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ABSTRACT
This heuristic study investigated the implications of growing up as a military kid (MK) on the
researcher’s sense of home and belonging in adulthood. The study was guided by the question,
“How can the researcher use art to create a cohesive perception of home and belonging in
adulthood, after growing up as a military kid?” Current literature examines a) military culture,
b) military families’ (MFs) wellbeing and stressors, c) developmental theories, d) current
treatment, and e) art therapy interventions. However, little research examines how MKs are
affected in adulthood regarding their sense of home and belonging. This study was conducted in
three stages, which incorporated the use of personal photos, adapted Sense of Belonging
Instrument (SOBI) questionnaires, visual and written journal entries, and the creation of a quilt.
Four major themes that emerged related to the researcher’s sense of home and belonging were
(a) fragmentation (b) military culture (c) internal versus external experiences and (d) mental
health throughout those three major themes. Future recommendations include using the art
directives within this study to assist population(s) with high rates of residential mobility in
shifting from a fragmented narrative of home and belonging to a cohesive narrative.
keywords: military, culture, belonging, home
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CHAPTER I

Introduction
Frequent residential mobility, extended separation between a child and parent or
caregiver, and living with a parent or caregiver who experiences a mental health condition can be

potentially traumatic for a child (CDC, 2020; Chawla & Solinas-Saunders, 2011; Morris et al.,
2017). Military kids (MKs) face these circumstances regularly with additional stressors such as
separation of a parent during deployment to a war zone, frequently transitioning to new schools,
and preparing for another deployment of the parent who serves in the military (Coley & Kull,
2016; DoD, 2010). While many research articles have focused on the stressors experienced by
service members, military families (MFs), and MKs (Lucier-Greer et al., 2015; Sheppard et al.,
2010; Williamson et al., 2018), few studies have examined how MK’s childhood experiences
shape their concept of home and belonging in adulthood.
This heuristic study was brought about when the researcher recognized a disparity of
research on adult MKs, which struck her as odd as she experienced mental health impacts as a
result of growing up as a MK. Additionally, she desired to explore the effects of frequent moves
on her adult sense of home and belonging as she recognized she struggled to define home and
where she belonged in the world as an adult. The researcher experienced a childhood controlled
by military base assignments, which led to living in 15 houses across four states, in the United

States, and attending seven schools from kindergarten through senior year of high school. These
significant transitions, with periods of separation from her father due to his military trainings and
deployment led to times of increased stress.

Additionally, the researcher was traumatized by her father’s year-long deployment to Iraq
and Afghanistan, which caused her to make sense of her life story through fragments, which
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were isolated events rather than a cohesive narrative. This sense of fragmentation developed

from the year her father was deployed during Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation
Enduring Freedom (OEF) as a Chaplain.
Part of the researcher’s difficulty in processing his deployment was the realization that

her father was not permitted to carry weapons while deployed due to his role as a Chaplain. He
had a Chaplain’s assistant assigned to him for his deployment. Her family hosted his assistant for
dinner close to the deployment. The researcher found his assistant to be kind, but after he left
from dinner the researcher began experiencing worries and fears after she realized the 18-yearold assistant would be protecting her father. Knowing her father would be personally undefended
while in a warzone for a year brought her a high amount of stress and anxiety, which continued
throughout the deployment and she often wondered if her dad was included in the death count
discussed in news headlines. In fact, the researcher, who was around 10-years-old at the time,
felt she had to prepare for her father’s death and planned to hold her mom while her mom cried if
uniformed officers knocked on their door to conduct a death notification. This high level of
anxiety and stress was traumatizing for her and led to her fragmented processing of life events
from that point on. She viewed her life story as being comprised of disjointed instances, often
marked by a new military assignment or house, rather than a cohesively connected narrative.
Due to the researcher’s experiences, she developed this study to assist in better

understanding how her experiences as a MK impacted her sense of home and belonging in
adulthood. The researcher hoped utilizing an art-based research method would aid in creating a
linear and connected narrative of home and belonging. The researcher believed creating art could

facilitate a new perspective of her life narrative and understanding of home and belonging.
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Problem Statement

Reintegration post-deployment is the period when a service member returns from
deployment the family unit reacclimates to one another and to their roles within the family.
Several studies have found risks for negative social and mental health repercussions during post-

deployment reintegration for military families (MFs), particularly if the parents have difficulty
with reintegration in their spousal relationship (Knobloch et al., 2017; Lester et al., 2013; Park,
2011). Risks during the reintegration period include depression and anxiety for parents and
heightened anxiety with behavioral challenges for children during reintegration as well as an
overall sense of stress and confusion related to the family unit and everyone’s role (Knobloch et
al., 2017; Lester et al., 2013; Park, 2011). Reintegration post-deployment can be potentially
traumatic for children if the deployed parent returns with a mental health disorder, such as
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or a traumatic brain injury (TBI; Banneyer et al., 2017;
Cozza et al., 2010; Lemmon & Stafford, 2014).
Research Question
This study was guided by the question, how can the researcher use art to create a
cohesive perception of home and belonging in adulthood, after growing up as a military kid?
Basic Assumptions
This study holds the following assumptions (a) there will be a correlation between

military kid (MK) experiences and sense of belongingness and home, (b) the art making process
will be healing, and (c) the researcher will gain greater self-awareness and/or insight into the
effects of growing up as a MK on her adult perspective of home and belonging. Parisian (2015),

and Zurlinden et al. (2019) suggested that utilizing art to symbolize childhood experiences can
aid in the development of a cohesive understanding of home and belonging. This suggestion in

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

10

research was important to the researcher as she hoped that creating artwork would provide

cohesion to her fragmented sense of home and belonging. The belief that the art making process
will be healing resulted from the researcher’s study of art therapy and scholarly reports of the
healing functions of art making in one’s search for their home and cultural identity.

Statement of Purpose
In their editorial piece, Schertz and Watson (2018) posited that studying the long-term
impacts of military kid (MK) life in adulthood is important as the long-term impacts are
currently unstudied. Furthermore, the researcher assumed that growing up as a MK had the
potential to cause a fragmented understanding of one’s home and belonging due to what Schertz
and Watson (2018) identified as “disruptive” aspects of MK life (p. 837). They suggested that
changing schools frequently and coping with the stress of a parent’s deployment are disruptive,
both of which the researcher experienced in her own life as being moderately to severely
disruptive. The purpose of this heuristic study was to further the field of research on adult
military kids (AMKs), to improve mental health professionals’ understanding of potential
challenges for this group, and to inform future art therapy interventions for AMKs. A heuristic
study was chosen to better understand the effects of the researcher’s MK upbringing on her adult
perception of home and belonging as utilizing art creation would bring about greater selfawareness.

Justification of Study
The pattern of depression and anxiety among military kids (MKs) may be due to their
experiences, but there has not been a study on the correlation between these negative outcomes

and MKs perceptions of home and belonging. The researcher found limited studies on this
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population and believed that a heuristic study was the best course of action as it may help to

develop a starting framework of inquiry for this unique population and the challenges they face.
The results from this study will be important to the field of art therapy and for those
working with military families (MFs), MKs, and adult MKs (AMKs) as it may reveal potential

areas of consideration for this population related to their sense of home and belonging in the
world. This heuristic study may help to provide research regarding AMKs’ sense of home and
belonging in adulthood related to their MK upbringing.
Definition of Terms
Art Therapy
A mental health occupation which utilizes art creation and psychology within the
therapeutic alliance (AATA, 2017). Art therapy clients work alongside a trained art therapist in
order to improve a myriad of psychological challenges, from “cognitive and sensory-motor
functions” to “self-esteem and self-awareness” to “emotional resilience” or even to “reduce and
resolve conflicts and distress,” to name a few purposes (AATA, 2017).
Deployment
“The movement of forces into and out of an operational area,” which occurs through a
command from the Secretary of Defense to the “specific forces that need to be transferred” for
the deployment operation (DoD, 2020).

Fragmentation
A way of thinking or acting that is no longer cohesive, but “disjointed,” often as a result
of trauma (APA, n.d.).
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Military

In the United States, five branches of the military exist including “the Army, Navy,
Marine Corps, Air Force, and Coast Guard,” which all exist to secure and defend their country
(SAMHSA, 2010; Your Dictionary, 2018).

Military family (MF); Military kid (MK)
Spouses and children in dependent status who are immediately connected to a service
member (Cozza & Lerner, 2013).
Reintegration Post-deployment
The transition period of a service member returning home to their family after a
deployment. Often a time of stress for families as family routines and roles are re-established
(Knobloch et al., 2017).
Residential Mobility
Moving to a new place of residence, which often occurs across state-lines and
internationally for service members and military families every two to three years (Sheppard et
al., 2010; Zurlinden et al., 2019).
Service Member
A non-civilian individual who serves in one of the branches of the military. Military
branches include the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard (USDVA, 2016).

Third Culture Kid (TCK)
A child who grows up in a culture different from one or both of their parents. This creates
a unique culture for the child in that they assume multiple cultural identities, but do not adhere

strictly to one (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

13

CHAPTER II

Literature Review
This literature review will examine a) military culture, b) military families’ (MFs)
wellbeing and stressors, c) developmental theories, d) current treatment, and e) art therapy

interventions. A review of military culture revealed specific military values, such as prioritizing
collectivistic identity and language within military culture (Meyer, 2015; Yablonsky et al., 2015;
Zurlinden et al., 2019). Further review of research regarding service members and MFs revealed
that MFs experienced high quantities of stressors including the impacts of service member’s
mental health conditions, frequent residential mobility, and potential challenges through
deployment stages (Giff et al., 2018; Lucier-Greer et al., 2015; Ridings et al., 2018).
Additionally, a review of photography, self-portraiture, and quilting as art therapy interventions
was completed (Beauregard, 2019; Parisian, 2015; Rousseau & Heusch, 2000).
Military Culture
Research regarding military families that has been published within the past decade
focused on military culture, military families' (MFs) wellbeing, and military kids’ (MK) mental
health. Military culture has been described as a sub-culture of mainstream, civilian society with
its own cultural norms, language, and hierarchical structure, suggesting the military has further
subcultures within its institution (Meyer, 2015; SAMHSA, 2010). It is important for mental

health and medical professionals to have a grasp of military culture when working with MFs and
service members due to its unique cultural components.
Research related to MF functioning and well-being focused on stressors experienced by

MFs, such as shifts in parenting roles from pre- to post-deployment and impacts of a service
member’s post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) on reintegration post-deployment. For example,
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a metanalysis conducted by Yablonsky et al. (2018) revealed 13 out of 19 studies conducted on

MFs reported anxiety, sadness, and stress were heightened for MFs throughout the deployment
process. Regarding studies that spoke to MK’s mental health and well-being, topics that most
commonly arose were the impacts of residential mobility, high amounts of stress experienced

throughout deployment stages, and the impact of service member’s mental health during
reintegration. In a quantitative study conducted by Cederbaum et al. (2014), data indicated MKs
scored higher in areas of sadness and hopelessness, suicidal ideation, and depressive symptoms
compared to their non-military connected peers. Although research indicated MFs experienced
high amounts of stress, resilience and strength were also hallmarks of MFs (Lemmon & Stafford,
2014; Sheppard et al., 2010). Despite little quantitative data published regarding MK resilience, a
report by the Department of Defense (DoD; 2010) stated MKs demonstrated a “high level of
resilience” (p. 54) through developing effective coping skills in response to parental deployment.
Similarly, Park (2011) found positive family relationships, military values, and independence can
all serve as indicators of MK’s resilience.
Park (2011) found 77% of veterans do not believe civilians understand them. This feeling
of being misunderstood by civilians underscores that the military has its own culture and the
importance for civilians to understand cultural differences when interfacing with military
members and families (Sheppherd et al., 2010). In terms of this study, it is important to recognize

the subculture MKs live within and the potential challenges of existing within this culture during
childhood, then entering civilian culture once they grow out of dependent status. Feeling
misunderstood may result from civilians not understanding that the military has its own culture

comprised of specific values and language. These differences were qualitatively found to have
contributed to deep feelings of not belonging, especially in service members. For instance, in a
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narrative inquiry from Finley’s (2014) doctoral dissertation, the third theme he discovered in his

study was culture shock in relation to other people’s reactions. Subthemes for this included
“Being treated differently by others; Returning to the U.S./transitioning; Trying to fit in/feeling
like a foreigner” (Finley, 2014, p. 149). It is imperative that those who work with service

members and MFs understand military culture and how it affects those within the military culture
so as to not add more pain to those experiencing culture shock (Lemmon & Stafford, 2014;
Meyer, 2015; Sheppherd et al., 2010).
Military Values
Each of the five branches of the United States military (Army, Navy, Air Force, Marine
Corps, and Coast Guard) have their own distinct subculture (Yablonsky et al., 2015). While each
branch specializes in a specific skill set and mission driven by specific core values, there are
some values that unite all service members, MFs, and MKs. Core values that overlapped between
branches are honor, courage, commitment and devotion, respect, integrity, and selflessness
(Veterans Association, n. d.). While each branch is unique, military culture at large promotes
these values and ideals, which spur on service members and their families. The military, as a
whole, also promotes a “mission first” mentality, meaning that the military mission is prioritized
above all else (Lemmon & Stafford, 2014). Part of the mission first mindset is seen when service
members and their families accept that they no longer have free reign over their lives, but rather

that the military gives directives for their lives. Examples of military directives to MFs include
when families move, the duration of the move to their new assignment, when military members
deploy, and the length of their deployment. MFs’ lives are often dictated by military orders and

are expected to take care of the mission above all else (Lemmon & Stafford, 2014; Meyer, 2015).
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Life in obedience to the military’s commands is an aspect of military life many civilians may not

be able to understand or relate to (Meyer, 2015).
Military values are distinct and include respect, military pride, adaptability, comradery,
service, sacrifice, honor, teamwork, loyalty, purpose, and mission (Park, 2011; Zurlinden et al.,

2019). Although service members experience acculturation, or the process of becoming
engrained into a culture, through bootcamp, MFs and MKs are often acculturated too (Meyer,
2015). Acculturation to military values and culture was noted to occur as MFs learned military
values from immersion in military culture and from their service member (Meyer, 2015). In
short, military cultural values are not only engrained in service members, but also in their
families (Zurlinden et al., 2019).
Collectivistic Culture and Identity
When an individual, or MF, acculturates into the military, their identities are often
impacted as they become part of an assimilated, interconnected group which is valued more
highly than individuals in military culture (Brim, 2013; Meyer, 2015). This sense of collective
identity has been found to last for decades past service for service members and MKs (Finley,
2014; Schertz & Watson, 2018; Zurlinden et al., 2019). However, upon discharge from the
military, service members and MKs alike become unsure of where they fit into civilian society as
they are quickly separated from active-duty military members, the routine of military life, and, in

the case of adult military kids (AMKs), loose certain military privileges such as access onto
military bases (Finley, 2014; Park, 2011; Schertz & Watson, 2018). The loss of access to a
military base is significant in the life of many MKs as the base holds special privileges, such as

tax-free shopping, with specific stores like the Commissary and Post Exchange (PX; Finley,
2014). For MKs who lived on a military base, loosing access to the base also means they will not
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be able to visit their old house again if they desire to do so in the future (Finley, 2014). For a

civilian this may be the equivalent of no longer having access to their home(s) or the typical
stores they shop in. Additionally, aging out of dependent status in the military brings with it the
loss of the title “military kid,” and there is not a well-known title, or place, for AMKs to take up

(Schertz & Watson, 2018). The loss of dependent status and military privileges can be painful
and disorienting for some MKs as they are separated from the collective identity solely due to
age (Schertz & Watson, 2018).
Language
Research indicated service members and their families frequently speak in acronyms or
phrases that reflect military culture (Meyer, 2015; Zurlinden et al., 2019). Speaking in acronyms
takes place in common settings such as doctor’s offices, other service provider’s offices, or even
in semi-structured research interviews (Meyer, 2015; Zurlinden et al., 2019). Common acronyms
included PX (Post Exchange), MOS (Military Occupation Specialty), CO (Commanding
Officer), and XO (Executive Officer) to name a few. Military culture language was also
comprised of phrases that reflected core cultural values. For example, in studies conducted with
service members, MFs, and MKs, commonly used words included, “unit,” “chain of command,”
and, “mission” (Zurlinden et al., 2019). As with any culture, military culture holds its own
unique language which can even vary from branch to branch (Yablonsky et al., 2015).

Military Families’ Wellbeing and Stressors
Several research studies reported on the over-all mental and emotional wellbeing of MFs
and noted stressors that MFs typically face (Blasko, 2015; Lester, 2013; Yablonsky et al., 2015).

Typical stressors included frequent moves, transitions between deployment stages, parenting
changes surrounding deployment, and impacts of a service member’s mental health condition(s)
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on post-deployment reintegration with their families (Giff et al., 2018; Lucier-Greer et al., 2015;

Ridings et al., 2018). While MKs and MFs were noted to be resilient (DoD, 2010; Park, 2011),
these stressors were shown to have negatively impacted marital health, mental health, and
behavioral health for MFs (Bello-Utu & DeSocio, 2015; Giff et al., 2018; Knobloch et al., 2017).

