventions and 

the finished thesis for this study.  This phase was when the completed product(s) for this study 
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were created and synthesized utilizing the specific interests, thoughts and culmination of 

understanding of this specific researcher.   

Reflective Journaling – The Process 

Similar to Johannessen, Hovland, and Steen’s use of reflective journals for information 

gathering (2014), and Koh, Wong, and Lee’s (2014) usage as an educational strategy and 

cultivation of a reflective practice, the researcher’s reflective journaling was an effective way to 

gather information for analysis and greater understanding.   The researcher wrote about her 

experience of being adopted through reflective journaling prior to engaging in any of the 

interventions, during the creative process, and after all of the interventions had been completed.  

Information from the pre-and post-reflection was examined by comparing and contrasting the 

researcher’s feelings before and after completion of the heuristic inquiry.  A week was given for 

each intervention but flexibility was permitted to allow the natural therapeutic process to occur.  

The journaling was completed in the evening since that is the most reflective time of day for the 

researcher, occurring from two to four times a week to let the natural internal and basic 

emotional processes naturally develop. 

The Art Rituals 

 Four art rituals were used to elicit or investigate the researcher’s feelings and emotions 

around being an adult adoptee.  The rituals included: (a) creating a piece of artwork from a 

picture of the adoptee around the time period of adoption and then using Jungian active 

imagination technique to “speak” with the artwork for the abandonment ritual, (b) making a 

small child or infant out of clay and painting it, constructing a nest, bed, or soothing enclosure 

for the clay child along with writing the child a letter or bedtime  story for the intimacy ritual, (c) 

using the results from a DNA test to print maps of the places of the adoptee’s origin and illustrate 
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or paint them in an accordion style of artwork that opens to reveal another free expression of 

artwork about the adoptee’s origins and biological ancestors for the identity ritual, (d) and 

making a symbolic representation of the adoptee’s biological family and an altar for the symbol 

to rest on, out of clay, for the loss of biological family ritual.  The researcher engaged in an art 

ritual about every two weeks.   

The artistic medium the researcher chose for the abandonment ritual was used cardboard, 

chalk pastels, old fabric, and dead flowers which represented to the researcher art materials that 

are fragile and that one might throw away.  These symbolic details were not understood by the 

researcher until further reflection of how she must have felt being abandoned, somewhat like 

garbage: rejected, discarded, fragile and easily broken.  The intimacy ritual artwork consisted of 

clay, rocks, fossils, shells, plants, and found objects.  These items represented talisman and 

soothing objects to the researcher, chosen to comfort the abandoned child.   The identity ritual art 

mediums used were watercolor and collage.  Watercolor was a calming, relaxing art medium for 

the researcher that allowed for emotions to surface.  The final ritual for the loss of biological 

family used was clay.  The researcher chose to form the clay into mandalas (which indicated 

spirituality) and wizened wooden-like shapes representative of one of her most beloved pieces of 

nature – trees.  See Appendix A for more details on the rituals.   

Analysis of the Data 

Thematic analysis of the data was used to find the overarching and subthemes themes 

from the study that were then collapsed into three major themes.  Thematic analysis was a 

process for isolating, examining and reporting patterns and themes within data.  This method of 

analysis was viewed by Braun and Clark (2006) as the foundation for qualitative analysis and as 

the primary method of analysis that researchers should learn for any qualitative method of 
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analysis.  An advantage of thematic analysis was its allowance of theoretical freedom and 

flexibility as a research tool that can deliver a wide range of detailed and complex data.   

For this arts-based heuristic study the researcher kept a journal to document her feelings 

during the arts ritual process.  Next she photocopied the journal so she could keep an untouched 

original.  She used the copy to highlight, and write notes on different themes and codes that 

emerged using colored highlighters and symbols to separate themes and emerging labels and 

categories.   Following the highlighting, the researcher made a key for the codes that she could 

then analyze and combine into themes and subthemes.   Finally, she created an initial thematic 

analysis figure to reflect and see visually all of the connections and results of her thematic 

analysis.  Correspondingly, Olds and Hawkins (2014) used thematic analysis of clinical 

supervision frameworks in order to organize and standardize the existing frameworks so the 

literature could be uniformly and collectively understood.  For a similar use, Weisser, Bristowe, 

and Jackson (2015) used thematic analysis and found the themes that emerged could be used to 

create a viable model of coping for caregivers.  Also, just as this researcher’s study intersected 

art therapy rituals and the adult adoptee, Buser, Parkins, and Buser (2014) examined the 

intersection of spiritual beliefs and eating disorder symptoms using thematic analysis.  This 

research study and the aforementioned studies used transcribed interviews and the flexibility of 

thematic analysis to fill in the gaps in research literature of the human experience.   

Ethical Implications 

 The researcher anticipated that this arts-based heuristic study would have minimal risk to 

her well-being.  Possible risks included emotionally challenging reactions to the difficult subject 

matter.  During this process, the researcher talked to a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC).  

The therapist helped the researcher resolve the feelings that came up during the study about 
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family, identity, and the trauma of abandonment.  The LPC also validated and supported the 

researcher when discussing her thoughts and emotions regarding the study.   

 Researcher Bias.  The researcher was aware that her training to become an art therapist, 

her positive experiences making art, and her belief that art making would be beneficial to adult 

adoptees was a potential bias.  She acknowledges that her background as an adult adoptee and 

also as the subject of this arts-based heuristic study both contributed to her expectations and may 

have created a bias in the results of this study.   

Validity and Reliability 

 The researcher employed her therapist, the LPC, to discuss emerging issues and to 

validate and debrief responses on the effects of the heuristic study on the researcher.  The 

therapist also acted as an objective reviewer of the data.  Douglass and Moustakas (1985) 

asserted that the heuristic research inquiry also has an innate validity because it is conducted 

with the authentic self-process of the researcher.  Wadeson (2010) acknowledged that the 

challenges to art therapy research are extremely complex and it can be difficult to adapt the 

methodologies commonly used in the behavioral sciences.  The in-depth, first hand, direct 

process of the heuristic inquiry utilized a reflective process to uncover the specific meanings 

derived from one’s art therapy experiences.  The formalization of this process addresses research 

problems of human understanding (Kapitan, 2010). 

Wadeson (2010) called “art tasks to elicit specific data” an efficient method of collection 

of data that reveals a wealth of relevant material and “a particularly fruitful possibility in art 

therapy research” (p. 482).  Wadeson (2010) explained that among the unique challenges of art 

therapy research was that the art expression frequently needs explanation from the artist and 

commentaries about one’s creations can be difficult to utilize in statistical analysis.  She 
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explained that although it may not benefit the use of statistics in art therapy that observations 

recorded benefited the relevance of the material holistically. 

Likewise, heuristic inquiry furthers the validity of the expansion of a researcher’s 

knowledge base by personally delving into a topic from their direct personal experience.  

Especially when counseling a particular population, direct experience builds empathy, 

knowledge, and invaluable understanding.  For instance when Djuraskovic (Djuraskovic & 

Arthur, 2010) was working on her master’s thesis on refugee acculturation and ethnic identity 

reconstruction she grappled with which methodology to use and finally settled on the heuristic 

process.  Djuraskovic wrote that, “After considerable reflection, I realized that I would never be 

able to understand the experiences of others unless I revisited my own experience of 

acculturation and identity reconstruction” (p. 1569).  Another example of an arts-based heuristic 

study was one performed by Fenner (1996) that involved creating 45 art images on a daily basis 

over a period of two months to reflect on her process of creativity and her techniques for getting 

unstuck creatively.  Kahakalau (2004) also saw a need for a methodology that would be able to 

adapt to Hawaiian protocol in terms of dealing with research participants and processes and 

found the heuristic method to be the most valuable.  Kahakalau called her approach indigenous 

heuristic action research because she was attracted by the autobiographic qualities of the 

heuristic process, the holistic involvement of the researcher, the value heuristics place on 

continuous self-search, along with the innate ability to socially impact a broad community, using 

her unique indigenous approach to her research.  Like Kahakalau’s heuristic indigenous research 

methodology, art therapy is still a pioneering form of therapy, greatly in need of research.  About 

traditional behavioral methodologies of research, Wadeson (2010) stated, “art therapists may 

have to refine, modify, and adapt them to the peculiar problems posed by this field.  Art 
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therapists may even have to develop new methods” (p. 477).  In order to further the validity of 

research, researchers must expand and develop further what can be measured and possible in 

research by innovation and advanced methodologies.  As evidenced by the above-mentioned 

research, the heuristic inquiry brings a multi-faceted approach not encompassed by traditional 

methodologies. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Art Rituals 

Results of the Study 

 In the arts-based heuristic inquiry, the researcher used four ritual art therapy directives 

created to address four common wounds of the adoptee.  These included abandonment, 

attachment, identity, and loss of biological family.   