Residential Mobility
Residential mobility is often an area of focus in research related to MFs due to MFs
receiving a new post assignment every two to three years on average, which requires MFs to
move frequently (Blasko, 2015; Lemmon, 2014; Zurlinden, 2019). High rates of mobility have
been correlated with negative behavioral, emotional, and mental health effects, especially in
children and adolescents as their entire frame of reference for the world around them shifted after
each move (Morris et al., 2017). However, Morris et al. (2017) discovered heterogeneous effects
on mental health as unobservable, as individual temperaments were found to have contributed to
the mental health impacts on youth. Frequent moves were found to have interfered with longterm relational attachments as friendships were broken as a result of moving, especially when
children were too young to keep in touch or if their civilian counterparts were not as adept in
how to keep in touch with a friend who lives far away (Mmari et al., 2010).
Bowlby (1958) provided seminal attachment research regarding the long-term impacts of
childhood attachment. Bowlby (1958) found that if someone did not experience healthy, on-

going attachments early in life, it may be more difficult to connect meaningfully with others in
adulthood. More recent research suggested that if a child was extroverted, they may use their
innate resource of extroversion to develop healthy friendships, while introverted children’s long-

term mental wellbeing may be negatively impacted as they did not form connections as easily
(Oishi & Schimmack, 2010). Oishi and Schimmack’s (2010) 10-year longitudinal study of 7,108
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Americans found a correlation between high rates of residential mobility, introversion, and

decreased mental wellness in adulthood. This correlation was also reflected in mortality rates as
introverts who experienced high rates of residential mobility had slightly earlier rates of
mortality compared to the extroverted participants (Oishi & Schimmack, 2010).

MKs were found to experience a high rate of stress and instability within their home,
which contributed to temporary or long-term behavioral and mental health challenges (Blasko,
2015; CDC, 2020; Knobloch et al., 2017). However, there is a gap in research regarding how
MKs perceive their sense of home and how they feel it impacts their sense of belonging in the
world as they age out of dependent status. Erikson’s (1956) seminal theory posited that one’s
perception of home was important as it oftentimes signified if that person expected predictability,
safety, and connection from the world around them. Cederbaum et al. (2014), and Lucier-Greer
et al. (2015) found that MKs can experience social isolation and, in some cases, social anxiety
due to frequent moving.
Transition Throughout Deployment Stages
While each MF responded uniquely to deployment, researchers agreed that some similar
stages, namely pre-deployment, deployment, and post-deployment, occurred surrounding the
event of a service member’s deployment (Blasko, 2015; Lester et al., 2013; Pincus et al., 2001;
Sheppard et al., 2010; Yablonsky et al., 2015). The Department of Defense (DoD; Blasko, 2015)

created a website to support MKs throughout deployment stages, which outlined the stages of
deployment as: (a) pre-deployment (b) deployment, and (c) reintegration. Lester et al. (2013)
created a familial preventative mental health service to build family resilience, citing the

deployment and reintegration periods as particularly stressful for most of the 280 families
studied. While three stages of deployment are commonly cited in research, Pincus et al. (2001)
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suggested that there are five stages of deployment. These stages included (a) pre-deployment (b)

deployment (c) sustainment (d) reunion (known as redeployment in the military), and (e) postdeployment. However, in the qualitative metanalysis of Yablonsky et al. (2015), “four temporal”
(p. 46) stages of deployment were noted, namely: (a) Pre-deployment: Getting ready (b)

Deployment: Staying engaged (c) Transposement: Altering the family, and (d) Post-deployment:
Reintegrating the family.
Pre-deployment. The overlapping stage of pre-deployment begins at time in which the
service member receives their deployment order until the actual deployment. Within this stage,
Pincus et al. (2001) suggested MFs often experience busyness in preparation for the deployment
and noted that the service member may have an increased workload that they may be attempting
to balance alongside their family’s reactions to the impending deployment. Yablonsky et al.
(2015) theorized that MFs in the pre-deployment stage may have begun to unintentionally
emotionally distance themselves from their service member, and vice versa, as a way to prepare
for the impending separation. However, it is necessary to recognize that every MF is unique.
Some MFs have experienced an increased sense of closeness with the service member as they
attempted to create positive memories together before the deployment (Provost, 2013).
Deployment. Stressors noted to occur during the deployment include a reorganization of
responsibilities as a result of the service member’s absence, which may include the development

of new family routines; an increased sense of worry or stress for those at home regarding the
safety of their deployed loved one; and the milestones that the service member missed, especially
in the lives of their kids (Crow & Seybold, 2013; Park, 2011; Yablonsky et al., 2015). An

additional stressor during deployment for MFs and the deployed service member is a changing
connection and support with each other and their external support systems (Yablonsky et al.,
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2015). For this reason, some MFs relocate off a military base during deployment in order to

move closer to family, which results in losing the on-base support while increasing changes to
the lives of the military spouse and/or children (Park, 2011; Yablonsky et al., 2015). While MFs
try to determine if living on-base or off-base will provide the best support for their needs during

deployment, service members reported finding themselves deeply connected and supported by
their comrades rather than their families back home (Yablonsky et al., 2015). Although service
members may have emotionally and mentally distanced themselves from their families, which
helped them to complete their missions overseas, it can contribute to a changing emotional
and/or supportive connection between MFs and the service member (Yablonsky et al., 2015).
Post-deployment. Post-deployment, or reintegration, is another deployment stage held in
common between the theories of Pincus et al. (2001) and Yablonsky et al. (2015). Postdeployment is the stage that most current literature focused on. Several factors addressed during
the reintegration period included renegotiating familial responsibilities, anticipating another
deployment shortly after returning home, the service member experiencing a new or worsened
mental health challenge, emotional distance from the service member, unmet expectations
regarding the homecoming, and establishing new routines (Banneyer et al., 2017; Blasko, 2015;
Chandra et al., 2009; Crow & Seybold, 2013; Knobloch et al., 2017; Sheppard et al., 2010).
During semi-structured interviews in a phenomenological study facilitated by Zurlinden et al.

(2019) some MKs reported difficulty in learning to be parented by the service member upon their
reintegration as they had become fully reliant on the non-deployed parent during throughout the
deployment. Post-deployment, or reintegration, was named as the final stage in the deployment

cycle for families (Pincus et al., 2001; Yablonsky et al., 2015).
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Impact of Service Member’s Mental Health Condition(s) During Reintegration

Literature indicated a toll was taken on MFs whose service members developed a new or
worsened mental health condition as a result of their deployment (Banneyer et al., 2017; Fulton
et al., 2015; Lemmon & Stafford, 2014). When a service member returned from deployment with

a new or worsened mental health condition, family reintegration became more challenging and it
may have contributed to parenting difficulties (Giff et al., 2018; Knobloch et al., 2017).
Additionally, when a dependent lives in the same house as a caregiver with a mental health
condition it adds an adverse childhood experience (ACE) to that dependent’s life (CDC, 2020).
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2020) states that an ACE can produce
adverse physical and mental health conditions well into adulthood, which makes it important for
mental and physical healthcare providers to be aware of, especially when working with MFs.
Impacts of Parental Mental Health on Children. Growing up with a parent who has a
mental health diagnosis was listed as an Adverse Childhood Experience (ACES; CDC, 2020).
Moreover, Lemmon and Stafford et al. (2014) noted a parent’s return from deployment with a
mental health challenge may be potentially traumatic for a child. Additionally, Banneyer et al.
(2017) suggested that secondary traumatization was possible for a MK whose parent returned
from deployment with a new or worsened mental health condition, such as post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD). Banneyer et al. (2017) reviewed literature regarding the effects of parental
PTSD on children and how children develop secondary traumatization. They found research on
three outlooks children may develop, which may set them up for experiencing secondary trauma.
The hypothesized outlooks were “the overidentified child, the rescuer, and the emotionally
uninvolved child” (Banneyer et al., 2017, p. 278). The overidentified child appeared to develop
the same symptoms as their parent, and then displayed secondary traumatization. Secondary

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

23

traumatization is an understandable response as the child attempted to understand their parent’s
experiences but ended up internalizing them, thus creating a traumatic experience for themselves.
Children with the second outlook, or the outlook of the rescuer, functioned in a way that they
believed that their parent’s trauma was their fault. This guilt led to the child rescuer taking on
roles and responsibilities the parent was no longer able to, due to their parent’s PTSD symptoms.
Lastly, the emotionally uninvolved child was found to disengage emotionally from the parent as
a response to their parent’s emotional disengagement from them. The lack of emotional
engagement tended to be traumatic for the child. Regardless of the engagement style of the child,
parent’s mental health has been seen throughout research to impact the children’s, which will be
further discussed below.
Increased Difficulty with Reintegration. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
traumatic brain injury (TBI), and other related challenges, were found to result in service
members exhibiting various personality and/or behavioral changes (APA, 2013). Examples of
personality and behavioral changes included irritability, emotional reactivity, or being
emotionally on-edge (APA, 2013). Lester et al. (2013) conducted a longitudinal study of 280
MFs who engaged in a family-centered prevention program to increase resilience surrounding
deployment. As a result of this study, Lester et al. (2013) posited that if a service member was in
distress post-deployment, as noted by the aforementioned behavioral changes, family members

also experienced distress. Additionally, in a longitudinal study of 118 military couples, Knobloch
et al. (2017) noted other impacts of a service member’s return with a mental health condition on
their families. It was suggested that a service member’s behavioral or personality changes could

cause family members to feel as though the service member was a stranger (Knobloch et al.,
2017). This sense of estrangement caused some MF members to emotionally retreat from the
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service member during reintegration as they were unsure of how to best support their loved one

(Knobloch et al., 2017).
Mental health challenges post-deployment added another layer of stress to families trying
to re-establish roles, responsibilities, routines, and trying to understand how the service member

had changed post-deployment (Bello-Utu & DeSocio, 2015; Blasko, 2015; Cozza et al., 2010).
Bello-Utu and DeSocio (2015) conducted a literature review regarding children coping in the
wake of military deployment and reintegration. Through their review, it was suggested that if a
returning service member experienced PTSD or depression, there was a higher likelihood of
familial challenges during the reintegration phase (Bello-Utu and DeSocio, 2015). However,
Blasko (2015) and Cozza et al. (2010) both illuminated that a healthy family environment was a
key protective factor for a more positive reintegration period. For example, in Blasko’s (2015)
discussion of a website developed to bolster MK’s coping skills, it was noted that “With an
emotionally healthy family, a service member can better handle the physical and emotional
demands” of deployment (p. 264). Similarly, in data gathered from 41 military spouses regarding
family and child distress related to combat-injury, Cozza et al. (2010) reported that family
distress prior to deployment appeared to be a risk factor for increased familial distress related to
combat-injury.
Shifts in Parenting Roles. Some have theorized that over 20% of service members may

have post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after deployment, which would mean that numerous
MFs and MKs are impacted by their service member’s mental health (Fulton et al., 2015). Of
soldiers who were deployed during 2001 to 2014 to the Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) missions, 11-20% of veterans were diagnosed with PTSD
(USDVA, 2018). Of those diagnosed with PTSD, between 209,880 to 381,600 were parents,
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meaning that at least that many children were directly impacted by their parent’s new mental

health condition (Pajak, 2016). However, this percentage of 11-20% may not accurately reflect
the exact number of OEF/OIF veterans who experienced PTSD as it is believed that PTSD may
go undiagnosed in 40% of returning veterans (Banneyer et al., 2017). Whether diagnosed or

undiagnosed, a veteran’s mental health impacts their families (CDC, 2020; Lemmon & Stafford,
2014).
Not only is a service member’s mental health found to impact individuals within the
family unit, but this impact has been found to cause challenges in parental roles (Giff et al.,
2018; Knobloch et al., 2017). Giff et al. (2018) reported that due to the emotional reactivity
individuals with PTSD may exhibit, some spouses who were not deployed no longer felt
comfortable leaving the service member alone with their children. It was also noted that some
non-deployed spouses only allowed the service member to watch the children while they
observed them (Giff et al., 2018). Even if a service member does not have a mental health
diagnosis, returning from deployment itself was found to contribute to difficulty parenting, so
having a mental health diagnosis in addition to returning from deployment added another
challenge to parenting (Johnson et al., 2018). In fact, Giff et al. (2018) found that PTSD in
service members negatively impacted the parenting alliance and contributed to inconsistent
discipline and harsher parenting. Although changes in service member’s mental health was found

to be challenging for their families post-deployment, Knobloch et al.’s (2017) longitudinal study
of 118 military couples indicated that parent’s integration with one another often impacted how
MKs responded to the reintegration. Thus, the more challenging it is for parents to reintegrate

post-deployment, the more difficult it could be for their kids. Inversely, the more positively
reintegration is navigated between parents, the more positive it will likely be for MKs. Hopefully
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as more interventions are developed to assist military couples in reintegrating post-deployment,

MKs will also reap the benefits of a positive reintegration with their service member parent
(Knobloch et al., 2017).
Developmental Theories

The impact of one’s MK experiences and a parent’s deployment may be heavily impacted
by the age of the individual when their family relocated and when a parent was deployed (DoD,
2010; Knobloch et al., 2017). However, research seemed to be inconclusive on what ages are the
most impacted by residential moves and deployment. For example, Knobloch et al. (2017)
reported that “Older children fared worse than younger children" (p. 548). However, based on a
survey administered to active duty and reserve families, the Department of Defense (DoD, 2010)
reported adolescents placed less importance on communication with the deployed parent than
younger children. This is likely due to adolescents increased independence during this stage of
life, compared to younger children who are more reliant on their parents (DoD, 2010).
A lack of clear research on the effects moving has on young children exists in current
studies (Anderson et al., 2014; Chandra & London, 2013; Coley & Kull, 2016). However,
research indicated children with a high rate of residential mobility struggled with behavioral
issues and academic challenges, particularly in adolescence, as compared to children who did not
relocate (Anderson et al., 2014). Anderson et. al (2014) found that students with mental health

challenges prior to moving had exacerbated mental health challenges, which negatively impacted
their academic performance post-move. This evidence was corroborated by Lucier-Greer et al.’s
(2015) study of 1,036 MKs which revealed youth who self-reported higher risk factors correlated

to poorer academic achievement. These two studies demonstrated a connection between a
youth’s mental health predisposition prior to residential mobility and their academic
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performance. Similarly, the DoD (2010) found youth whose parent was deployed experienced

increased stress and anxiety, which negatively impacted their academic outcome. Stressors
experienced by MKs can exacerbate preexisting mental health challenges and were found to
negatively impact academic performance, particularly in adolescence (Anderson et al., 2014).

Current Treatment
Improving the communication between parents has been found to directly improve MKs
responses during reintegration (Giff et al., 2018; Lester et al., 2013; Park, 2011). Because
parent’s responses to the deployment and reintegration directly impact MK’s responses, family
therapy is often utilized (Giff et al., 2018). Family therapy has assisted military couples and MFs
in promoting communication, understanding, and cohesion during post-deployment reintegration
and may be particularly effective when using a strengths-based approach (Lester et al., 2013;
Park, 2011). Zurlinden et al. (2019) stated that service members who engaged in individual
therapy services tended to experience growth in their family relationships. Therefore, improving
the communication between parents, and the service member receiving individual mental health
care has been shown to improve MK’s responses to the reintegration period (Giff et al., 2018;
Lester et al., 2013; Park, 2011).
Art Therapy Interventions
Third culture kids (TCKs) are kids who essentially live between cultures, meaning that

they can fit into one or more cultural groups, but never fully belong to one (Merriam-Webster,
n.d.). TCKs may live between cultures due to growing up in a culture different than their parent’s
so they navigate living in the mainstream culture while coming home to a different culture than

the norm in which they live, such as immigrants and refugees (Pollock et al., 2017). TCKs may
also be part of a subculture of the main culture in which they live, which is what MKs
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experience. The dichotomy of being able to be a part of more than one community, yet never

fully belonging to one can majorly impact one’s personal identity and sense of belonging.
However, there is limited research regarding art therapy with MKs or AMKs. Therefore, this
section will consider how art therapy has been used with TCKs, such as immigrants and

refugees, to assist in their personal understanding of belonging and home. Because MKs are also
TCKs, art interventions utilized with other TCKs to facilitate an understanding of one’s sense of
home, belonging, and cultural identity is beneficial to this study.
Art creation has been found to be an outlet for a person to positively express their identity
and cultural formation (Beauregard, 2019; Parisian, 2015; Rousseau & Heusch, 2000). One way
art creation can assist in expressing one’s cultural identity and formation is through drawing,
which allows for meaning making. Beauregard (2019) completed a case study on a child who
had recently immigrated. The case study revealed that drawing was found to be a helpful avenue
for the child to express their cultural bereavement (Beauregard, 2019). Drawing also served as a
safe and healthy expression of the child’s emotions surrounding the loss of living in their home
country. In another case study of a second-generation immigrant, the art therapy goal was to
“explore feelings, regulate emotions, and gain self-acceptance” (Parisian, 2015, p.131). In the
case of this individual, art making assisted him in his development of equilibrium between his
internal self and the external world, and he gained deeper self-insight into the intricacies of his

cultural and personal identity. Both Beauregard’s (2019) and Parisian’s (2015) research indicated
that allowing TCKs to create art without a specific directive allowed them to begin the
verbalization process of their cultural experiences. In a third art therapy study of 25 refugee and

immigrant children, the therapeutic outcomes related to culture and belonging seemed to differ
visually and narratively based upon the child (Rousseau & Heusch, 2000). However, Rousseau
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and Heusch (2000) concluded that the creation of a narrative, which accompanied the art,

assisted the children in making sense of the traumatic experiences they faced. Such challenges
included fleeing their home country or immigrating and through creating art they were able to
make sense of living between cultures (Rousseau & Heusch, 2000). Additionally, while