Abandonment.  Figure 1 was a mixed media drawing that was completed during the 

Abandonment ritual.  This was an intensely emotional art ritual for the researcher because the 

photo used to draw from for the self-portrait was from a very traumatic time in her life, the 

picture before she was adopted.  There was a distinct sensation of vulnerability and rawness felt 

during this art ritual.  The decision to use discarded cardboard as the basis of the artwork was 

something that felt instinctual and metaphorical.  The researcher’s first instinct was that she 

would want to burn the finished product and the cardboard would be easy to destroy.  The art 

materials used were charcoal, chalk pastel, dead roses, and a cut up shirt.  The mixed media and 

the flat and dimensional characteristics of the finished artwork brought the picture to life to the 

researcher in a way that felt both cathartic and primitive.  By bringing this picture to life the 

researcher wrote in her journal, (CO9) “I feel like I am not hiding from a part of myself,” and 

(CO11) “I feel tenderness toward this child in the picture, this part of myself that I have 

neglected so much that I wanted to destroy it at first.” 
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Figure 1.  Mixed media drawing for the Abandonment ritual. 

Attachment. Figure 2 was a rudimentary clay sculpture placed with found objects from 

nature.  In this art ritual the researcher felt that there was an important understanding that 

happened in the process of the artwork.  There was a feeling of clumsiness in the making of the 

clay figure that felt regressed, animated, and vital, to allow and support with unconditional 

acceptance.  The figure was supposed to be in the shape of a baby.  Instead it appeared as a 

cartoonish, adolescent figure, more symbolic than realistic.  The figure was folded over into 
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herself appearing protective of her heart and as if she did not have the strength to stay upright.  

The clay “rose petals”, the four leaf-clovers, the fossil, the rocks, and the wasps nest all 

represented a comforting and loving presence from nature to give company and security to this 

unformed being.  The researcher reflected, (MU 11) “She is connecting with the power of the 

earth and nature that she loves and that loves her.  Perhaps this strength to connect to the love of 

the earth is what kept the baby Merri alive." 

 

Figure 2.  Clay sculpture and rocks for the Attachment ritual. 

Identity.  Figure 3 was a mixed media collage using watercolor and printed maps of the 

countries that were indicated in the researcher’s DNA results.  They were Korea at 64.9%, China 

at 10.7 %, and Japan at 19%, with a 5.4%  for Broadly East Asia.  The finished artwork had an 
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abstract, yet expressive result which mirrored the similar feelings of the researcher of how the 

waves in both the inside and outside of the picture are making essential connections with each 

other.  Without these connections one might reflect that the researcher would not have come to 

exist.  The blue could have been indicative of the many tears over these lost connections and how 

fragile they are.  The abstract aspects of the watercolors also look like the structure of dna, the 

double helix, especially on the side that was painted in yellow where the researcher started to 

feel a release of gratitude for her life, “I realized that my drawing/painting would be called ‘my 

path of light’.  My life is good.  There is loss and there is sadness but my path is the path of light.  

My path is beautiful and I can choose for it to be beautiful.” 

 

Figure 3.  Mixed media collage for the Identity ritual.  This is the outside view of the trifold 
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Figure 4.  Mixed media collage for the Identity ritual.  This is the inside view of the trifold. 

Loss of biological family.  In figure 4, the loss of biological family was made entirely 

out of clay.  The biological family was represented by five different clay mandala shapes that 

bring to mind the spiritual and possibly mystical properties the researcher may have 

unconsciously assigned to her biological family.  The altar was created from five pieces of clay 

as well and was shaped like wizened pieces of driftwood.  The results from this art ritual had an 

abstract appearance that was felt as mysterious to the researcher, which also mirrored her 

thoughts about her “unknown” biological family.  The researcher’s thoughts on this art ritual 

seemed to be integrated from the experiences of the other art rituals, “I felt a strong desire to 

reject these rituals and reject myself, these parts of me that I had abandoned to never knowing, 

never examining, thinking them unimportant.  I wanted to ‘fix’ them and then get rid of them.   

That was a surprise when I learned that I needed to integrate them, be open to them, allow them 

to grow up, not eradicate these feelings – but to love them passionately, to embrace them with 

wonder.” 
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Figure 5.  Clay sculpture of the Loss of Biological Family ritual.  The biological family is at the 

top, and the altar is at the bottom of the picture. 

 

Figure 6.  Clay sculpture of the Loss of Biological Family ritual.   
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Emergent Themes 

The feelings that emerged from the art therapy rituals converged into three major themes 

(see Figure 5).  The emergent themes were (a) compassion, connection, and value for self; (b) 

emotions in mind and body; and (c) multifaceted understanding of self.  The subthemes were 

resistance to the experience, beginning healing from the previously unacknowledged trauma of 

abandonment and adoption, empathy, connection, self-esteem, emotional awareness, new 

emotions, physical sensations, strength, awareness, well-being, understanding, acceptance, and 

appreciation.   

 

Figure 7.  Thematic analysis. 

Compassion, connection, and value for self.  The researcher found that the art therapy 

rituals evoked an increased connection, compassion, and value for self.  These themes were 
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strongly related to each other, emerging together 36 times in the reflective journal, so they were 

combined and identified as the primary result of the thematic analysis.  Upon reflection, this 

process of increasing connection, compassion, and value for oneself appeared to be a crucial 

starting point in allowing grieving over abandoned parts of self and accepting unaddressed 

sorrow.  These themes were reflected by: 

I feel tenderness toward this child in the picture, this part of myself that I have neglected  

so much that I wanted to destroy it at first.  I see myself in this picture.  I finally realize 

that it is me and I do remember.  I might not have the specific memories but I have the 

memory in who I am. I’ve carried her around, but been mean to her, treated her as if she 

didn’t matter and as if she didn’t count. 

I feel happy about the “nest” I created for the “baby” me.  I like how she is out in the  

open instead of cooped up, in a jail-like enclosure.  Instead she is connecting with the 

power of the earth and nature that she loves and that loves her.  Perhaps this strength to 

connect to the love of the earth is what kept the baby Merri alive. 

Emotions in mind and body.  From reflection on the art therapy rituals, the researcher 

noticed the second most prevalent theme was an increased ability and capacity to notice and feel 

her emotions and stirrings in her mind and body. This theme appeared in her reflective journal 

thirty times.  This often manifested through noticing strong bodily symptoms she felt before and 

after doing the rituals.  Even though it may seem like a small occurrence to take particular notice 

of bodily feelings and emotions, the prevalence of notations of its occurrence indicate that it may 

be an integral part of the process of healing. 

I suddenly feel tired, listless, and sleepy. 
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I’m feeling some pains in my chest writing that…I think even though there is not a 

conscious memory of it, there is a body memory. 

I drank coffee this morning in anticipation- either to help or sabotage myself, I don’t 

know.  I thought it would help with the lethargy that comes over me when trying to work 

on the art rituals. 

Resistance.  In conjunction with the researcher’s increased capacity to feel and notice 

emotions in her mind and body, there was a strong common occurrence of resistance to doing the 

rituals and writing about them.  This was consistent with each ritual.  This resistance was an 

almost constant presence before, during, and even after the rituals.  Resistance could be called a 

very strong and habitual defense mechanism for what may seem like a dangerous topic to the 

unconscious. 

 I feel scared.  I have been having a lot of resistance to beginning this process. 

 My handwriting is even difficult.  I find it difficult to write. 

 I am finding it difficult to write how I feel. 

 I had a lot of resistance to doing this ritual and I have resistance to writing about it as 

well.  I think it is interesting how my handwriting even changes so much during all of this 

process. 

 Beginning the healing process.  Another concurrent theme from the researcher’s 

increased capacity to feel both her positive and negative emotions, were some indications of 

beginning the healing process evidenced by a stronger, more fortified voice of the researcher.  

Before beginning the rituals, the researcher had a belief that healing would be a common 

occurrence during the rituals, as if there would a beginning and an ending to an organized, linear 
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healing throughout the process.  After the experience of the rituals, the researcher understood 

that these rituals were the starting point for healing and not a means to an end.   

I have lived with the picture for a while now.  It has been kind of sad or very sad to look 

at, at different times, but I feel stronger seeing it.  I feel like I am not hiding from a part 

of myself.  I see the image and see how it looks somewhat like a shrine for holy people 

and realize that that is part of the message to myself.  You are holy.  All people are holy 

and you are. 

I feel something that I need to rest with.  It is a form of sadness, but it also feels 

refreshing at the same time.  I think what I mean by refreshing is that it feels healthy to 

feel this deep sadness and allow it, and see it. 

I feel like I am somehow being more honest with myself about the pain I carry around 

from my adoption, which in turn, allows me to be more honest about who I am as a 

person as well.  The good and the bad, what hurts and what doesn’t.  I am letting go of 

some ancient shame by admitting my pain and deep sadness of my abandonment. 

Multifaceted understanding of self.  The third most dominant theme was a multifaceted 

understanding of self, occurring 23 times in the reflective journal. 

From conversation with abandoned self from the Abandonment ritual 

(Me) I am working on feeling it and feeling your presence more.   

(Abandoned self) Nurture me.  Think of me often.  It will make you stronger.  You will 

realize how strong you really are. 