Beauregard (2019) and Parisian (2015) posited that non-directed art making allowed TCKs to
explore their experiences, Rousseau and Heusch (2000) suggested differently. The study
conducted by Rousseau and Heusch (2000) led TCKs through a focused series of open-ended
directives, which they found helpful for TCKs to create meaning and an understanding of their
identity. In sum, art therapy goals and outcomes associated with TCKs included meaningmaking, expressing emotions through art as a container, developing personal insight, and
cultivating a narrative to make sense of cultural formation.
Home, Belonging, and Symbolism
Studies focusing on the concept of home and belonging suggested a cohesive cultural
identity and sense of home may develop from the art making process (Beauregard, 2019; Carr &
Hancock, 2017; Kruger & Swanepoel, 2017). One way this may be achieved is through
cultivating a cohesive image out of various materials, such as a collage or quilt (Chansky, 2010;
Garlock, 2016; Homer, 2015; Parisian, 2015). For example, in Homer’s (2015) case study of
working with an adult woman who experienced childhood trauma it was found that through
creating a quilt she was able to reconcile pieces of her story into a narrative form. The symbolic
process of creating a cohesive image from various materials offered several ways for one’s selfhealing to occur. In a discussion of Third-wave Feminist Reclamation of Needled Imagery,
Chansky (2010) suggested that the media of sewing alone was symbolic and healing for women
who experienced gender-based violence. Chansky (2010) stated that when sewing, the needle can
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symbolize pain and the cloth that is sewed on can hold the maker’s painful emotions and thus
serve as a medium to symbolize and process traumatic events. Similarly, Garlock’s (2016)
article, which reviewed Art Therapy and Narrative Textiles, suggested that when someone
created a quilt it served as a symbol of the creator’s personal story and experiences, which was
consistent with historical reasonings for sewing quilts. In Parisian’s (2015) case study of a
second-generation immigrant, the adolescent found symbolism in his collage which aided him in
verbalizing his emotions and emotionally and verbally connecting with his parents. Moreover,
Hinz (2020) stated in the Expressive Art Therapy Continuum that working symbolically allows
healing to take place through integrating fragmented aspects of one’s identity and experiences.
This occurred through the identification of impactful parts of one’s journey and representation of
what would otherwise have been unable to be verbalized (Hinz, 2020). Thus, symbolic functions
of art making could assist AMKs in gaining greater self-awareness into the effects of growing up
as a MK on their adult perspective of home. Art making could also serve as a means through
which fragmented ideas of home are sewn together into a cohesive understanding.
Photography, Self-Portraiture, and Quilting
Photography
A long-term case study of an adolescent, who was a second-generation immigrant and
TCK, found that utilizing photography in art therapy supported him in navigating his cultural

formation and identity (Parisian, 2015). This was accomplished through his creation of a
personal self-portrait collage to express his personal identity, which included photos he took of
himself on walks in his community (Parisian, 2015). This process allowed him to see himself as

a part of his external surroundings which resulted in him viewing himself through a new lens and
ultimately, he grew to accept his cultural and personal identity (Parisian, 2015).
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Through the art therapy directive given to the TCK in Parisian’s (2015) study, it is

suggested that inviting TCKs to photograph their surroundings, and them in their surroundings,
could lead to an acceptance of living in the community they find themselves in. This is especially
pertinent to MKs, who experience high rates of residential mobility. Sixsmith’s (1986) seminal

research suggested that frequent residential mobility could result in an individual experiencing an
unstable sense of belonging. This is because moving impacted residential permanence and
consistency, quality of friendships, social entertainment, and a steady place in which individuals
experienced critical life moments, all of which are aspects of home and belonging (Sixsmith,
1986). Therefore, examining one’s sense of home and belonging through photography may be
helpful for TCKs and MKs to cultivate a grounded identity and sense of belonging in the world.
Self-portraiture
While photographing the environment assisted a TCK in developing his sense of place
and rootedness, photographing self-portraits is noted to assist individuals in discovering
changing identities and may allow for the mental reconstruction of past traumas (Carr &
Hancock, 2017; Parisian, 2015). Photography may be able to help individuals focus on the
external and internal changes that occur in a TCK’s life as they can reflect on both the alteration
of their external surroundings and internal shifts that occurred regarding a change in culture or
external circumstances. Carr and Hancock (2017) discussed the examining of one’s self-

evolution over time in a case study of a woman who working through her childhood trauma by
creating a series of self-portraits. These tasks may assist TCKs and MKs as moving frequently
can result in a fragmentation of one’s self-evolution. By creating self-portraits, TCKs and MKs

may be able to recall changes that took place in various stages to create a more holistic
understanding of their personal development over time.
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Additionally, creating self-portraits to reconstruct past traumas may be important for

MKs as they may experience various losses, some of which could be traumatic (Carr & Hancock,
2017; Finely, 2014). These losses may be intangible and thus, not as readily processed, such as
the loss of friends, social connections, or places that held significant meaning (Finely, 2014).

Additionally, MKs are at a high risk of experiencing traumatic reintegration with their deployed
parent due to their parent potentially returning from deployment with a significant mental health
or physical challenge (Lemmon & Stafford, 2014). Through creating a self-portrait, or
addressing memories in an old self-portrait, one can reminisce on life experiences that occurred
during the time the photo was taken and reconstruct the mental narrative of an event or period of
life that was traumatic (Carr & Hancock, 2017). Self-portraits have also been noted to provide
individuals with a means through which they can come to terms with traumatic experiences, such
as war or chronic illness (Muri, 2007). Although, in Muri’s (2007) vignettes of artists and art
therapists, it is stated that art therapists must not rush a client into creating a self-portrait as it
may cause regression if introduced too early in the therapeutic process.
Quilting
Creating collages and engaging in quilt making were found to allow for the depiction of
layers of meaning and were used to address dichotomies of identity and fragmented life
experiences (Homer, 2015; Kruger & Swanepoel, 2017). The process of piecing together fabric,

or other materials, to create a cohesive image symbolized reconnecting what was formerly
fragmented or disconnected (Homer, 2015). Mending complex fragments of one’s life such as
traumatic events, emotions, and cognitions can be done utilizing symbolism within the collage

and quilt making processes. Symbolism can be achieved in quilt making through selecting
specific material types or fabric patterns to symbolize a particular fragment of one’s life. For
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example, a fabric could be selected for a quilt to symbolize one’s culture (Garlock, 2016). The

intrinsic symbolism of using textiles, such as quilt making, can be seen historically across
cultures to represent various aspects of one's life, status, or beliefs (Garlock, 2016). Quilting
today has been seen as a modernization of an age-old craft of meaning making (Garlock, 2016).

Quilt making is a natural way for individuals to reflect on their life and acts as a container
to hold their memories and deep emotions (Garlock, 2016; Kruger & Swanepoel, 2017).
Research suggested that the process of quilting invited personal reflection through the time it
took to create a quilt, the intentional selection of fabrics, and the piercing through and uniting
pieces of fabric to form an interconnected piece (Garlock, 2016). Quilts serve as a container for
fragmented pieces of one’s life and traumatic experiences as the symbolism reflected in fabric
type, pattern, and stitching culminated in a piece that held many emotions and memories for the
quilt maker (Garlock, 2016). Creating a quilt about one’s life was reported to be therapeutic and
restorative due to the processing that a quilter does during creation and how the quilt acted as a
container for their emotions and memories (Garlock, 2016).
Quilt making serves other therapeutic functions for individuals beyond symbolic
representation such as offering repetition, pleasure, rhythm, and bilateral brain stimulation, all of
which are helpful in trauma recovery (Homer, 2015). Perry (2006) posits that “5 Rs” should be
present in therapeutic activities to aid in trauma recovery. The 5 Rs included: (1) relationship to

exemplify feelings of safety and nurturance, (2) relevance to one’s age and developmental level,
(3) repetition to promote predictability, (4) reward so the process is pleasurable, and (5) rhythm
to reverberate in one’s body rhythms. According to Perry (2006), four of the 5 Rs are utilized in

the act of therapeutic quilt making, except for the relational aspect, although this aspect could
have been accomplished if the quilt was made in the presence of an art therapist who offered a
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safe and nurturing environment. Through the 5 Rs, quilt making was recorded as a healing

process for processing trauma (Perry, 2006).
When quilting, whether sewing by hand or with a machine, both hands are used
simultaneously, promoting bilateral brain stimulation (Garlock, 2016). Bilateral stimulation is

imperative for individuals processing traumatic memories as it engages both hemispheres of the
brain, which have difficulty connecting during and after a traumatic event. This disconnect
causes the event to not be fully emotionally processed by the individual and therefore, the person
is unable to move past the mental and/or behavioral effects of the trauma (Shapiro & Solomon,
2010). When bilateral stimulation occurred during the process of thinking about a traumatic
event, there was a higher likelihood of the event being emotionally processed and allowing a new
narrative to form (Shapiro & Solomon, 2010). Therefore, the bilateral brain stimulation that takes
place during quilt making may present an opportunity for trauma processing to occur, especially
if a quilter focuses on memories that they have been unable to process before (Garlock, 2016).
Summary of Literature Review
It is imperative to be aware of how military culture contributes to service-members’,
MFs’, and MK’s overall mental health and wellbeing and how growing up in military culture
may impact MK’s lives into adulthood. The impact of one’s experiences as a MK into adulthood
was explored in Finley’s (2014) doctoral dissertation in which he compiled narrative interviews

of adult MKs (AMKs), and Schertz and Watson’s (2018) special editorial piece documenting
their personal experiences as AMKs. At times, the demands of military culture can negatively
impact the mental health of the entire MF and has the potential of being traumatic, especially if

positive reintegration is not accomplished (Giff et al., 2018; Lemmon & Stafford, 2014; LucierGreer et al., 2015; Ridings et al., 2018; Yablonsky et al., 2015; Zurlinden et al., 2019). One
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challenge many military couples faced during post-deployment was related to parenting (Giff et

al., 2018). Parenting challenges are more likely to take place if the service member returned from
deployment with a mental health diagnosis, such as a TBI or PTSD (Giff et al., 2018). However,
through service members individually undergoing therapy and MFs engaging in family

counseling, communication between family members can be improved along with everyone’s
mental health (Lester et al., 2013; Park, 2011).
Sixsmith (1986) felt that it was important to know if a client grew up as a MK as it has
the potential to negatively impact one’s mental health into adulthood. Mental health impacts
included having a lost sense of home, not having processed through grief and traumas, and
having a fragmented sense of self (Sixsmith, 1986). Utilizing photography, self-portraiture, and
quilt making art therapy interventions may assist AMKs in developing a stronger self-identity,
processing trauma and grief, and cultivating a sense of belonging (Beauregard, 2019; Finley,
2014; Garlock, 2016; Parisian, 2015).
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CHAPTER III
Methodology
This heuristic research study investigated the effects of growing up as a military kid
(MK) on the researcher’s adult sense of home and belonging. After gathering photographs which
represented different periods of the researcher’s sense of home, the researcher created an initial
visual journal entry, culminated her reflections in the form of a quilt, then created a final visual
journal entry. In addition to the art pieces, the researcher also completed questionnaires adapted
from Hagerty and Patusky’s (1995) seminal Sense of Belonging Instrument for one’s
psychological state (SOBI-P), and one’s antecedents (SOBI-A). After the researcher completed
the arts-based and quantitative processes through her heuristic inquiry, she completed a thematic
analysis of her writings and collaborated with Dr. Joe Liddle of the University of Alaska
Southeast to compile the quantitative data from her seven Likert scale SOBI-P and SOBI-A
questionnaires.
Participant
The researcher is a Caucasian female and was 25 years-old at the beginning of this
research process. She lived as an active-duty MK from ages 9 to 16 years-old. Her father entered
the National Guard when she was ages 17 to 24 years-old. Her father was deployed for one year
during Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) from 2005 to
2006 as a Chaplain in the United States Army. He returned home with a heightened startle
response, increased irritability, struggled to sleep, and was emotionally on-edge which greatly
impacted her family’s mental and relational wellbeing. The researcher lived in Alaska and was a
student at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College in the Master of Arts in Art Therapy with a
concentration in counseling program when this study was conducted.
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Heuristic Inquiry
The researcher utilized Moustaka’s (1990) six phases of heuristic inquiry (a) initial
engagement, (b) immersion, (c) incubation, (d) illumination, (e) explication, and (f) creative
synthesis during which she examined how her personal experiences as a MK correlated to her
present perception of home and belonging. The researcher encountered the initial engagement
period when she explored research regarding MKs. During this stage, she recognized her
experiences were not yet recorded in research. She developed a question she was curious about
regarding how her MK experiences affected her adult sense of home and belonging, which she
noted was missing from other research studies.
The second stage of immersion took place when the researcher examined how she
internally categorized her experiences of home. She was immersed in the process of reminiscing
on memories and experiences, then reflected on them through questionnaires and art, and created
a quilt which symbolically held all these experiences and reflections. It was an all-encompassing
stage in which the researcher was open to whatever themes surfaced and developed in her
reflections (Sultan, 2018).
During incubation the researcher allowed for reflective distance. This allowed her to
emotionally distance herself from the personal nature of the heuristic study to objectively
evaluate the findings (Gerard, 2012). She created reflective distance by taking time to mentally
and emotionally rest between research sessions and engaged in personal therapy sessions to
reflect on the process.
Illumination took place when the researcher gained greater internal awareness through
the process of objective reflection that occurred in the incubation period (Sultan, 2015). Once
greater internal awareness was gained in the illumination process, explication followed and
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allowed the researcher to examine herself (Gerard, 2012). During this stage, new realizations
surfaced to make sense of and give meaning to the research process.
Lastly, creative synthesis occurred for the researcher and allowed her to clearly represent
individual and collective themes that arose through her study. This process offered the ability to
culminate her major findings of the study in a focused manner (Sultan, 2018).
Research Design
This study was conducted over three stages incorporating the use of personal photos,
questionnaires, visual and written journal entries, and a quilt. First, the researcher reflected on
old personal photos that represented her understanding of home and/or belonging in childhood
through answering an adapted version of questionnaires from Hagerty and Patusky’s (1995)
Sense of Belonging Instrument for one’s psychological state (SOBI-P), and one’s antecedents
(SOBI-A; Appendices A & B). She then wrote in a journal and created an initial visual journal
entry which represented how she perceived home throughout her life as a MK.
The completion of questionnaires for each photo series that represented specific time
periods of her life, the initial visual journal entry, and the initial written journal entry reflections
took place during a 70-minute session. In the first 10 minutes, the researcher engaged in yoga in
which she followed a video to promote stress-reduction and grounding. The next 30 minutes
were used to complete the adapted SOBI-P and SOBI-A questionnaires based on each section of
life identified and to write in a journal, and the last 30 minutes was put toward creating a visual
journal entry.
In the second stage of the study, the researcher translated the reflections of her identified
fragments of home and belonging into a quilt. The researcher gave herself the freedom to choose
the dimensions and type of quilt she created but followed a directive (Appendix C) to create a
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quilt to represent the fragments she identified. The quilt was made by the researcher over eight,
two-hour sessions, evenly spread across the course of three weeks. The first 10 minutes of each
session was dedicated to following a guided meditation which promoted a clear mind and
grounded body. After the meditation, the following 90 minutes were dedicated to quilt making,
with one 10 minute break taken at the 45 minute mark of quilting, and the last 10 minutes were
dedicated to yoga for grounding.
In the last stage of research, the researcher reflected on how her childhood perceptions of
home compared to her current adult perceptions and on the process of quilt making. This
reflection took place through a final SOBI-P and SOBI-A questionnaire completion and visual
and written journal entries, which was completed during one, one and a half-hour session. The
first 10 minutes of the session was allotted for following a guided meditation for grounding, then
the following 10 minutes were dedicated to completing adapted SOBI-P and SOBI-A
questionnaires based on present day experiences. Visual journaling took place for 60 minutes,
and the final 10 minutes were for yoga for grounding. This final stage allowed the researcher to
reflect on the process and have closure for her journey.
Research Instruments
Quantitative data from this heuristic study was collected through adapted Sense of
Belonging Instrument for one’s psychological state (SOBI-P) and one’s antecedents (SOBI-A)
questionnaires. Qualitative data was taken from written and visual journal entries and the
researcher’s narrative quilt.
Questionnaires
Adapted SOBI-P and SOBI-A questionnaires, which asked questions related to the
researcher’s previous feelings of community and belonging in the world and her communities as
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a minor, were answered in response to photographs collected representing various stages of the
researcher’s life. The questionnaires were adapted from Hagerty and Patusky’s (1995) seminal
Sense of Belonging Instrument for one’s psychological state (SOBI-P) and one’s antecedents
(SOBI-A). They included questions related to how much or little the researcher valued other’s
opinions, her feelings about fitting in with peers, and more questions related to themes of
belonging. The questionnaires were rated on a Likert scale and the researcher completed seven
questionnaires matching the identified six stages of her childhood and one based on her current
understanding of belonging and home.
The SOBI-P has been reported to be both valid and reliable for assessing an individual’s
psychological sense of belonging (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). Consistent use of these
questionnaires examined the researcher’s experiences of belonging throughout her military kid
(MK) life and increased consistency of reflection in the researcher as the same questions were
presented for personal reflection (Creswell, 2014). This is relevant to the research study as it
tracked the researcher’s reflections on her psychological sense of belonging throughout her MK
childhood.
Written and Visual Journaling
After compiling photos that represented six stages of her childhood and answering the
adapted questionnaires for each stage, the researcher wrote a journal entry and then created her
first visual journal entry to artistically represent her thoughts of home and belonging at the onset
of her research study. She also created a written and visual journal entry upon completing her
quilt and final questionnaire which captured how her sense of home and belonging shifted after
she made her quilt.
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The initial and final written journal entries held the researcher’s reflections on her sense
of home and belonging and how the research process impacted her sense of home and belonging.
However, the visual journal entries were entirely focused on her sense of home and belonging.
Journaling has been reported as a valid research tool as it is the researcher’s personal experience,
making it an accurate representation of her experiences (Creswell, 2014; Ellis et al., 2011).
Quilt Making
Research indicated quilt making and sewing allowed for effective communication of
one’s life experiences, lending itself to an accurate representation of themes that emerged within
the quilt (Homer, 2015; Garlock, 2016). The quilt making component of this study took place
utilizing consistent parameters for location and session structure, which has been found to
contribute to reliability in other studies (Creswell, 2014). Thus, quilt making was a valid and
reliable research component in this study (Creswell, 2014; Garlock, 2016; Homer, 2015; Leavy,
2015).
Data Collection
The research data, namely the researcher’s childhood photos, questionnaires, written and
visual journals, and quilt were created and stored in the researcher’s private studio at her
residence. Data was collected through the researcher’s thematic analysis of written journal
entries and her analysis of the visual journal entries and final quilt.
Data Analysis
After completing the study, the written journal entries were thematically analyzed by the
researcher. To analyze the written data, the researcher used Tesch’s (1990) seminal eight steps in
the coding process. When the researcher coded themes from her written journal entries, she read
all the data collected, observed ideas discussed in each journal entry, and connected all ideas that
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could fit together (Tesch, 1990). After clusters of ideas were formed, topics were abbreviated
into codes using descriptive words to convey the topics, after which the codes were organized
and grouped together (Tesch, 1990). Finally, specific semantics were chosen to best represent the
ideas in each theme category to best represent the themes. Lists showing the thematic analysis
process can be found below in Figures 1 through 3.
Figure 1
Initial Themes
Number of Times Referenced in
Theme (Code)
Written Journal Entries
Trauma (TMA)