From conversation with abandoned self from the Abandonment ritual 

(Abandoned self) Talk to me from now on.  I am not something you get to cross off your 

list Merri!  This is a lifelong relationship that we have started where I can finally receive 
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your love.  I am not something to be thrown away after you have “figured me out”.  I am 

to be taken in and become a part of who you are. 

Creative Synthesis of the Study 

 In the pre-reflection, highlighted feelings expressed by the researcher included fear, 

resistance to starting, lethargy and tiredness, difficulty writing, physical pains in chest and body, 

and an all over achiness inside.   

 I feel scared.  I have been having a lot of resistance to beginning this process.  

 I think the study is a great idea but putting it into action is something else entirely.  I  

suddenly feel tired, listless, and sleepy. 

I am also excited…working with trauma that is so old that I don’t have memory of  

it…I’m having some pains in my chest writing that. 

I am grateful that I have support from my counselor and my family, but I feel achy inside.  

I drank coffee this morning in anticipation – either to help or sabotage myself, I don’t 

know.  I thought it would help with the lethargy that comes over me when trying to begin 

on the art rituals. 

The post-reflection expressed a value of all parts of self, the transformative effects of honesty 

with oneself about one’s internal pain and sadness, and the importance of integration instead of 

disposal of previously rejected or unknown parts of self.   

 I felt a strong desire to reject these rituals and reject myself, these parts of me that I had  

abandoned to never knowing, never examining, thinking of them as unimportant. 

That was a surprise when I learned I needed to integrate them, be open to them, allow 

them to grow up, not eradicate these feelings – but to love them passionately, to embrace 

them with wonder. 
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I have learned that rushing through pain is no shortcut and the pain itself doesn’t feel like 

just pain, it also feels a lot like joy, tenderness, and passion. 

In essence, these rituals represented to me a beautiful experience of grieving and 

assimilation of my lost selves. 

An excerpt from the journal below described a new level of understanding by the researcher for 

the experiences of the rituals. 

We often realize that it is the love we felt for that person that causes the grief to have 

beauty.  In turn, I have found that by being able to grieve my different parts of self that I 

am also bringing forth and acknowledging a deep love of myself that was lost as well. 

Actually, the grieving process turned out to be a fundamental part of this researcher’s healing. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 As found in the book Adoption Therapy: Perspective from Clients and Clinicians on 

Processing and Healing Post-Adoption Issues (Dennis, 2014), there has been misunderstanding 

of the adoptee experience and the traumas associated with adoption - from repressed grief to 

post-traumatic stress disorder.  What may be unique to the adoptee’s traumatic experience is that 

adopted children have often been told that they are lucky (to have had that traumatic experience), 

instead of being able to sincerely address the multiple losses and traumas that have occurred for 

them to arrive as adoptees (Dennis, 2013).  The repression and internalization of the reality of the 

difficult emotional landscape of the adoptee often runs deep for both the adoptee and the 

adoptive family and frequently goes unaddressed until adulthood (Caffrey, 2014). 

Art Rituals 

The researcher found agreement with Reeves (2011) that ample attention and time must 

be allowed for the creation, planning, and execution of the ritual.  The whole process of a ritual 

is important and should be made for the particular issues of the participants.  Tucker (2013), 

suggested that wounds such as abandonment, attachment and intimacy issues, confusion about 

identity, and loss of biological family were specific to the adoptee experience.  The rituals 

developed for this study may be helpful to other populations facing similar issues as well.   

Abandonment 

Similar to the data in this study, McNeely-Jimenez (1999) found the feelings of 

abandonment experienced by adoptees may also occur with adults that were in the foster system 

as children, people that were neglected or rejected within their birth families, and immigrants 

that have experienced acculturation problems.  In addition, homeless adolescents may also 
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experience similar feelings of trauma, abandonment, and loss (Collins & Barker, 2009).  The 

study of abandonment in adult adoptees may lead to helping other populations such as these, 

which may have diverse experiences from the adoptee, but feel the same traumatic emotional 

response to feelings of rejection or being left behind. 

Yet not all adults that have been adopted as children were conscious of feelings of 

abandonment while growing up.  For the researcher, the topic of the effects of her abandonment 

did not surface until her late adulthood, although once examined, the psychological effects were 

easy to identify.  Ellerman (2013), an adoptee who celebrated her adoptive mother and 

upbringing in her essay Coming Home, explained that it was not until she attended an adoption 

conference in 2011 that she understood how abandonment and loss impacted her in ways that she 

had never before known or acknowledged.  And in Daughter from Danang (Dogin, 2002), a 

documentary about Heidi Bub (a.k.a. Mai Thi Hiep), and her Vietnamese mother, Mai Thi Kim, 

that were separated at the end of the Vietnam war and reunited 22 years later, the viewer 

witnessed the deeply emotional and complex feelings of abandonment experienced not only by 

the adopted child, but also experienced by the biological mother that was left behind. 