29

Categorization/Fragmentation (CTG)

28

Family of Origin (FOO)

26

Feelings (F-B)

25

Change (CHG)

15

Nature (NAT)

15

Connections Made and Missed (CM /
14
CMD)
Positive Outlook (PV)

10

Military Identity

<5

Developmental stage

<5

Desire for Stability

<5

Note. Initial themes and codes with number of times theme was found in written journal entries.
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Figure 2

Figure 3

Solidified Themes

Final Themes

Major Themes
1. Trauma (TMA)
a. Family of origin (FOO)
b. Mental categories / Fragmentation
(CTG)
c. Desire for wholeness (WHL)
d. Desire for choice (CHE)
2. Personality (PRS)
a. Feelings-based language (F-B)
b. Positive outlook (PV)
c. Negative outlook (NV)
d. Connections made and missed (CM
/ CMD)
e. Importance of nature (NAT)
f. Growing thankful rather than bitter
3. Mental health (MH)
Unique Themes
4. Military Life (MILL)
a. Military terms (TRM)
b. Military experiences (EXP)
Leftover Themes
5. Developmental stage (DVMTL)
6. Perspective gained overtime (PRSP)

1. Fragmentation (FRG)
a. Family of origin
b. Desire for autonomy
2. Military Culture (MC)
a. Military terms and experiences
b. Personal affiliation
3. Internal vs. External Experiences
(IVE)
a. Personality
i. Feelings-based vs.
logic-based
ii. Resilience
iii. Connections made vs.
missed
b. Perspective
i. Time
ii. Maturity
iii. Reframing
c. Connection with Nature
4. Mental Health
a. Related to FRG, MC, & IVE

Artwork Analysis
Artwork in the two visual journal entries and the quilt were analyzed by the researcher.
She took into consideration line, color, shape, content, and her intended symbolism throughout
the art pieces. Additionally, the researcher looked to the themes that emerged from her written
journal entries and examined the art pieces intuitively utilizing the criteria above to see if those
themes were also visually represented.
Ethical Implications
The researcher adhered to ethical principles outlined by the American Art Therapy
Association (AATA), the American Psychological Association (APA), and the Art Therapy
Credentials Board (ATCB) throughout the research process. AATA’s (2013) ethical principal to
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be guided by governing authorities was upheld as the researcher sought approval from
appropriate channels within her graduate institution for her proposal to be examined by staff and
submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB). Approval from the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods
College (SMWC) IRB was obtained before research began in accordance with AATA and APA
principles. Throughout these processes, the researcher sought to be as transparent as possible in
her written and verbal communications regarding her research proposal.
Additionally, the researcher’s mental wellbeing was protected through her willing
engagement in personal counseling to discuss any mental health concerns that arose while she
explored her life experiences as a MK. This consideration upheld the APA’s (2017) ethical
principle of beneficence and nonmaleficence as meeting with a counselor supported her mental
health and protected her from any severe emotional or mental health harm. To minimize any
potential psychological harm, the researcher followed through with regularly scheduled
counseling sessions with a licensed professional counselor (LPC).
Lastly, the researcher wrote this study in accordance with the ATCB’s (2021) code of ethics
regarding the “Responsibility to the profession.” One of the ATCB’s (2021) guidelines stated
that art therapists should “Cite persons to whom credit for original ideas is due” (p. 5).
Throughout this document the researcher upheld that code when she cited research conducted by
and art therapy directives developed by other professionals and art therapists. In doing so, the
researcher gave credit to whom it was due in relation to the reasons for selecting the art
directives she did for this study.
Researcher Bias
The researcher grew up in a military family (MF) which may bias the results of this
study. Due to the researcher’s MK background, she struggled with feeling as though she did not
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belong or have a place to call home, causing her to seek out research on this topic. After she
realized no research existed pertaining to this topic, she formulated this heuristic study to further
the body of research regarding adult military kids (AMKs). Due to the researcher being enrolled
in a Master of Arts in Art Therapy with an Emphasis in Counseling degree program, she may
hold a bias toward the healing nature of art making. This bias may be reflected in her desire to
include art making as a means of data collection and personal awareness.
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CHAPTER IV
Results
This heuristic, arts-based study explored the effects of growing up as a military kid (MK)
on the researcher’s adult sense of home and belonging. Four major themes that emerged were (a)
fragmentation (b) military culture (c) internal versus external experiences and (d) mental health.
Each of these main themes had between three and five subcategories, which were reflected in the
researcher’s childhood photos, written and visual journal entries, and a quilt. In addition to the
major themes, anecdotal evidence surfaced from the seven adapted Sense of Belonging
Instrument (SOBI) – Psychological (P) and Antecedents (A) Likert-scale questionnaires (Hagerty
& Patusky, 1995) the researcher completed regarding the seven time periods of her childhood.
This heuristic study revealed that fragmentation, military culture, and internal versus external
experiences played a major role in the researcher’s sense of home and belonging while results
from the SOBI-P and SOBI-A questionnaires did not demonstrate statistically significant
findings regarding how the researcher’s sense of home and belonging was impacted by her MK
experiences.
Fragmentation
Fragmentation was evident from the onset of the research process as the researcher
realized that she did not have an interconnected narrative for her childhood, but rather thought of
her childhood in disconnected events and time periods. She believed this fragmentation was
likely linked to trauma she experienced related to her father’s deployment, poor familial
reintegration post-deployment, and frequent moves to different states, homes, and schools. These
events were disruptive and traumatic related to experiencing increased stress, anxiety, and
change throughout her childhood causing her to struggle to maintain a cohesive narrative of life.

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

47

These experiences caused the researcher to unconsciously view her life as fragmented events and
snippets of time instead of a cohesive narrative because together, these events became too
overwhelming to make sense of.
The researcher was aware, prior to this study, of the fragmented narrative of her
childhood, which she had unconsciously divided into six time periods. So, to begin her study she
collected photographs to represent these six categories to reflect further on how these categories
were related to her sense of home and belonging. She titled the first period of photos “PreFigure 4
Initial Visual Journal Entry

Note. Mixed media altered book spread

Military,” as seen in her initial visual journal entry (Figure 4). This segment of time represented
her early childhood living in Southeast Alaska from ages four to nine, before her family became
a military family (MF). She named the second period of photos, “Transition to Military Life,” or
“Transition” (Figure 4), which had the fewest number of photos collected and represented the
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transition period between civilian life into military life, when she was approximately nine years
old. The small number of photos for this category reflected the short amount of time the family
had to transition into the military. Her family had roughly four months to pack up their
belongings as civilians in Alaska and relocate to Fort Drum in New York. The researcher
identified “New York Pre-Deployment” or “Pre-Deployment” in her initial visual journal entry
(Figure 4) as the third fragment of time. This period signified her family’s first military
assignment, before her father’s deployment. The fourth category, “New York Post-Deployment,”
or “Post-Deployment” as titled in the visual journal entry (Figure 4), took place after her father
returned from his one-year Army deployment to Iraq and Afghanistan during Operation Iraqi
Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). Her fifth category, “Georgia” (Figure
4), represented living in the state of Georgia during her family’s Fort Benning assignment which
took place when the researcher was aged 12 to 16 years old. The final category, the researcher
identified was “Alaska” (Figure 4), which consisted of family photos based on her senior year of
high school when her family lived in a small town in interior Alaska. The researcher imposed
typed font on that trail marker as it was originally labelled with the name of the small town her
family lived in during that year. So, she typed “Alaska” over the small-town name to maintain
her family’s privacy. During this period, the researcher’s father had retired from the Army and
enlisted in the National Guard. Fragmentation was the basis of the study and revealed itself from
the very beginning of the study through these photo categories.
The initial visual journal entry (Figure 4) consisted of trail markers delineating the
categories of time, outlined above, that the researcher used to understand where she was from
and her life narrative. The trail signs were connected using winding, dotted lines suggesting a
sense of connection yet overall, the image appears to be disjointed as dots are by nature
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disconnected. Similarly, while the trail markers are aesthetically cohesive, the background
content of the image overall seems to be chaotic and fragmented. From a mountain and a barn on
the upper left page to a large black rift in the center of the image and a whirlwind of lines and
colors on the right page, the background is fragmented by sporadic icons of landscapes and
blocks of colors and lines. These chaotic shifts in the background do not seem to be combined in
a linear narrative of the researcher’s childhood and thus demonstrates fragmentation.
Fragmentation of the researcher’s childhood narrative was echoed on the left page of her
final visual journal entry (Figure 5). This piece contained six boxes which represented further
fragmentation of thought surrounding her childhood. The researcher reflected in her initial
Figure 5

Final Visual Journal Entry

Note. Mixed media altered book page spread.

written journal entry, “It’s worth noting that I realize internally that each of these categories of
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time contain various subcategories that aren’t necessarily demonstrated in the photos for
whatever reason.” She went on to explain several subcategories, which were then depicted in her
final visual journal entry (Figure 5). The six categories depicted in Figure 5 include school grade,
school attended, what state she lived in, what house she lived in, if an event occurred before or
after her father’s deployment, and if an event took place before or after her family had gained
legal custody of a child who lived with them for roughly four years. The grade in school is
shown with the first box on the upper left corner of the page with a blue background and
numbers of grades on a book icon. To the right is a box with acronyms of schools she attended,
followed by the pink metallic box with the question, “What state did I live in?” To the right of
that box is a rectangle in the shape of a house which lists homes and places of homes she lived
in, some names were edited to protect identifying information. The square below the home asks
the question, “Before or after deployment?” While the small rectangle in the bottom right asks,
“Custody?” Fragmentation is seen both in the initial visual journal entry, which depicted the
researcher’s large, fragmented categories and in the final visual journal entry, which represented
smaller disconnected descriptors that the researcher mentally sifted through when trying to
answer the question, “Where are you from?”
Family of Origin
Family of origin, a sub-theme of fragmentation, was found to be a fragmented unit
represented in the researcher’s visual and written journal entries and quilt. As seen in the
researcher’s initial visual journal entry (Figure 6), there is a large, jagged division line between
pre-deployment and post-deployment segments of life, representing a rupturing of the family
unit. When her father left for deployment, the trajectory of her family was permanently changed.
The researcher wrote journal entries reflecting on separate family members’ experiences,
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demonstrating their differences, particularly after the deployment. For example, she recalled
family memories prior to deployment such as moving into new houses, celebrating the birth of
her younger brother, witnessing the coverage of the terrorist attacks of 9/11 on television with
her family, and driving across the country from Alaska to Fort Drum, New York. Her reflections
Figure 6
Initial Visual Journal Entry

Note. Mixed media altered book pages

connected to this time did not include any negative interpersonal conflict within her family. Yet,
when journaling about her family after deployment, she wrote about “Fear of my parents
fighting, recognizing my dad wasn’t the same,” and she recalled changes in her sibling’s
behaviors. The researcher recalled that during the reintegration post-deployment period, she
began to experience low self-esteem, negative self-talk, sadness, and fear of how others
perceived her. She wrote, “I dove into competitive, year-round volleyball, [my sister] began
modeling, and [my brother] got really into baseball,” framing that statement as a positive aspect
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of life, revealing the many opportunities they had as children. The researcher believed that as
kids they dove into their personal interests as a form of coping and escaping from the high stress
of home life during the post-deployment phase. Throughout her written journal entries, there was
evidence of a change in her family’s dynamics from pre- to post-deployment life together. The
researcher reflected on one aspect of this change in family dynamics when she recollected a
specific memory during her father’s deployment. She recalled that as a fifth grader, around 10years-old, she “[Planned] to hold my mom and not cry should, or when, we were to receive a
death notification.” This thought process revealed a change in her family dynamics as her father
would have typically comforted her mother, yet in his absence she had planned to fill that role.
These changes in family dynamics were part of what contributed to her family’s fragmentation as
it began to tear at the family’s sense of unity, mutual support, and emotional closeness.
Most family descriptions focused on individual relationships rather than memories of the
collective unit which speaks to her experience of fragmentation after their reintegration postdeployment. Such individual descriptions included memories of, “[My sister] and I calling my
grandparents to let them know our mom had a terrible fever and they came up to care for her.” In
other writings, the researcher wrote about specific struggles her siblings faced during the
reintegration period such as her brother “Acting out and being removed from school” and her
sister’s struggle with restricting food intake and experiencing “Physical sicknesses” as a result.
The only cohesive references about her family found in her journal entries was their
collective identity as a military family (MF). These statements included descriptions of the
impact of the deployment. One entry stated, “It’s almost as if our lives stopped during that year
and we were all just trying to survive.” The researcher recalled a memory of her family “Pulling
into our driveway teary-eyed with my mom, sister, and brother after we dropped my dad off for
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deployment.” Another entry described “driving across the country” to move to Fort Drum. The
researcher’s written journals revealed that she viewed her family more as individuals who were
not peacefully connected as a cohesive unit. This view of family as separate entities rather than
an integrated unit reflected the fragmentation her family experienced after the deployment year.
Desire for Autonomy and Wholeness
A subtheme of desiring autonomy surfaced across the researcher’s written journal entries.
Autonomy and wholeness are related to fragmentation as they are the antithesis of fragmentation
and were desired by the researcher to bring about internal balance. She reflected in her written
journal entry,
“I realized that the reason I had grown to hate the question, ‘Where are you from?’ Is
because I equated that to mean, ‘Where do you belong in the world?’ But seeing all the
squares sewn together, I realized that my sense of home and belonging isn’t from a
specific place in the world… The beauty of being a military kid or third culture kid is I
can show up on any beach in the world, walk through any forest, shop in any stores and
decide for that to be my new home.”
So, while as a child she was not able to decide where home was or how often her family moved,
as the military took away any chance of autonomy in that regard, as an adult she practiced
autonomy by choosing where home is and who she belongs with.
Desiring wholeness arose as a subtheme again when the researcher reflected on the
completion of her quilt. In her final visual journal entry (Figure 7), the researcher depicted a shift
in her life narrative from fragments to a linear story. The left page of the image represents the
fragmentation that existed in the researcher’s mind before creating the quilt and the right side
represents how she understood home after she made the quilt. The visual entry shifted from
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several tiny category boxes on the left page to a linear narrative of landscapes on the right page.
The categories included grades, schools attended, locations where she lived, and questions which
included, “What state did I live in?”, “Before or after deployment?”, and “Custody?”. The
custody category referred to when her family had custody of a teen that lived with them for
Figure 7
Final Visual Journal Entry

Note. Mixed media altered book pages.

roughly three years. These categories were questions that went through the researcher’s mind
when trying to answer the question, “Where are you from?” The categories served as a
framework to help her recall her childhood narrative, and was disconnected into fragments.
The right side of the image revealed a cohesive and linear narrative that the researcher
had of her life after creating her quilt. The focal point on the right page is a long thin piece of
fabric that had the various landscapes of where the researcher lived throughout her childhood.
On this page, the landscapes ran into each other, illustrating a linear story of the places she had
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lived and belonged throughout her MK childhood. The resolution of the researcher’s frustration
with the question, “Where are you from?” is addressed in this image through the reconstruction
of the question on the right page. Instead of the impossible to answer question “Where are you
from?” the researcher reworded the question to, “How have the places you’ve lived contributed
to who you are?” Rewording the conversational question of, “Where are you from?” into a more
descriptive question assisted the researcher in thinking of her life in a more holistic way. The
shift in semantics helped the researcher to develop a holistic narrative as thinking of locations of
where she lived created a sense of fragmentation due to the number of places she lived.
However, when she thought of how each place she lived helped her to develop as a person a
more holistic narrative started to develop in her mind. The shift in wording allowed her to
develop a linear narrative of development rather than a list of locations she lived in. Viewing her
life story as a narrative rather than fragments brought the study full circle and provided the
researcher with a sense of healing.
Military Culture
Military culture was a significant theme that arose and is best explained by its two
subcategories of military affiliation and military-specific experiences. Military culture
contributed to the researcher’s sense of belonging through her self-identification as part of the
military kid (MK) culture. This affiliation as a MK and its impact on the researcher’s identity is
consistent with the emphasis on collective comradery within military culture.
Military Affiliation
The researcher recognized that she frequently referenced military affiliation as a part of
her identity throughout her written journal entries. The researcher referred to herself as a MK,
part of a military family (MF), and part of the larger community of MKs and MFs. In her final
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written journal entry, she equated being a MK with resilience and incorporated her ability to
recover from challenges as a part of her identity. After discussing the stress and challenges she
faced after her father returned from deployment she stated, “Nonetheless I grew stronger despite
those challenges, as so many military kids do.” In that simple statement, she communicated that
MKs tend to demonstrate resilience and growth when faced with adversity. In the researcher’s
initial written journal entry regarding the categories of photographs she collected to represent
each phase of her life, she referred to being a MK as living a privileged life several times. She
wrote, “Another thing that I was intrigued by in the photo process was how photos of
experiences and landscapes stood out to me as being a privilege of MK life.” She later connected
her rich experiences and variety of landscapes growing up as MK to another privilege of
choosing where she belongs. She explored this in her written journal entry through stating,
“The beauty of being a MK…is I can show up on any beach in the world, walk
through any forest, shop in any stores and decide for that to be my new home. While I’m
not grounded in a specific location that held me as I grew up, in a larger sense, the world
is my home and I feel the strongest sense of belonging in it when I’m connected to people
I trust and care for and who trust and care for me, too.”
In these instances, the researcher spoke to her MK identity as contributing to her resilience and
giving her the privilege of experiencing opportunities and diverse landscapes that she otherwise
would not have had as a civilian.
Military Experiences
Military experiences were explored in the written journals related to memories the
researcher had that were specific to being a MK and solidified her sense of belonging within the
MK and MF communities. The journal entries included specific military related events such as,
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“Having a set time limit to move to a new [military base];” “Adjusting to new towns and being
the new kid at school;” “Receiving new orders;” “Hearing taps play at night when living onbase;” “Hearing the shooting range from home while living on-base;” “Adjusting to family life
during the deployment period;” “Worrying about the deployed parent’s safety;” “Trying to keep
in contact with deployed parent over not advanced technology in the early 2000s;”
“Experiencing new cultures;” and, “Experiencing comradery with fellow military kids.” These
experiences are specific to life as a MK and are memories many MKs can relate to. Just as
having shared experiences unifies communities, so these common MK experiences unities the
MK community and solidified the researcher’s sense of belonging within the MK community.
Internal Versus External Experiences
A major theme of the interaction between internal and external experiences surfaced.
Subcategories that comprised this theme were personality, perspective, and nature. This theme
spoke to how the researcher’s internal and external experiences reciprocally affected each other.
Personality
The researcher found that her personality played a major role in her developing sense of
home and belonging growing up. Specific facets of the researcher’s personality manifested itself
throughout her written journal entries and quilt in subthemes of feeling versus logic based,
resilience, and connections made versus connections missed due to her introverted nature.
Feeling Based Versus Logic Based. The researcher’s written journal entries favored
more toward feeling-based (F-B) language. Frequently used F-B language included phrases such
as, “My heart was broken…Many emotions…Heart aches…I grieve…Felt a sense…I feel.”
However, this was not without being balanced by logic-based language (L-B). L-B phrases in
written journal entries included, “Something occurred to me…I thought…I realized…I saw my
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experiences in a new light.” While both F-B and L-B statements were made, the F-B statements
did outweigh the L-B reflections. Growing up in a home with high levels of stress and tension
may have more negatively impacted the researcher’s sense of home and belonging because she
tended to be more F-B than L-B. This is because she felt emotions strongly to begin with and felt
negative emotions in an intense way on top of that due to growing up in a home environment of
high stress, conflict, and tension. Because she felt these negative emotions intensely, she
internalized a sense of lack of belonging in her household and a lack of belonging in the world
due to not feeling a sense of meaningful connection with others in various places she lived.
Resilience. References to resilience were found in written journal entries through phrases
such as, “I grew stronger despite the challenges…I am thankful…I am grateful…It is a great
privilege…I felt contentment…The beauty of being a military kid.” There were several phrases
including “thankful” or “grateful” throughout the journal entries, indicating a high level of
positivity, but more than that, resilience. Resilience was also seen in the written journal entries as
after she recalled challenging events the researcher often ended with a statement of gratitude.
Despite the chaos of the researcher’s external experiences, her internal capacity for resilience
provided her with the ability to overcome and view her military kid (MK) experiences from a
place of gratitude.
Resilience was visually represented in her narrative quilt, which gave a visual
representation of continuing in life and in her personal growth journey despite the challenges she
faced. In the bottom middle portion of the quilt (Figure 8), which represented the period the
researcher’s family was stationed at Fort Benning, she hand-sewed a symbolic top stitch pattern.
The black thread used to top stitch this portion of the quilt consisted of one line on each row of
fabric. Each line began near the top left corner of the square and dove down at a diagonal to the
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bottom right corner. The thread then leveled out across the bottom of the final two squares in this
segment of the quilt. This top stitch pattern was used by the researcher to communicate her
internal sense of “Bottoming out” emotionally and mentally. The fabrics behind this top stitching
Figure 8

Narrative Quilt

represented an internal loneliness and sadness in the black and blue nebula design; Grief
regarding the mental and emotional loss of her father post-deployment, represented with the
poppy design; and personal growth in recognizing she could feel connected and supported by
others when she visited Ireland, which was symbolized with the green and silver pattern. While
this period was clearly a time of internal turmoil, as evidenced by the symbolism of inner
emptiness and grief, she still managed to recall the positive memories of Ireland from this period.
The researcher’s willingness to not be defined by her challenges signified resilience.
The next segment of the quilt, in the bottom right, was representative of her senior year of
high school, which took place in a small town in interior Alaska after she moved from the state
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of Georgia. The cool blue top stitching in this quilt segment picked up where one of the black top
stitched lines left off and continued the downward trajectory. However, the line then rose and fell
across the interior Alaska portion of the quilt, which represented the researcher’s inner positive
moments and challenges she faced throughout that year. The sunflower pattern symbolized her
inner growth and development as a young adult, which she indicated as another visual sign of her
resilience. The researcher’s written journal entries combined with the stitching cues in her quilt
indicated her intrinsic resilience overcoming her inner pain and the challenges she experienced
during her MK upbringing. Resilience allowed the researcher to move past feelings of not
belonging, develop a stronger sense of self, and eventually be able to feel and believe that she
belongs with others.
Connections Made Versus Connections Missed. The final aspect of the researcher’s
internal experiences, or personality, was her introverted nature. Her introversion was alluded to
throughout the journal entries referencing relationship connections made (CM) or missed
(CMD). CM included recollections of relationships with friends throughout school, being voted
as prom queen during senior year of high school, serving as a volunteer assistant coach to the
middle school volleyball team while she was a senior in high school, her grandparents driving to
help her mom recover from knee surgery during the deployment year, and a positive relationship
she had with a long-term substitute teacher in fourth grade. While her introversion caused her to
remain mostly quiet in group settings and observe her peers in school rather than jump in and
join them, she developed close friendships with others in schools who also stood on the outskirts
of social interactions. Starting from a place of quietness helped the researcher to develop
connections with peers and from there develop friendships throughout her school years. Through
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these mutual introverted friendships, she found a sense of belonging in the various schools she
attended.
Similarly, CMD were discussed predominantly in her recollections of school when she
wrote about feeling “left out,” by her classmates at large, although she made close friends with
one or two individuals. Statements made in her journal entries related to CMD included a recount
of starting out at a new school, in a new state, during her senior year of high school where she
stated, “[I was] new and left out” at the beginning of the school year. She recalled eating several
lunches alone and none of the other 17 high school seniors in her class talking to her for the first
two weeks of school except one male who asked for her name every day for about a week.
Additionally, during that school year because she chose not to drink or attend parties where her
peers drank, she was not invited to parties. However, she had made a close friend who shared her
values, and they made their own ritual of having a “soup party” when the rest of the high
schoolers attended their own parties.
Regarding other CMD during her late middle school years the researcher wrote in her
journal entry, “Growing up with constant change it wasn’t always clear what kids I could trust at
first and, as an introvert, it didn’t seem like many other kids would reach out to me, so I felt
alone and unvalued.” Her introversion was shown in the phrase, “It didn’t seem like many other
kids would reach out to me” which demonstrated she felt uncomfortable introducing herself to
other kids due to having a personality trait that caused her to keep to herself. If she had been
more willing to jump into the social mix and introduce herself and openly try to make friends,
rather than waiting for her peers to come to her, she likely would have made more friends. In
fact, the researcher recalled that when she was in sixth grade an extroverted MK came to her
school and because of his outgoing and fun nature her peers and teachers were instantly drawn to
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him, and he quickly made many friends. When he joined her class, she had been at that school
for three school years but had roughly two close friends. As seen through these memories, the
researcher’s introverted nature certainly impacted how she made friends and the number of
friendships she developed.
Perspective
The researcher reflected on her perspective of her life events as a MK throughout her
written journal entries. In these entries, she noted that the time that had passed since her
experiences in childhood had produced within her a new perspective of the events from her
youth. For example, she wrote,
“It is a great privilege I have as an adult with a variety of experiences and perspectives.
Many of my peers (may not have as much) empathy and understanding (for) the lonely
and new and different people. (But I know what it is like to be the “new” and different
person with no friends, so it drives me to extend extra empathy and understanding to
people who are often on the outskirts of social situations).”
Additional comments were made by the researcher to her younger self, such as when she
commented that she would tell younger self she was “Tougher than (you) know.” Similarly, the
researcher mentioned having compassion for her young self, which she did not possess as a
child. As the researcher reflected upon her childhood, she experienced gratitude for her
experiences, which she did not have as a child. Her adult perspective answered the research
question in-part regarding how MK experiences affected the researcher’s view of belonging in
adulthood as she recognized that although she did not feel that she belonged anywhere growing
up, she is able to reframe her experiences and practice autonomy as an adult.
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Nature
A consistent subtheme of internal versus external experiences was the researcher’s
internal pull toward nature wherever she lived. Her internal pull to connect with nature in her
external world was evident through the photos she collected in the first stage of her research and
revisited in her written journal entries and narrative quilt. Nature was a common theme
throughout the photos she gathered as many of them were solely photos of nature or landscapes
from places she had lived, which reflected her connection to nature. As she reflected on the
patterns included in the fabric of her quilt (Figure 8) she wrote in her final journal entry,
“Finding people around me to be authentic with in a reciprocal way and being connected to the
land (or) landscape wherever I live have been the two components in me feeling like I belong in
the world and have a home.” Upon taking an inventory of the fabrics the researcher selected for
her narrative quilt, it can be seen in Figure 8 that 10 of the 18 total fabrics utilized contained
images of nature or landscapes. This high rate of natural imagery supports the thematic analysis
of her written journals that suggested the researcher’s pull toward nature played a role in her
sense of home.
The researcher’s realization that having a positive connection with others and sense of
connection to the landscape are the two biggest factors of her feeling at home in a place was
echoed in the fabric she selected as her quilt backing (Figure 9). For the quilt backing she desired
a pattern that would symbolize both a positive connection to others and to nature. The researcher
selected the fabric seen in Figure 9 as the leaves represented a connection to nature while the
solid circular lines symbolized connection with others. The dotted circles represented the
researcher’s concept of home that can be easily expanded to include new places or shrunk as a
place becomes less relevant to her definition of home. After the completion of her quilt the
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researcher gained awareness that what she needs to feel a sense of home and belonging is a
positive connection with others and the landscape where she lives.
Figure 9
Narrative Quilt Backing

Mental Health
Mental health surfaced in the researcher’s reflections and examination of home and
belonging and was demonstrated in all themes throughout the data. The clearest evidence of this
is seen in the culminating quilt (Figure 8). The researcher set the quilt up to depict each
compartmentalized category of home using six to nine fabric squares. The categories represented
in the quilt from left to right included pre-military, transition to military, New York predeployment, New York post-deployment, Georgia, and interior Alaska. Mental health struggles
were represented in three of six of these categories. The bottom three sections of the quilt held
symbols of the researcher’s personal or familial struggles with mental health as represented by
the typographic pattern in the bottom left section, the solar pattern in the middle section and its
top stitching, and the top stitching in the bottom right section. The typographic design in the
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bottom left section represented the researcher’s interpretation of her family finding new footing
after her father’s return from deployment. The family navigated this new footing due to her
father returning with a heightened startle response, being emotionally on-edge, had increased
irritability, and struggled to sleep. The solar patterned fabric symbolized the researcher’s struggle
with despair during that period, echoed by the black top stitching in that area which represented
her sense of internal “Bottoming out.” The researcher’s sense of hitting rock bottom internally
included a sense of emptiness, sadness, and loneliness. The blue top stitching in the bottom right
section symbolized the researcher’s experience of “Ups and downs” regarding mental health
during that period.
Written journal entries provided further examples of the researcher’s awareness of her
and her family’s mental health struggles throughout her childhood, beginning in the New York
post-deployment period. For example, in her initial journal entry she reflected upon the photos
she collected for the post-deployment period and wrote, “Even through the pictures, the
(familial) dysfunction is so apparent. My (sadness) shines through my eyes while (my sister’s
physical frailty) and physical sicknesses are obvious, and (my brother’s behavioral challenges)
are clear (in his enthusiastic poses) …Even my dad’s irritability is clear (in his facial
expressions).” The researcher’s experience of growing up in a home with a variety of mental
health challenges, including her own, contributed to an overall sense of stress within her
household and caused her to question her belonging both in her home and in the world.
Anecdotal Quantitative Data
The researcher answered seven adapted Sense of Belonging Instrument (SOBI) –
Psychological (P) and Antecedents (A) Likert-scale questionnaires based on seven time periods
she identified in her childhood. The researcher sought to use the questionnaires to see if they
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would reveal if she had an innate propensity to feeling a lack of belonging or if her sense of
belonging was interrupted related to entry into military culture. However, due to the small
number of questions asked in the questionnaire and questions not all clearly asking if she felt she
did or did not belong, they did not yield relevant information for the study. A graph of the
questionnaire responses for each time period in the researcher’s childhood is below (Figure 10).
Figure 10
Questionnaire Results

The graph revealed that the category of New York Post-Deployment was the most likely time
period the researcher felt a desire to fit in, yet as seen in the final question, on the right-side of
the x-axis, did not feel she fit in. The time period in Georgia also appeared to be a time of
elevated belief that it is important to fit in, yet she did not feel that she successfully fit in.
However, this may be due to her developmental stage as she was a pre-teen and teenager while
she lived there, from ages 12-16. This was contrasted by New York Pre-Deployment when the
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researcher responded to the questionnaire stating it was highly important to be valued by others
and during that time frame she did feel as though she fit in. Again, this could be related to her
developmental stage as she was 9-10 years old in the pre-deployment stage. In sum, the data
from the adapted SOBI-P and SOBI-A questionnaires may offer some insight into her sense of
belonging throughout specific time periods, but in the end, it did not aid in answering the
research question of how MK experiences impacted the researcher’s sense of home and
belonging in adulthood.
Summary of Results
Major themes of fragmentation, military culture, internal versus external experiences, and
mental health surfaced throughout the visual and written data from this heuristic, arts-based
study. Fragmentation had subthemes of family of origin and a desire for autonomy and
wholeness. Military culture included sub-themes of military experiences and personal affiliation.
Internal versus external experiences were related to subcategories of personality, perspective,
and connection to nature. A common topic of mental health ran through all the major themes.
Results from the adapted Sense of Belonging Instrument (SOBI) – Psychological (P) and
Antecedents (A) questionnaires provided the study with anecdotal data. These results spoke to
the effects of growing up as a military kid on the researcher’s adult sense of home and belonging.
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CHAPTER V
Discussion
This heuristic, arts-based study investigated the experience of growing up as a military
kid (MK) on the researcher’s adult sense of home and belonging. Through the thematic analysis
of visual and written journal entries and the culminating quilt, the researcher found four themes
that emerged from the data. The themes were (a) fragmentation (b) military culture (c) internal
versus external experiences and (d) mental health throughout all major themes. Anecdotal data
was found from the results of seven Sense of Belonging Instrument (SOBI) – Psychological (P)
and Antecedents (A) Likert-scale questionnaires the researcher completed regarding seven time
periods of her childhood.
Fragmentation
The theme of fragmentation was consistent throughout visual and written questionnaires
and the quilt. Fragmentation referred to the sense of compartments, or fragments, in the
researcher’s understanding of home and belonging due to experiencing her father’s deployment
as being traumatic. The overarching theme of fragmentation was found to be related to
subthemes of family of origin and a desire for autonomy and wholeness.
Fragmentation Overview
Fragmentation was clear throughout collections of childhood photos, written and visual
journal entries, and the researcher’s quilt. The researcher collected images that represented her
six time-related fragments of home. The six categories she developed were: (1) Pre-military (2)
Transition into Military (3) New York Pre-Deployment (4) New York Post-Deployment (5)
Georgia and (6) Interior Alaska. This initial exercise revealed that the researcher approached her
definition of home as it pertained to her geographic location.
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As the researcher reflected on her understanding of home, supported by her photo
collections, in her initial visual journal entry (Figure 11), the researcher marked her six
Figure 11
Initial Visual Journal Entry