Attachment and Intimacy Issues 

Those who have experienced emotional or physical abuse and neglect can also experience 

attachment and intimacy issues.  Sometimes adopted children experience abuse in their adoptive 

homes leading to multiple traumatic reactions, such as in Belanger’s (2013) essay 

“Untherapied” Adoption Wounds.  Without proper counseling specific to the adoptee, these 

kinds of adoptive situations can lead to self-destructive behavior intensified by confusion.  

Belanger’s difficult self-work utilizing writing, counseling, support groups, and finding missing 

information about her biological family, led to eventual understanding of the core issues 
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stemming from her adoption and upbringing.  This changed her life profoundly and allowed her 

to heal.  The researcher found attachment to be a harder issue to impartially measure, recognize, 

and pinpoint as an adult.  An advanced understanding and proactive support for adoptive 

children may yield more information and preemptive healing for them. 

Confusion about Identity   

The multifaceted difficulties and consequences of a lost identity that stem from adoption 

were very difficult to measure scientifically or pin down.  Although, one might wonder if 

knowledge of self-identity may be an inexplicable, instinctual human need.  The researcher’s 

DNA results that were used for the Identity ritual felt an important document, like a new 

beginning to her story.  There are many stories about people finding out later in life that they 

were adopted, yet had similar experiences of deep, disturbing, and unexplained emotions before 

discovery of their adoption.  There is now a name for people that were not told that they were 

adopted as a child – late discovery adoptee (LDA), as explained by Leslie Maul.  Maul found 

that LDAs often have a common feeling that something was very “off” growing up (Maul, 

2014).  Correspondingly, in a Moth radio storytelling episode Darryl "DMC" McDaniels from 

the famous band Run DMC, explained his baffling nearly suicidal depression that he battled as 

an adult while in the midst of success and good fortune, only to be told for the first time when he 

was an adult in his 30s that he was adopted (McDaniels, 2014).  Therefore, understanding the 

effects of lost identity may be a very rich and complex topic on its own. 

The kind of identity confusion that adoptees experience may be unique to adoptees, but 

also may be experienced by a broad range of adults including: international refugees (Mahmoud, 

2014), homosexual, lesbian, and transgender community (Sue & Sue, 2013); to those that feel 

like outsiders to society (Wilczynska-Kwiatek 2009).  Adoptees that have psychosexual issues, 
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or are homosexual or transgender may have additional conflicted or intensified issues of identity 

and rejection within their adoptive families (Lifton, 2009). 

Loss of Biological Family 

 The loss of biological family that most adoptees have experienced has not been just a 

loss, but an eradicated aspect of their genetic and physical ties to their biological family.  The 

way that this has been experienced has been fairly exclusive to adoptees (Dennis, 2013).  The 

loss and search for a biological family that may or may not want to know you is a task that most 

people might never understand without firsthand experience.  Therefore, this was an important 

reason for beginning research and examination of the adult adoptee experience.  This loss leads 

some adoptees to search for contact with their biological family while another may decide 

against it.  For instance, an adopted woman creating an arts-based genogram represented herself 

as a tree branching outside of a box to look for her biological family, while her adopted brother 

who had no interest in contact with his biological family she represented as a fragmented branch 

with no further growth (Kerr & Hoshino, 2008).  The researcher’s Loss of Biological Family 

ritual artwork was full of mystery and questions, reflecting her lack of information about her 

biological family.   

In Lifton’s (2009) book Lost and Found, she wrote that Wellisch, a psychiatrist in the 

1950s was puzzled by the way that troubled adoptive children had a need to know their ancestry.  

Wellisch studied them, eventually writing a telling letter in a periodical called Children without 

geneology - A problem of adoption.  Wellisch’s colleague, Sants, was the one that coined what 

he called “genealogical bewilderment” (as cited in Lifton, 2009).  Sants thought the loss of 

biological knowledge was the primary factor in the adoptee’s difficulties in getting along with 

their adoptive families.  Nowadays, some adoptive families have opted for open adoption, 
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hopefully lessening the emotional burden of the adoptee and the family that has relinquished the 

adoptee.  The effect of open adoption compared to closed adoption is another possible avenue of 

study. 

Limitations 

 The researcher was aware of the limitations of this study.  The location and 

socioeconomic status of the researcher excluded the specific experiences of adoptees in different 

countries and other diverse socioeconomic conditions of adoptees.  The individual and unique 

experiences of the sole researcher in this heuristic study, while valuable to the researcher, were 

limited to the researcher and prohibited the generalization of the study to a larger population.    