Note. Mixed media altered book pages.

categories of time by creating posted signs on a path. In the researcher’s written journal, where
she reflected on her visual journal entry, she noted that the posted signs were predominant
themes in her mind, but that she held several other categories to make sense of her definition of
home and belonging. In her initial written journal entry, she identified these minor labels as:
“State of residence, town [she] lived in, house [she] lived in, school [she] attended, grade [she]
was in while living in a specific location, significant life events, activities [herself or her
siblings] were involved in, mental and physical health conditions [herself and her family
members] experienced, and landscapes” in the different locations she lived in. Some of these
minor labels, or fragments, are depicted in the researcher’s final visual journal entry (Figure 12)
on the left-hand page. The blue box, which contained numbers, represented grade levels, while
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the box to its right with red lettering represented the schools she attended. Below those two
boxes were symbols that represented what state and house she lived in. The final two boxes
Figure 12
Final Visual Journal Entry

represented two
questions. The first
question stated,
“Before or after
deployment?” And
the second asked
whether the
researcher’s family
had custody of a
teen they took in or
not. So, while the
initial visual journal

Note. Mixed media altered book pages.

entry (Figure 11)

signified major fragments in the researcher’s sense of home, the final visual journal entry (Figure
12) represented further fragments in her thinking related to her understanding of home. Both sets
of fragments were what they researcher sifted through mentally when someone asked, “Where
are you from?” At the onset of the study, the researcher found it difficult to define home and
belonging due to the various fragments she had to sift through mentally regarding her upbringing
as a MK.
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Fragmentation and Definition of Home
The researcher’s fragmentation and perplexed sense of home may have been related to
frequent residential mobility due to military life. As Zurlinden et al. (2019) found when
interviewing adult military kids (AMKs), moves occur so frequently for military kids (MKs) that
change can feel like the only constant. Due to a high amount of change and frequent moving, one
could surmise that a MK’s sense of home would naturally be compartmentalized into the various
places they have lived. Thus, MKs may define home as the various locations they have lived
(Zurlinden et al., 2019). This was reflected in the researcher’s compartments of home being
labeled with the place of her residence for four out of her six major categories in her initial visual
journal entry (Figure 11). The researcher’s initial response to look to a location as the definition
of home makes sense when considering the common question asked in the bottom left corner of
her final visual journal entry (Figure 12), “Where are you from?” However, the researcher
believed that while the response to look to a physical location as a definition of home when
asked “Where are you from?” is logical, the question may be misleading. She reflected in her
final written journal entry,
“I realized that the reason I had grown to hate the question, “Where are you from?” Is
because I equated that to mean, “Where do you belong in the world?” But seeing all the
squares (of my quilt) sewn together, I realized that my sense of home and belonging isn’t
from a specific place in the world.”
After this realization, the researcher created a new question, which she wrote in the bottom
righthand corner of her final visual journal entry (Figure 12). The new question she created was,
“How have the places you’ve lived contributed to who you are?” She felt this better captured
what people might mean when asking the rote question, “Where are you from?” The researcher
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believed that when people ask that question, it may be so that the person asking the question can
better understand where the person they are meeting is coming from, or what their background
may be like. While that is largely based on one’s perspective and bias’, the researcher recognized
that humans seem to naturally label or categorize various things, including parts of the United
States and world, and use their categorization to assign meaning to whatever it is they label. So,
the researcher thought that if that was one’s goal in asking the question, “Where are you from?”
The better question may be, “How have the places you’ve lived contributed to who you are?” As
that question would lead to a more descriptive and personal answer, rather than a simple answer
that could be left to the question asker’s interpretation to categorize the person’s experience in
their own mind.
Fragmentation and Trauma
Another indication of fragmentation shown in her initial visual journal entry (Figure 11)
is the large grey area in the center of the pages, which took up nearly a third of the total image.
The grey area, lined with black, jagged edges, epitomized a fragmented shift in the researcher’s
life narrative. The thick black edges of this focal point indicated that it is separated from the rest
of the image. The black abyss separated itself from the rest of the image as it is a clear focal
point yet does not have a trail marker with a title like the other categories of time listed in her
initial visual journal entry. Additionally, the chasm disrupted the dotted trail that connected the
trail markers. The jagged edges area also signified a rupture in the researcher’s life timeline as
the background colors and content to the left and right are dissimilar, suggesting that something
changed the course of her life. For example, to the left of the grey fragment stands an almost
idyllic landscape with the sun, a mountain, and a barn in the countryside. Yet after the grey burst
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the background becomes a chaotic, abstract image filled with energetic lines that explode
outward.
After creating the initial image (Figure 11), the researcher realized that the grey chasm
represented the deployment year and was likely the trauma that caused her to develop a
fragmented understanding of her life narrative. In her written journal entry, the researcher
reflected, “It’s curious…how I segment(ed) my life: pre-deployment or post-deployment, not
during deployment…It’s interesting that for an event that had such a large impact on me and my
family we don’t have many memories or photos of it.” The researcher’s sense of fragmentation
of her childhood narrative was reflected in her visual and written journal entries and seems to
stem from frequent residential mobility and trauma related to her father’s deployment.
Fragmentation and Quilt Making
After reading research that outlined the benefits of fabric and collage work, the
researcher’s decided to utilize quilt making as a means through which she could create a
cohesive narrative of home and belonging. Garlock (2016) described using narrative textiles with
survivors of gender-based violence and discussed how cloth can hold an individual’s strong
emotions by giving the quilter space to process emotions. Similarly, Homer (2015) described a
neurodevelopmental approach, which utilized Perry’s (2009) “5 Rs,” which were (1) Relational
(2) Relevant (3) Repetitive (4) Rewarding, and (5) Rhythmic. Homer (2015) used these 5 Rs
when directing clients in a fabric collage activity which facilitated trauma processing and selfregulation. This occurred within the fabric collage by stimulating the brain stem, where fear
begins, paired with the repetitive, soothing action of sewing (Homer, 2015). After reading these
articles, the researcher chose quilt making as a healing tool in reconstructing fragments of her
life narrative of home into a cohesive narrative.
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After the researcher completed her narrative quilt (Figure 13), she was relieved to find
the quilt had allowed her to process her life events in a way she had not previously been able to
do. After she had sewn together the rows of the quilt she journaled,
“As I looked at all the squares sewn together, I felt a sense of contentment. I did see my
life experiences in a new light! No longer all fragmented, but sewn together in a way that
made sense to me… Sewing this quilt really helped me to see my life timeline as a whole,
not in segments probably because of the process. From deconstructed…to having (the
fragments) flow into another experience.”
A research article by Kruger and Swanepoel (2017) reported that when participants attached
meaning to traumatic memories, they were then able to contain the trauma in a way that allowed
Figure 13
Narrative Quilt

them to integrate it
into their life story.
The researcher used
symbolism in the
quilt through the
fabric designs and
top stitching
patterns and
attached meaning to
each segment of her

life story, like the Kruger and Swanepoel (2017) participants who used metaphors to represent
certain events, which then became a collage. By the end of the quilt the researcher gained a
linear life narrative, despite the identified trauma of her father’s deployment.
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Quilt making was imperative to the researcher’s healing from her traumatic experience
related to her father’s deployment as it symbolized the mending of her fragmented understanding
of home into a cohesive narrative of home and belonging. Assigning symbolism to each fabric
pattern and top stitch design and physically mending the fragments together into a whole piece
allowed her to begin to mend the fragments of her life narrative internally. Sewing the fragments
of fabric together allowed the researcher to reprocess her life experiences and ultimately brought
about a cohesive narrative of her life as a MK.
Based upon the six categories of her life narrative, the researcher selected three fabric
patterns for each category that she felt best represented that time. For the first fragment of premilitary life, the researcher selected a purple and blue fabric that could be interpreted as clouds
or mountains, an ocean pattern, and a multi-colored abstract pattern. The purple and blue fabric
reminded the researcher of the landscape she and her family lived in before they were in military
family, in Southeast Alaska as it could look like the mountains that surrounded them or the
clouds that often passed overhead. Similarly, she selected the ocean pattern as they lived on the
ocean, and she had strong memories of living by the ocean and watching the waves. The
landscape was reflected again in green top stitching on the upper left square, where she stitched
trees to represent the forest she lived in. Lastly, the multi-colored fabric reminded her of a
beloved pair of shoes she had as a child in her pre-military life, which were black rubber Mary
Jane shoes with bright flowers printed on them.
The second fragmented period of her life, which the researcher titled “Transition into
Military Life,” started to the right of the ocean and multi-colored fabrics and stretched across
three squares on the top and bottom rows. The first fabric selected was brown with a compass on
top of an ambiguous map with the words, “Unknown voyage” printed over the map in various
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places. In her thematic analysis of the images in her quilt, the researcher identified that the
statement “Unknown voyage” served as a “Symbol of transition.” To the right of that was a
fabric with red vintage trucks with an American flag on the hood and the American flag stars
sprinkled behind the trucks. Lastly, there was another fabric with a brown background with large
red and blue stars, some with white stripes, and smaller black stars in the background. On top of
these three fabrics, the researcher handstitched lines of red, white, and blue on top of each row in
this section. All the fabrics selected for this period, along with the top stitching, symbolized her
and her family’s transition into military life. The fabrics in this section represented their
transition into military life and the American flag and stars symbolized their new purpose as a
family. While they did not initially know what their MF experiences would entail, as alluded to
with the “Unknown voyage” fabric, this section of the quilt introduced red, white, and blue into
the quilt, just as it did to their lives.
The third section, in the upper right portion of the quilt, symbolized the period of “New
York Pre-Deployment” in the researcher’s life. She selected a fabric referencing farmlands,
living in government housing, and fall time. These fabrics were adorned with a topstitch of
orange dots that wove throughout this section. The researcher chose fabrics that reflected her
excitement about new experiences in Upstate New York that she had not experienced in her life
before that point. She recalled being “In awe” of seeing cows in fields for the first time and
thoroughly enjoyed visiting her beloved Grandpa on his dairy farm. This enjoyment was also
seen in her initial visual journal entry (Figure 11), where the researcher painted an idyllic scene
of rolling hills with a red barn behind the “Pre-Deployment” marker. The dotted top stitches on
the quilt (Figure 13) symbolized the researcher exploring her new surroundings and experiences
through utilizing a line that appeared to be delineating someone’s path.
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The fourth period referring to “New York Post-Deployment” incorporated fabrics of
white stars on a blue background, an abstract red pattern that has words such as “Fear” and
“Nothing,” and a black fabric with white lines on top that appeared to be a typographic map. The
top stitching the researcher sewed on top of this section started at the center square and seemed
to explode outward to the edges of the section in red thread. The starred fabric represented the
flag the researcher’s family received upon her father’s return from deployment, which was flown
during his deployment. To evoke a sense of the American flag the researcher placed the red and
white fabric next to the star fabric and added an extra row to develop a shape for the whole quilt
that was closer to the American flag than if it only had two rows, like it did on top. The words
written in the red fabric symbolized how the researcher felt upon her father’s reintegration with
her family post-deployment as she felt “Fear” due to his irritable and on-edge emotional state
and began to develop a sense of internal “Nothingness” due to experiencing hopelessness as her
family’s tensions grew and it seemed their lives would never be the same. This sense of
permanent change was reflected in the red top stitching over this section, meant to represent an
explosion, or fragmentation of her family unit. Lastly, the typographic pattern represented that
the researcher was not sure how to walk or act around her father to prevent provoking irritability
and anger. The researcher noted that the fabric also, “Symbolizes changed typography of family
dynamics,” and “(Being) unsure (of) how to walk or move forward” as a family during the postdeployment period.
The fifth fragment of the researcher’s life is represented in the bottom middle portion of
the quilt, which symbolized the period of “Georgia,” when her family was stationed at Fort
Benning. This fragment of her life was represented by a pattern of blue nebula, red and white
poppies, and a green fabric with metallic silver swirls on top. The top stitching for this segment
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included three black lines that started on with a raised line, then fell to a flat line above the
bottom of each row. The nebula pattern symbolized the researcher’s experience of inner darkness
during this timeframe in which she felt lonely, worthless, hopeless, isolation from her family and
peers, and felt as though she was often walking through a dream rather than reality. Related to
this was the fabric with the poppies, which represent grief she experienced related to the changes
in her father’s personality and demeanor. This topic of grief for her relationship with her father is
explored further below. Due to the inner darkness described above and the grief related to her
father she sewed the black top stitching on top of this section to represent a sense of “Bottoming
out” internally, where she felt her mental and emotional health had hit rock bottom. This is
contrasted with the brighter green and metallic fabric, which was representative of a hopeful
experience that took place during this period of roughly four years. The green and silver fabric
symbolized an experience she had on a two-week Christian mission trip she was a part of in the
Republic of Ireland. On this trip she recalled feeling “Loved and accepted for the first time” and
brought life and hope back to her soul.
The last fragment identified by the researcher was “Interior Alaska,” during which her
father retired from the Army and transitioned into the National Guard for her senior year of high
school. This section of time was represented in fabric with patterns of a sled dog race, an abstract
white fabric with cold blue deigns, and a purple fabric with blue lines that created sunflowers on
top. The white fabric and design with sled dogs served as a nod to the landscape and experiences
of interior Alaska, where she witnessed a sled dog race for the first time and was exposed to
extremely cold temperatures of -50 degrees Fahrenheit, also for the first time. The sunflower
design represented her personal growth and flourishing during this time as she became more
independent and ready to move out of her family’s house. The light blue top stitching on this
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section symbolized the researcher’s internal ups and downs throughout the one year she lived in
interior Alaska. She continued to struggle with inner darkness, but also enjoyed new experiences
and grew into an independent young adult toward the end of her time in the small town. The
researcher wove symbolism and meaning into each fiber of this quilt. The layers of symbolism
the researcher included is indicative of the amount of fragmentation that existed in her mind at
the onset of this study as each category of her life held several subcategories within in. At the
beginning of this study the fragments of her life were not connected to each other in any way in
her mind and she did not have a linear life narrative because of this. However, by the end of
creating the quilt her brain had shifted to a linear narrative as physically sewing the fragments
together translated into her mind as a cohesive narrative of life and understanding of home.
Working with textiles and collage can offer individuals a way to simultaneously contain
and process their traumatic experiences and make sense of them through metaphor and narrative
(Garlock, 2016; Homer, 2015; Kruger & Swanepoel, 2017). This was found to be consistent with
the findings of this heuristic study when the researcher assigned meaning through metaphor and
textile to gain a cohesive narrative of her life, and thus sense of home and belonging, rather than
fragments.
Family of Origin
Correlation Between Family of Origin and Fragmentation. The researcher’s
descriptions of her family of origin throughout her written journal entries related to
fragmentation as she often described isolated individuals rather than a unified family. This
represented dysfunction in the family unit as the main connection she drew between her family
member’s experiences were related to her father’s deployment. Each family members’ struggle
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with mental health combined with the stressors of military family (MF) life played a role in the
family’s isolation, rather than unification.
In the journal entries, the researcher described each person as an independent entity,
rather than a part of an interconnected, supportive family unit. For example, she wrote “I dove
into competitive, year-round volleyball, [my sister] began modeling, and [my brother] got really
into baseball.” These were descriptions of what individuals enjoyed doing, rather than the entire
family unit. This alone may not suggest fragmentation of the family unit however, the only times
the researcher referred to her family unit was when describing challenges or factual things the
family did together. Some examples of familial challenges from her journal entries included,
“My heart aches looking at my family’s photos. I am thankful for the opportunities we’ve had,
but also wish I could go back and protect my siblings and I from the various pains and traumas
we’ve endured along the way.” Additionally, regarding the deployment year she wrote, “It’s
interesting that for an event that had such a large impact on me and my family we don’t have
many memories or photos of it. Goes to show how traumatic it was.” Regarding the factual
events her family took part in together she wrote, “I found one photo that was taken fairly close
to when I left [Southeast Alaska] for the first time and began my journey to Ft. Drum, NY with
my family for our first assignment.” She also noted that during her art making she glanced up at
a board in the room and saw, “Images of my family and friends and I together.” Through these
descriptions the researcher recognized that her family unit experienced relational fragmentation,
which is explored further below.
Familial Fragmentation Related to Deployment. Fragmentation within the researcher’s
family unit was noted in visual journal entries, written journal entries, and the quilt. In the
researcher’s first visual journal entry (Figure 11) there is no delineation of specific family
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members until the black rift in the center of the page, which represented her father’s deployment.
After the black chasm, her entry became more about her own struggles to adjust to the family’s
reintegration post-deployment. This was represented with the increased chaotic lines, colors, and
imagery, such as the tornado. In the researcher’s written reflection after this initial visual entry,
she noted how before the process of creating the visual representation she had not recognized
that she did not have a category for the deployment year. She surmised that it may not have been
a mental category for her because, “It’s almost as if our lives stopped during that year and we
were all just trying to survive.” Regarding finding a lack of photos during the deployment year
she wrote, “It’s interesting that for an event that had such a large impact on me and my family
we don’t have many memories or photos of it. Goes to show how traumatic it was.” Perhaps the
high amount of stress experienced during the deployment year and challenges with reintegration
post-deployment contributed to the sense of familial fragmentation.
Familial fragmentation was also depicted in the quilt (Figure 13). The top row of the quilt
involved the whole family’s experience of transitioning into the military and to their first base
assignment in the middle and upper right sections. However, the bottom left section of the quilt
fixated on reintegration, as suggested by symbolism in the three fabric designs of the flag stars,
red and white pattern, and black and white typographic design. The star design was based upon
the researcher’s memory of receiving a framed, folded flag after her father returned from
deployment. The flag was flown during one day of his deployment outside of his battalion’s
headquarters in Iraq and was given to her family from the military. The star fabric in the quilt
symbolized the beginning of her family’s reintegration, and fragmentation, post-deployment.
The red pattern appears to be filled frenzied shapes and has words such as “Fear” and
“Nothing” included in the design. These two words along with the chaotic pattern captured the
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researcher’s feelings when trying to reintegrate with her father after his return from war as her
family life felt chaotic and she often felt fear and a sense of nothingness. During this period of
reintegration, the researcher began to feel disconnected from her family, especially her parents.
Lastly, the black and white typographic pattern symbolized the researcher’s observation
of her family trying to learn how to reintegrate after deployment. This pattern captured the
researcher’s sense of walking on eggshells, or uneven footing, around her father due to his
irritability, heightened startle response, being emotionally on-edge, and his lack of sleep when he
returned from deployment. Unfortunately, the researcher believed her family never found a
healthy path to move forward post-deployment, which ultimately caused relational
fragmentation. This relational fragmentation was experienced by the researcher as a child
through her family’s dysfunctional communication patterns, such as stone walling, arguing,
criticizing, and often talking in irritable and defensive tones. She also reflected that this relational
fragmentation post-deployment caused each person to rely on themselves, rather than other
family members, during times of stress or fear. Additionally, within this section of the quilt, the
researcher used red thread to create an abstract explosion pattern to symbolize the feeling of a
bomb exploding within her family. This feeling occurred within the researcher, both as a child
and an adult, as she perceived that her family was torn apart, or fragmented, after the
deployment. Throughout the written and visual journal entries and the quilt, the researcher
seemed to communicate that the event of the deployment was the starting point for her family’s
emotional, mental, and relational fragmentation.
Some literature sought to gain insight into challenges MFs face during the reintegration
period post-deployment. Knobloch et al. (2017) suggested that stress in the dyadic parental
relationship in MFs reverberated into their children’s lives. The results suggested that stress in

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

83

the parental relationship may have led to increased challenges for their child’s reintegration with
the returning parent. The researcher believed stress in her parents’ relationship post-deployment,
led to an increased stress level in her own life, which contributed to her mental health challenges
during that time. Mental health challenges she experienced included an elevated fear, sense of
nothingness, or emptiness, lack of purpose, and a lack of belonging and meaningful connection
with others. Similarly, Lester et al. (2013) concluded that a returning service member’s mental
health directly impacted their children’s mental health. This correlation is clearly seen in both the
initial visual journal entry (Figure 11) and the quilt (Figure 13). In the initial visual journal entry,
the researcher depicted chaotic lines and colors post-deployment. Additionally, the bottom left of
the quilt represented post-deployment life for the researcher and her family where she included
red top stitching to indicate the researcher’s feelings that a bomb had detonated in her family life.
These symbolic representations held in the initial visual journal entry and in bottom left of the
quilt upheld the findings of Knobloch et al. (2017) and Lester et al. (2013) as they signify how
the researcher’s parent’s strained relationship and her father’s mental health played a role in her
own mental and emotional health as a child.
Desire for Autonomy and Wholeness
The subtheme of a desire for autonomy and wholeness arose through the researcher’s
written journal entries. These subthemes were related to fragmentation as the researcher’s
experience of frequent changes throughout her childhood led to a desire for autonomy and
wholeness in adulthood.
Desire for Autonomy. A hallmark of military life is sacrificing everything, including
personal choice, for the sake of the mission (Lemmon & Stafford, 2014; Meyer, 2015). This is
apparent in MFs lives as the military gives MFs orders and assignments which delineates where
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they will live, how long they have to move to their new assignment, and how long they will be at
said assignment. Throughout the researcher’s written journal entries, she referenced receiving a
new assignment or her father being deployed, but it is not until her final written journal on her
adult perspective that she began reflecting on choice. An example of the researcher emphasizing
autonomy is seen in her final written journal entry when she wrote, “The beauty of being a
military kid (MK) or third culture kid (TCK) is I can show up on any beach in the world, walk
through any forest, shop in any stores and decide for that to be my new home.” Rather than the
researcher believing that she had no home in adulthood, she chose to exercise autonomy and
decided where she wanted her home to be. Additionally, she wrote about exercising autonomy
regarding who she considered to be her friends and family. She reflected,
“I am so grateful for trustworthy, strong friends who uphold me in prayer and in word
through encouragement and laughter and authenticity. Finding people around me to be
authentic with in a reciprocal way and being connected to the land/landscape wherever I
live have been the two components in me feeling like I belong in the world and have a
home.”
The phrase “Finding people” reflects the researcher’s autonomy regarding making friends and
building a community. It is not a passive statement that lacks action, but it is an autonomous
choice and action to build a community in which she feels she belongs.
During traumatic events people may feel as if they have lost autonomy as choice is taken
away from them (SAMHSA, 2014). In this case, the deployment of her father and continuous life
changes due to new military assignments were out of her and her family’s control. In response to
having autonomy removed due to traumatic experiences, it is natural for individuals to desire
autonomy and control in their own lives. Due to the lack of autonomy found in military life
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paired with the traumatic deployment of her father, it is understandable that the researcher would
value and reflect on the autonomy she has as an adult.
Desire for Wholeness. It is rational that a natural response to a life of fragmentation
would be a desire for a sense of wholeness, as it would create a sense of clarity that was
previously lacking. There was a visible difference between the researcher’s initial visual journal
entry and her final visual journal entry. The initial art piece (Figure 11) demonstrated scattered,
compartmentalized trail marker signs and chaotic lines and colors, particularly on the right page
of the altered book spread. This is seen in contrast to the right page of the final visual entry
(Figure 12), which represented the researcher’s newfound sense of wholeness in her childhood
narrative. The shift from fragments to a linear narrative is also seen in the contrast of the left
page of the final visual journal entry with the right page. The left page showed the researcher’s
initial thought process when asked “Where are you from?”, which required her to think through
each of the fragments, shown in boxes, before responding. However, the right page showed her
new thought process after the completion of her narrative quilt (Figure 13). The quilt making
process is what allowed the researcher to make the shift from a fragmented narrative to a
cohesive understanding of her life. In her final written journal entry she observed, “As I looked
at all the [quilt] squares sewn together, I felt a sense of contentment. I did see my life
experiences in a new light! No longer all fragmented but sewn together in a way that made sense
to me.” The desire to make sense of fragments that developed from military life and trauma
drove this study. The change from fragmentation to wholeness was developed largely due to the
process of creating the narrative quilt.
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Military Culture
Due to the nature of this research, studying the effects of growing up as a MK, it is
expected that military culture surfaced as a theme. Qualitative data that referred to military
culture included personal photos the researcher collected, written and visual journal entries, and
the quilt. The theme of military culture was composed of two subcategories (1) Military
affiliation, and (2) Military experiences.
Military Affiliation
Military affiliation was clearly intrinsic to this research study as the researcher identified
herself within the study as a MK. However, the identification with the military did not stop
merely at the title “Military kid,” but extended into the researcher’s written journal entries to an
identification with “All military kids” and “Military families” as a whole. This is consistent with
Meyer’s (2015) findings that military culture is a collectivistic, rather than individualistic,
society. This meant that the researcher not only reflected on her personal journey as a MK, but
also how she fit into the larger group of MKs and resonated with that collective experience.
These findings also confirmed Zurlinden et al.’s (2019) study that drew attention to the
phenomena that many MKs identify themselves as such into adulthood. Sisters Schertz and
Watson (2018) reflected on this same experience in their editorial piece. In their article they aptly
summarized the experience of growing up as a MK, then aging-out of the military system, yet
still identifying as a MK in adulthood. This was an experience the researcher identified with as
she felt there was not a category of people she fit into in adulthood as MKs age out of their given
category when they are no longer kids nor dependents of an adult in the military. These research
articles and the findings in this study suggested that once a person is a part of the collective
identity of a MK it is difficult to know how to identify after they age out of dependent status.
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This was true of the researcher as she referred to herself as an adult military kid, despite being an
adult, because there is not a widely used title to identify this population once they enter
adulthood.
One characteristic of MKs the researcher alluded to in her final journal entry was
resilience when she wrote, “Nonetheless I grew stronger despite those challenges, as so many
military kids do.” Many research articles referred to resilience as the hallmark of MK life, such a
report developed by the United States Department of Defense (DoD), and an article that
reviewed existing research on MKs and MFs (DoD, 2010; Park, 2011). Park (2011) found in the
review of existing research that resilience was aided by supportive families. However, the
researcher discussed in her journal entry that resilience was needed because of her stressful home
environment. For example, the full quote that was extracted from above stated,
“I imagine if I grew up in a less dysfunctional household and one in which the
reintegration post-deployment was a successful and positive reintegration, I may have
been a more secure child, but nonetheless I grew stronger despite those challenges, as so
many military kids do. Praise the Lord for bringing me through the stressful years and
dysfunction and helping me grow to be sturdy and to recognize how to cultivate a
(healthy) support system as an adult.”
From this section of her final journal entry, it is seen that the researcher developed resilience
from her faith despite the challenges she faced in her home growing up. Whether MKs find
resilience from their family members or through a means outside of their family, as the
researcher did, to be affiliated with the military is to be affiliated with resilience. The
researcher’s identification as an adult MK suggested she felt she belongs with the larger group of
MKs throughout the country and she believed they share resilience as a common trait.
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Military Experiences
The researcher often referenced military-specific experiences and used military terms
throughout her written reflections to discuss those experiences, painting a unique picture of home
as a MK. Zurlinden et al.’s (2019) study of adult military kids (AMKs) noted AMKs often used
military related terms much like the researcher who used military related terms in her written
journal reflections. While Zurlinden et al. (2019) observed AMKs using military language to
refer to their families by using the phrase “Unit,” as in “Family unit,” that was not found in this
heuristic study. This could be due to the researcher’s family dysfunction and break down in her
family’s relationships and communication. Military terms used in this study were, “Deployment,
assignment, on-base, taps, Airborne school, Fort Drum, and Fort Benning.” This sub-theme
demonstrated the effects of military culture into adulthood, which influenced the researcher’s
vocabulary years after living in that culture.
Many of the terms noted in the researcher’s written journal entries referred to military life
experiences, though in her written reflections the researcher expounded on specific experiences
that impacted her sense of home and belonging. Most of the military life experiences referenced
in her journal entries could be further distilled into themes of moving and new experiences,
living on-base, deployment, and the individual experience of comradery with other MKs. Each of
these noted experiences directly related to the researcher’s experience of home and/or belonging.
For example, her frequent identification of being the new kid at school caused her to feel she was
not accepted by her peers and did not fit in or belong. However, she also discussed that gaining
new experiences, discovering new cultures, and frequently moving gave her the opportunity to
“Choose where home is.” So, while she may not have felt a strong sense of belonging with peers
as a child, she was given the opportunity as an adult to “Choose where home is,” as she reflected
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in her final written journal entry. This shift to a more positive mindset reveals, again, her
resilient mindset that was referenced above.
Military experiences brought about memories that were incorporated into the researcher’s
final quilt (Figure 13). For example, the quilt utilized four fabrics that were specific to the
researcher’s military related experiences. The top center of the quilt holds two of the four
military related fabrics – One with antique red trucks, surrounded by stars, with the American
flag on the grill of the truck, and the other with a variety of red, white, and blue stars. The truck
fabric was selected by the researcher to symbolize her and her family’s transition from civilians
to a MF as they drove from their home in Alaska across the United States to their first military
assignment at Fort Drum, New York. The experience of moving at the command of the military
is one of the bonds of active duty MFs (Sheppherd et al., 2010; Zurlinden et al., 2019), and is
visually represented in the researcher’s quilt through the truck fabric.
Secondly, the star fabric within this segment of the quilt was selected because it reminded
the researcher of metal stars many MFs hung on the outside of their homes as decoration. She
recalled walking in her neighborhood in Fort Benning one day and noticing a commonality of
metal stars for decoration, and yellow ribbons, which signified support for military troops, on the
outside of many of the homes. Also related to the experience of living on a military base the
researcher chose the fabric in the top right of the quilt with a light background and a pattern of
the same houses throughout the fabric. This represented how all the houses are the same on a
military base. Although different ranks live in different types of houses, the houses are all the
same within neighborhoods. Lastly, the researcher selected fabric in the bottom left of the quilt
with a navy background and evenly spaced white stars to signify the American flag. This fabric
was chosen based on a memory of when her family received an American flag from the military
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that was flown for one day during her father’s deployment. This may also be a somewhat
common military experience shared between MKs and MFs, although not every MF receives a
flag flown during their service member’s deployment. The researcher’s family was given a flag
as her father signed up to have a flag flown for one day outside of his battalion’s headquarters
during his deployment. The four military related fabrics used in the quilt represented common
military experiences MFs and MKs often share. Due to the common experiences shared within
the military community, the researcher felt a sense of belonging and comradery with other MKs
and MFs.
Internal Versus External Experiences
The theme of internal versus external experiences developed throughout the research data
as the researcher often spoke to a congruence or incongruence between her inner and external
worlds. This theme was largely driven by the introspective nature of the heuristic study in which
the researcher examined what took place outside of herself, such as experiences she had as a
MK, and how her inner person interfaced with the external circumstances. The way in which she
related internally to the external circumstances included subthemes of her personality,
perspective, and connection with nature. Through this theme she felt she ultimately answered the
research question of how she experiences home and belonging in the world as an AMK, which is
through experiencing connection with nature and people.
Personality
During the thematic analysis of written journal entries, the researcher was struck by how
her personality contributed to her sense of home and belonging throughout her childhood and
realized that if she had a different personality her experiences of home and belonging as a MK
would have been very different. The researcher broke down aspects of her personality in her
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journal entries related to her use of feeling (F-B) or logic-based (L-B) language, her resilience,
and connections she made (CM) or missed (CMD) with others due to her introverted nature.
Overall, her predisposition to being F-B caused her to listen to her feelings of not belonging,
which culminated in her belief that she did not belong with her peers wherever she moved.
Secondly, the researcher developed resilience which assisted her in cultivating a life that she felt
at home in as an adult. Additionally, her introverted nature and natural inclination to not
approach her peers as a child and wait for them to approach her caused her to miss connections
with others. Yet, this same mechanism allowed her to develop deeper friendships with a fewer
number of her peers. Lastly, the researcher’s connection with nature was found to be a massive
influence in her overall sense of home and belonging. These personality characteristics are
further explored below.
Feeling Based Versus Logic Based. Throughout her written journal entries, the
researcher used largely feeling-based (F-B) language, with some logic-based (L-B) phrases
sprinkled throughout. F-B language included phrases such as, “My heart was broken; Many
emotions; Heart aches; I grieve; Felt a sense; I feel.” L-B phrases included, “Something occurred
to me; I thought; I realized; I saw my experiences in a new light.” One’s propensity toward a
more F-B or L-B way of processing the world influences the way in which they view the world.
For example, in the researcher’s case she may take her feelings as the basis of truth in her
experiences while someone who is more L-B may view the facts as their experiential truth. This
is influential in the researcher’s sense of belonging because while she may have technically
belonged in her communities, because she was F-B she often felt as though she did not belong.
Throughout the research experience, the researcher recalled stories of not fitting in with peers at
new schools which is how she viewed her reality, although it is possible that she may have fit in
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with peers adequately from an outside perspective. The researcher’s F-B nature played into her
perception of home and belonging while growing up and when reflecting on her childhood in this
study as she often felt out of place growing up, which led to her believing that she did not belong
or have a place to call home.
Resilience. It occurred to the researcher during her thematic analysis that her resilience
contributed to her sense of home and belonging. This subtheme of resilience was most evident
through her written journal entries. Statements that alluded to her resilience included, “I grew
stronger despite the challenges; I am thankful; I am grateful; It is a great privilege; I felt
contentment; The beauty of being a military kid.” Additionally, there were several descriptions
of her stating she was “Thankful” or “Grateful,” even after recollections of challenging
memories. Her inclusion of being thankful and grateful in conjunction with overtly positive
language indicated she was quite resilient. This positive, or resilient, view influenced her sense
of home and belonging as seen in her written statement,
“I realized that my sense of home and belonging isn’t from a specific place in the
world… The beauty of being a military kid (MK) is that I can show up on any beach in
the world, walk through any forest…and decide for that to be my new home.”
This recognition echoed Lemmon and Stafford’s (2014) article that stated most MKs struggled to
know where they are from and often were stumped unless they had integrated all the changes and
moves as a positive feature of their life. While it would be understandable for a person who has
experienced high rates of residential mobility to feel upset that there is not one place they call
home and be immensely hurt after the emotional difficulties her family faced post-deployment,
the researcher instead cultivated a positive outlook of home and belonging in her adulthood.