Further Research 

As shown above, there may be many categories of adults who have been displaced, 

traumatized, and affected in similar ways to the adoptee.  The research from this study on the 

wounds of the adoptee and further studies on art therapy for adult adoptees could not only help 

enrich adoptive people’s healing but lead to outgrowths into the study of many other 

unrecognized and neglected populations that may need similar emotional expertise.  There are 

various possible outgrowths and developments from this study, as mentioned previously such as 

the study of homosexual adoptees, adoptees that have experienced abuse, foster children and 

adults, refugees, homeless adolescents and adults, and others that have felt like outcasts from 

society. This study may be used to inspire adoptees to share their more of the personal 

experiences of adoption with others through art therapy, expressive therapy, art-making, writing, 

music, dance, and multimedia to help shine a light in the dark for other adoptees as well.   

Also, research on the specific experiences of children (before they were adopted in their 

biological home, hospital, foster home, or orphanage - their practices for care and environment) 
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and follow up could provide important information regarding the development of infants and 

children’s brains, personality, attachment to their adoptive families, and future happiness. 

Recommendations 

The researcher recommends replicating the art therapy rituals within a group, providing 

diversity and a larger sample size of adult adoptees.  The larger body of artwork from adult 

adoptees created would provide a greater foundation of data and create a support network for the 

difficult emotions that may emerge and help with working through emotional resistance.  These 

groups could compare and contrast whether similar themes arise from their experience that 

emerged in this heuristic study.  Another element that could be added to the group experience 

might be sharing the artwork with the general public or with other adoptees and documenting the 

public’s comments and reactions.  Comparisons of the efficacy of different art interventions and 

art therapy rituals could be examined as well.  Furthermore, the interventions could be used with 

both adult adoptees and adults that are not adopted to compare their experiences.  In addition, 

other elements such as different age groups of adoptees, siblings of adoptees, and families of 

adoptees included in the art therapy interventions might be explored. 

The researcher hoped that adoptees would be inspired by this study to learn more about 

being adopted, its effects, and their local community of adoptees, thereby gaining a more 

holistic, advanced understanding of themselves than they might have believed was possible.  The 

researcher believed that this study and other expanded versions like it would further public 

understanding of the adult adoptees’ experience, bringing understanding to a broader audience 

and positively affecting future restorative options for the adult adoptee through art therapy.   
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Conclusion 

 Although this study was limited to the heuristic process and cannot be generalized to a 

larger population, adult adoptees as a wide and international population are largely 

unacknowledged by the art therapy and therapeutic research community.  Through these art 

therapy ritual directives, the emergent themes from the process, and the research on adoption, the 

researcher hoped to have planted a seed of curiosity for the expansion of research into the effects 

of adoption on the adult (and child) adoptee.  The art interventions from this study could be used 

for a group process for adult adoptees, opening up new and possibly much more effective 

avenues of healing for the adult adoptee than can be addressed with traditional talk therapy.  In 

so doing, this would lend further validation to the field of art therapy by broadening and 

educating the public on the practicality and efficacy of art therapy utilized with the adult adoptee.  

Further research on art therapy interventions and the broad demographic of adoptees was 

recommended by this researcher as there is much to be learned about the effects and healing of 

the experience of adoption. 
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APPENDIX A 

Art Therapy Rituals for the Adoptee 

1. Abandonment Ritual.  This ritual is to allow a voice to the child inside of the adoptee 

that endured the trauma of abandonment.  The goal is to acknowledge, contain, 

externalize, and give expression to the indescribable pain of separation from the birth 

family. 

• The adoptee is instructed to create a space for meditation, contemplation and reflection 

for all of the rituals.   

• She/he is instructed to create a comfortable private place to sit in, uninterrupted.   

• Using a reproduction of a picture of the adoptee from the time period of her adoption, she 

is instructed to create a piece of artwork, whether it is a painting, collage, mixed media or 

sculpture, with the picture.  There may be more than one piece of artwork created if 

needed.  (One of the possibilities is to take the picture and have it made into a puzzle that 

is then incorporated into artwork, or to create artwork that is then made into a puzzle.) 

• Lighting a candle and utilizing Jungian active imagination technique, the adoptee lets the 

finished artwork speak to her and/or asks the artwork questions. 

• The adoptee documents the conversation in writing or by recording it. 

2. Intimacy Ritual.  Attachment, intimacy issues, and feelings of rejection can be pervasive 

for the adoptee.  Creating empathy for the self and these important relationship issues, 

helps the adoptee to begin to recognize and face them, allowing possible insight to occur.  

The goal of this ritual is acknowledgement of the issues that the adoptee often faces, so 

she can begin to have deeper understanding of herself. 
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• The adoptee is instructed to create a small child or infant representing the self when 

adopted from either clay or plasticene.  Then when dry, or fired, the adoptee paints it.   

• The next step is to create a nest, soft bed, or soothing enclosure for the clay child.  Put 

found or created objects of comfort in the nest/enclosure with the sculpture.   

• Have the adoptee write a letter to herself as that child or write a bedtime story - giving the 

child the empathy, compassion, encouragement, and love that she knows the child needs. 

• Light a candle and have the adoptee tell the story or read the letter to the child.  If the 

child has something to say or any insight occurs, document it. 

3. Identity Ritual.  Adoptees assimilate the culture and ancestry of their adoptive family 

often never investigating the culture or place that they and their biological ancestors are 

from.  So much of the adoptees past and identity is unknown.  Even though the adoptees 

care for their adoptive family, their dna and ancestry is a dissimilar and separate part of 

them.  The goal of this ritual is to try to acknowledge and build curiosity about the 

adoptees distinct and unique identity from their birth family, without guilt or shame. 

• The adoptee is instructed to get a dna test, or if not interested in a dna test, to guess or 

imagine her origins.   

• From the test results or imaginings, either: find a map of where the adoptee is from or 

find some pictures of the places of her origin and print out a good picture of it.  If needed 

the adoptee can illustrate or paint it, if the information is not found.   

• Attach the picture, map, or artwork to card stock and make an accordion fold so it folds 

out and can be tied with a ribbon to enclose the inside.   
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• On the inside of the fold out of these places, create a free expression piece of artwork 

about the adoptee’s origins and the place(s) that she and her biological ancestors come 

from. 

• Lighting a candle, the adoptee is instructed to find a respectful witness - it could be a 

family member, best friend, or counselor to show their artwork to, talk about their origins 

with, and voice their feelings about this exercise. 

4. Loss of Biological Family Ritual.  Reconciling that there is a separate family tree that 

the adoptee belongs to is acknowledging a large, most likely repressed part of herself.  

The goal of this ritual is to attend and give reverence to all of the parts of adoptees, 

including loving their ancestry.  If it was not for their ancestors they would not have been 

born.  Ancestor worship or the reverence attributed to our ancestors is an ancient ritual in 

human history that celebrates all of the parts of us and the gift of life.  The goal of this 

ritual is to give form and representation, symbolically, to the biological family that has 

been lost.  The raku process suggests something that has been through the fire and not 

been destroyed, but made all the more complex and beautiful. 

• The adoptee is instructed to make a symbolic representation of her biological 

family/ancestors out of clay. 

• The next step is to make an altar, stand, or place, to put the symbolic representation of her 

biological family, out of clay as well.   

• Both of these symbols should have a raku firing, if possible.  If the adoptee can be 

present for the firing in a pit outside, the better for ritualistic alchemy. 

• The adoptee is instructed to bring these symbols as companions to a fire in the outdoors, 

preferably in nature, to meditate on her response to the symbolism and artwork. 
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• If the adoptee feels that it is right, she can place this symbolic altar into her home to 

represent, grieve, and/or give reverence to her ancestry that has been lost. 
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APPENDIX B. 

Coding of the reflective journal 

Excerpt I.D. 

MU 1- 23  

BE 1- 12 

CO 1- 36 

CA 1- 30 

RE 1- 6 

Coding Key 

MU A more multifaceted understanding of self (23 found, “Nurture me.  Think of me often.  It 

will make you stronger.  You will realize how strong you really are.”) 

BE Beginning healing from unacknowledged trauma (12 found, “I have lived with the 

picture for awhile now.  It has been kind of sad or very sad to look at, at different times, 

but I feel stronger seeing it.”) 

CO Increased connection, compassion, and value of self (36 found, “I see the image and see 

how it looks somewhat like a shrine for holy people kind of imagery and realize that that 

is part of the message to myself, You are holy.  All people are holy and you are too.”) 

CA Increased capacity to notice and feel body and emotions, both good and bad (30 found, “I 

feel something that I need to rest with.  It is a form of sadness, but it also feels refreshing 

at the same time.  I think what I mean by refreshing is that it feels healthy to feel this deep 

sadness and allow it, see it.”) 
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RE  Feelings of resistance (6 found, “I had a lot of resistance to doing this ritual and I have 

resistance to writing about it as well.  I think it is interesting how even my handwriting 

changes so much during this process.”) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