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

93

Resilience was also abstractly represented in the researcher’s narrative quilt (Figure 13).
The bottom half of the quilt from left to right is representative of the researcher’s fragments of
life from post-deployment reintegration with her father, to a time of great inner turmoil while
living as an adolescent in Fort Benning and ends with her senior year in a small town in interior
Alaska after her father retired from the Army and transitioned into the National Guard. While the
first two fragments of time depicted in the bottom of the quilt held a great deal of inner pain and
challenges experienced by the researcher, the final section demonstrated the researcher’s
resilience. After a challenging reintegration with her father post-deployment due to his new
behaviors, which included a heightened startle response, emotional reactivity, being on-edge, and
difficulty sleeping. After a period of roughly four years during which the researcher experienced
intense loneliness, hollowness, sadness, and felt her life was worthless, she still persevered living
and desired personal growth. This was evident in the icy blue top stitching over the final block of
the quilt, which represented her senior year of high school. The top stitching begins at a low
point in the bottom left and continues to a higher point in the quilt while making a zigzag, or up
and down pattern. This simple line communicated that though her senior year of high school
began at an inner low point, she persevered through the ups and downs of that year until she
found herself in a more positive inner space, which is where the line left off on the quilt. The grit
it took to persevere after and during difficulty was representative of the researcher’s resilience.
Connections Made Versus Connections Missed. The last sub-theme related to internal
versus external experiences was connections made (CM) versus connections missed (CMD).
This sub-theme was related to the researcher’s introverted personality, which impacted when and
how she made connections with others throughout her childhood of frequent moves. For
example, in her written journal entries she wrote about deep connections she had with a few
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individuals at various schools she attended and how she simultaneously felt excluded by her
peers at large. In one entry the researcher reflected, “Growing up with constant change it wasn’t
always clear what kids I could trust at first and, as an introvert…(not) many kids would reach out
to me, so I felt alone and unvalued.” This finding is consistent with Lemmon and Stafford’s
(2014) special issue article which suggested that while some MKs may be able to make friends
quickly due to frequent moving, introverted MKs may have the opposite reaction and instead
“Adapt by turning inward and avoiding social risks necessary to make friends'' (p. 349). The
researcher’s introverted nature impacted her confidence in approaching and befriending her peers
in school and because she was quieter, she often felt unnoticed by her peers in new schools. This
led to her perception of not belonging in any school she attended as a MK.
While the researcher did not easily reach out to her peers to form relationships, she felt
more at home with animals throughout her childhood. For her, it was helpful to have her pet dog
throughout her many moves in childhood. The researcher found it interesting that the only time a
human figure was present in any of her three art pieces for this study, was in her quilt (Figure
13). The human, featured in the bottom right portion of her quilt, was with a dog. This may have
subconsciously demonstrated that one of the most comfortable and constant companionships she
had in her MK childhood was with her pet dog due to frequent moves and her introverted nature.
While the researcher’s introverted nature may have contributed to her not easily inserting herself
into social situations and not quickly making friends at new schools, she felt at home with the
kinship of her dog. Additionally, her introversion allowed her to make a few deep friendships,
rather than a plethora of more surface level friendships.
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Perspective
Throughout the researcher’s journal entries, she often made reflective statements that
were based upon her adult view of her MK experiences. Some of these statements included,
“It is a great privilege I have as an adult with a variety of experiences and perspectives.
Many of my peers (may not have as much) empathy and understanding (for) the lonely
and new and different people. (But I know what it is like to be the “new” and different
person with no friends, so it drives me to extend extra empathy and understanding to
people who are often on the outskirts of social situations).”
Another sign of the researcher’s mature perspective of her childhood included statements of selfcompassion to her younger self. Such self-compassion included writing to her younger self that
she was, “Tougher than [you] know.” This perspective of offering herself compassion is
meaningful as she grew up in a home environment where she felt she always had to be strong
outwardly and struggled to feel self-compassion. These reflections built upon the researcher’s
personality and revealed how the researcher’s personality in adulthood helped her to form a
positive perspective of her MK experiences. The researcher’s adult perspective and reflections
on her MK experiences helped her recognize that she can choose where she calls home and that
she gained empathy for others and can help others feel that they belong through extending
compassion to them. In other words, because of the researcher’s MK experiences, her sense of
belonging in adulthood included helping others feel included and accepted as well as expressing
gratitude for the option to choose where she considers to be home.
Connection with Nature
In Løvoll et al.’s (2020) study of 67 university students who were on a 5-day outdoor
winter expedition it was found that when one’s internal sense of wonder was sparked, through
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sensory experiences and internal reflection, they felt more at home in nature. This sense of
wonder and philosophical reflection was captured in the researcher’s initial written journal entry
when she reflected upon her compiled photos of the categories of her life and wrote,
“(The landscapes in the photos) stood out to me as being a privilege of MK life. From
farm fields and beautiful fall in Upstate New York to hot and muggy beaches (in Florida)
and cities of Georgia to dog sled races and caribou in (interior Alaska), I’ve been able to
experience a lot of beauty.”
This statement revealed the researcher’s sense of wonder and gratitude for the variety of
landscapes she experienced as a MK. This, too, is similar to Løvoll et al.’s (2020) findings that a
person’s appreciation for nature’s aesthetic beauty may have contributed to a person’s sense of
home in nature. Due to the researcher’s internal predisposition to an appreciation of nature’s
aesthetic beauty and sense of wonder, she viewed nature throughout her childhood moves as
where she belonged in the world. Thus, if the researcher felt connected to nature where she lived,
she had a greater sense of belonging in that place.
Home and Belonging. The researcher’s internal pull toward and external connection
with nature was seen in all artistic components of this study. In her initial visual journal entry
(Figure 11) the researcher’s connection with nature is seen in the landscapes included to the left
of the grey rift. The landscapes included the sun, mountains, farm fields with a barn on top of a
hill, and water and grass in the foreground. The landscape in her final visual journal entry
(Figure 12) is similar in its display of hilly, or mountainous, land meeting a body of water in the
foreground with a blue sky above. Lastly, throughout her quilt (Figure 13) the researcher selected
fabrics that included ocean waves, trees, water-colored skies, farm fields, fall elements, flowers,
and tundra with sled dogs. All the landscapes and natural elements throughout her visual journals
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and the quilt spoke to nature she found herself surrounded by in specific places she lived
growing up. The prevalence of nature in her artwork and in her written journal entries signified
the importance of her connection with nature.
The researcher’s final written journal entry summarized the correlation between her inner
pull toward nature and her sense of home and belonging, “Finding people around me to be
authentic in a reciprocal way and being connected to the land or landscape wherever I live have
been the two components in me feeling like I belong in the world and have a home.”
This realization was reflected in the researcher’s selection of fabric for the back of her quilt
(Figure 14). When the researcher considered what fabric to use as the back of her quilt, she
Figure 14

Narrative Quilt Backing

wanted it to symbolize her sense of home and belonging throughout her whole childhood. Upon
the epiphany that she felt at home anywhere she is connected to the landscape and others, as
written above, she selected the fabric in Figure 14. The leaves in the design symbolized her
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connection with nature, the dotted circles represented her ability to add in or take-out places she
has lived in her definition of where she is from, and the solid circles represented her connections
with others.
Personality Discussion Conclusion
The researcher’s internal experiences informed how she interacted with and perceived her
external experiences throughout her MK childhood. Her personality traits, namely how she
operated from a feelings-based (F-B) lens, developed resilience, and made connections (CM), or
missed connections (CMD), due to being introverted, informed how she perceived home and
belonging. Throughout her adulthood, the researcher integrated her MK experiences into her
adult sense of home and belonging. Her resilience allowed her to integrate her frequent
residential moves into a positive sense of home, rather than a negative aspect of MK life. Lastly,
due to the researcher’s natural predisposition to admire the aesthetic beauty of nature, she
identified that throughout her life she felt she belonged in nature. Additionally, she came to find
throughout this study that for her to feel at home, or that she belongs, she must be connected to
the landscape and have positive relationships with others.
Mental Health Throughout the Major Themes
The theme of mental health (MH) ran through all the major categories of fragmentation,
military culture, and internal versus external experiences. Due to the far-reaching implications of
MH through this study, it is a major theme and will be addressed as it related to each major
category discussed above.
Fragmentation
The researcher experienced fragmentation due to how she experienced various transitions
during her military kid (MK) childhood. A military reserve member stated his transition into
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civilian life was benefited by his ability to, “Compartmentalize and rationalize” (Kreft & Tse,
2014). Additionally, Kreft & Tse (2014) posited that compartmentalization and rationalization
may benefit most military service members as they transition into civilian life. While the
researcher had believed at the onset of this study that she had compartmentalized her MK
experiences, she came to realize that she had instead involuntarily fragmented her childhood
narrative as a trauma response.
This realization was made as she recognized a lack of connection between her mental
categories of time and memories from childhood. For example, rather than thinking of her life as
a cohesive narrative in which she began in one place and transitioned to another and so on she
only recalled her childhood in disconnected pieces in which one place did not easily flow into the
next. This personal experience of fragmentation is common in individuals who have experienced
trauma and was addressed in a seminal psychobiological theory developed by van der Kolk
(1987). Van der Kolk’s (1987) seminal theory focused on the importance of trauma survivors
crafting a cohesive narrative after a traumatic event. The researcher’s thinking was likely due to
the trauma of her father’s deployment and her family’s challenges in reintegrating with her father
when he returned from deployment. For the researcher, this trauma response caused her to feel
confused when she pondered where her home was and where she belonged in the world as she
could not recall a cohesive narrative of her life experiences. This was a challenge for her as she
felt there were fragments of herself in each of the communities and houses she lived in as a MK.
The trauma and subsequent fragment in memory caused her much frustration when she
attempted to understand where her home was.
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Military Culture
Parental mental health was found to affect their children’s mental health as living with a
parent who experiences a mental health condition has been included as an adverse childhood
experience (ACE; CDC, 2020). ACEs are vital to be aware of as they have many physical and
mental health repercussions in one’s later life such as an increased risk of chronic disease, mental
health challenges, and risky behaviors to name a few potential outcomes (CDC, 2020). The
number of ACEs one has directly increases the potential for “Negative health and wellbeing”
outcomes later in life (CDC, 2020). Additionally, Knobloch et al. (2017) discussed how family
members, within a military family (MF), may emotionally retreat from service members when
they return from deployment with a new or worsened mental health condition. Common
symptoms service members exhibited upon returning from war with a mental health challenge
included irritability, emotional reactivity, or being emotionally on-edge (APA, 2013). Effects of
living with a parent who returned from deployment with a mental health condition were reflected
in the researcher’s journal entries and visual creations. She wrote, “I grieve because…I lost (my
dad) when he returned from war, (and) even these decades later, we haven’t been able to recover
our relationship.” This grief of the loss of her father emotionally and mentally was represented in
the poppy fabric in her quilt (Figure 13), in the center of the bottom of the quilt, which signified
mourning the loss of a service member. A parent’s mental health condition naturally affects
home life and shifted the way the researcher viewed her father and home life. This occurred
because she felt her father’s emotions and reactions were unpredictable and thus saw her home
as a place of instability, unpredictability, and stress.

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

101

Internal Versus External Experiences
As a youth, outwardly the researcher was a highly successful academic student who was
involved in many activities and groups, so it may have appeared to others that she was happy and
connected with others. Yet, this was an area of incongruence between her internal and external
experiences. In her initial journal entry, the researcher wrote about various activities she had the
opportunity to engage in because of being a MK. Such opportunities included playing “Trumpet,
singing in choir, being in plays, year-round volleyball, (traveling) to Ireland, went to classical
school, and took dance classes.” While one may have seen a student engaging in this range of
activities and may have assumed that they belonged in the environment they were in, this was
not the researcher’s internal experience. This incongruence was due to the state of her mental
health as a pre-teen and teenager.
Mental health played a large role in the researcher’s perception of home and belonging as
she struggled with mental health challenges during the deployment year, the reintegration period,
and throughout the post-deployment segment of time. Her mental health challenges were
evidenced through her feeling as though others did not accept her, believing that others were
constantly judging her appearance and actions, and feeling a near constant sense of emptiness,
low-mood, and sadness. These mental health conditions skewed the way the researcher thought
about herself, as an unaccepted misfit, and thus created the belief that she did not belong
anywhere and had no place to call home. These internal struggles may have been negatively
impacted by the researcher’s introverted predisposition as her propensity to observe others rather
than insert herself into social situations caused her to not make friends quickly. In this way the
researcher identified with Oishi and Schimmack’s (2010) study which suggested introverted
children’s mental wellbeing may be adversely impacted due to a lack of ease in developing
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friendships. While the researcher may have appeared to belong at her schools, she did not have
many connections with peers that she desired, and due to her mental health struggles, she felt as
though she did not belong.
Anecdotal Quantitative Data
SOBI-P, SOBI-A Questionnaire Results
The researcher utilized adapted Sense of Belonging Instrument (SOBI) – Psychological
(P) and Antecedents (A) Likert-scale questionnaires regarding six main time periods of her
childhood. She anticipated the results would measure if her sense of belonging shifted when she
became a military kid (MK) or if it remained consistent over her life. However, the
questionnaires were filled out in retrospect based on an adult recall of the different stages of life,
so the answers may not be how the researcher would have answered at those specific points in
time. While the graph did show a pattern of often believing it is important to fit in or belong, yet
not feeling as though she belonged, it was not relevant to the study overall and was not a valid
measure due to the retrospective nature of her responses.
Limitations
Limitations of this study included personal bias and lack of generalizability. Firstly, her
personal experiences created a bias for the anticipated results and the bias had the potential to
result in confirmation bias during the process of the study. Secondly, because this was a heuristic
study, the results derived from the study cannot be generalizable to other adult MKs as only the
researcher’s experience was studied.
Recommendations for Future Studies
This study could be expanded to a group or individual setting with military kids (MKs) or
adult MKs to process their sense of home and belonging. The procedure in this study could be
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shared among other third culture kid (TCK) groups, such as missionary kids and families, or
individuals and families that have immigrated. Additionally, the art directives of visual and
written journal entries paired with a narrative quilt could be completed with peoples that are
displaced such as refugees, foster children, or orphans. When working with families with high
rates of residential mobility, they could be instructed to make a family quilt to represent each
person’s belonging within the family unit along with other symbols to represent their former and
current place of residence. However, as aforementioned, the researcher would not recommend
utilizing the SOBI-P or SOBI-A questionnaires as they did not provide overtly useful data.
Instead, the process of quilt making proved to be most useful for the researcher in understanding
her life narrative rather than having a fragmented understanding of where she was from. In the
researcher’s words, “Sewing this quilt really helped me to see my life timeline as a whole, not in
segments probably because of the process. From deconstructed (fabric bolts) to squares to rows
to a quilt.” In other words, the visual journaling and quilt art directives could benefit any
population with high rates of residential mobility, and perhaps those with cross-cultural
identities, to aid them in shifting their experiences from mental fragments into a cohesive
narrative.
Conclusion
This heuristic study examined the effects of growing up as a military kid (MK) on the
researcher’s sense of home and belonging in adulthood. The correlation was examined through
written and visual journal entries, adapted Sense of Belonging Instrument (SOBI) –
Psychological (P) and Antecedents (A) questionnaires, and a quilt. This study will further the
field of art therapy by providing research on an adult MK’s experiences, which could inform
mental health professionals of potential challenges for this group and will provide a potential
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future art therapy intervention for adult MKs struggling with their sense of home and belonging.
Future studies were recommended for other adult MKs or other populations that experience high
rates of residential mobility or cross-cultural identities. The artistic process proved helpful for the
researcher in shifting her understanding of home from fragments to a cohesive narrative.
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Appendix A

Art Directive
Select photos from various points in your childhood and adolescence you feel represent
fragmented parts of your life. Once you have selected them, think back to that time in your life

and answer the adapted SOBI-P and SOBI- A (Appendix B) (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995) items,
which are listed below. Utilize your responses to create a visual journal entry. The entry may be
as long or as short as you feel is necessary and may incorporate both words and visual
components you feel best represent this piece of your life.
Adapted SOBI-P Questionnaire for Photo Reflection
The adapted SOBI-P questions below will be answered using a four-point scale with the
response options of: 1. Never 2. Not usually 3. Often 4. Always
During the timeframe in your life that this photo was taken did you/were you/would you
have:
1.

Wonder if you really fit in

2.

Unsure if I fit in with friends

3.

Described yourself as a misfit

4.

Believed that people accepted you

5.

Believed that what you offered was valued

6.

Feel like an outsider

7.

Believed you had no place in this world

8.

Believed you could disappear for days and no one would care

9.

Observe life rather than actively participate in it

10.

Believed few people would come to your funeral
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11.

Feel your background and experiences were different than your peers

12.

Not see or talk to your friends often

13.

Feel left out

14.

Not feel valued or important to those around you
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Appendix B

Art Directive
Select photos from various points in your childhood and adolescence you feel represent
fragmented parts of your life. Once you have selected them, think back to that time in your life

and answer the adapted SOBI-A (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995) items, which are listed below.
Utilize your responses to create a visual journal entry. The entry may be as long or as short as
you feel is necessary and may incorporate both words and visual components you feel best
represent this piece of your life.
Adapted SOBI-A Questionnaire for Photo Reflection
The adapted SOBI-P questions below will be answered using a four-point scale with the
response options of: 1. Never 2. Not usually 3. Often 4. Always
During the timeframe in your life that this photo was taken did you/were you/would you
have:
1.

Feel it was important to be valued by others

2.

Believe it was important that you fit in

3.

Actively working on fitting in with those around you

4.

Want to be a part of things

5.

Feel it was important that your opinions were valued by those around you

6.

Believe others recognized your strengths

7.

Feel that you successfully fit in

CONCEPT OF HOME IN ADULTHOOD

119

Appendix C

Quilt Art Directive
After reviewing your completed questionnaires and visual journal entry, create a quilt to
symbolize your reflections of the various life experiences, or fragments, identified. Symbols may

be incorporated through fabric type, fabric shape, color, stitching, or any other way you feel is
best to represent the theme or piece of your life. Once you have created the quilt, give it a title,
complete final adapted SOBI-P and SOBI-A questionnaires based on your current perception of
belonging, and create a final visual or written journal entry based upon your SOBI-P/A responses
and the quilting process.

