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Abstract 

This heuristic study looks at the connection between sibling rivalry and the 

trauma that occurs when a child feels the threat of possible attachment disruption from 

the parents. The study will examine the researcher’s own life and attempt to identify the 

effects created by the initial trauma. Analyzing family pictures of the two siblings will 

enable the researcher to explore unexpressed emotion and other ramifications caused by 

the initial childhood stressor. The rationale is not that the rivalry is the problem, but 

rather, the threat of possible disruption of the relationship between the oldest child and 

the parents. The artwork aided the oldest child in addressing her feelings and 

understanding that the sibling is not a threat and the past trauma is not affecting their 

current relationship. The study describes how an effective heuristic dialogue with 

photographs of the siblings and response artwork can be used to address the potential for 

escalating future rivalry, the researcher’s relationship with other members of her family 

and any other relationships due to the adverse impact of the rivalry. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Sibling rivalry is a household term that anyone with children or siblings 

understands. However, conscious acknowledgment of the deep impact sibling rivalry 

plays in siblings’ personality and daily relationships is not something that is readily 

discussed, or even thought of as a significant problem. Not a stranger to my own issues 

with my siblings at various times in my lifetime, I became increasingly aware of 

conflicts in my own life during graduate school. More to the point, I began to investigate 

my relationship with my siblings, in particular, my sister. 

In my family it has always been a joke that when my sister is getting more 

attention than me, I have to steal the attention from her. It was not until recently that I 

realized how much my reaction to my sister influenced my interactions with her and my 

family. 

During my graduate schooling, a particular class, Art Therapy Across the 

Lifespan helped me to realize the impact this reaction to my sister had on my life. After 

completing a cathartic art piece for an assignment in class, I realized my reaction was 

rather scary and childish. Let me explain both parts. First, my honest reaction while in 

the art process was one of complete terror. I did not like my sister. I now consciously 

realized I viewed her as a threat and I was terrified of what she could do. Secondly, 

when I did react to her in this way, I was reacting, experiencing her, and emotionally 

responding to her as my six-year-old self; not as the adult [ am now. 

My sister was born when I was six. She was also born on my first day of 

Kindergarten. My mom left to deliver her and came back with her. My mom, in my  
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child’s eyes “left me” and came back with another “version” of me that was getting more 

attention than I was. From that moment on I started exhibiting increased attention 

seeking traits. This event can be seen as a traumatic experience for me, especially when 

looking at it from my six-year-old point of view. 

As I began to research this topic I realized that sibling rivalry is mentioned and 

talked about very readily. Everyone talks about the fact that it exists. What they do not 

talk about is a way to resolve the problem. Everyone seems to acknowledge that it is a 

problem in families all over the world, through out the history of the world, with nothing 

to resolve it, just the acknowledgment of its existence. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problems being investigated in the research include: firstly, can sibling 

rivalry be alleviated? Second, is sibling rivalry treatable? Finally, can sibling rivalry be 

resolved by engaging in an individual’s photo-dialogue and artistic expressions that 

describe the rivalry? Further questions can then be generated from the initial ones such 

as- is it possible for sibling rivalry to be resolved through art therapy? Lastly, can the 

effect of a single traumatic event that sparked the growth of sibling rivalry be dissipated 

by reviewing a series of pictures, creating responsive art expressions, and objectively 

reflecting on the process and content by the oldest child? 

These are important questions to ask. The ability to solve problems between 

siblings could have a possible positive affect on any family where the rivalry has been a 

stressor. The family 1s the foundation of all relationships. Conducting research in this 

area of family development may help others to see the benefits of seeking therapeutic 

resolutions for sibling rivalry.  



Basic Assumptions 

First, there is a reason why that sibling rivalry is initiated. Looking deeper into 

one of the sibling’s emotions about the rivalry will bring clarity and awareness of the 

cause of the particular rivalry. Pinpointing the event and then beginning from this point 

in therapy would be advantageous to the therapist and the client in resolving problems 

with siblings. The present study represents a starting point in the research on the 

therapeutic possibilities with sibling rivalry. Other studies subsequently evolve to 

increase the body of knowledge and validate its importance. 

Hypothesis 

Using photos, dialogue and art expressions will be instrumental in understanding 

the quality of a relationship between siblings. A marked difference in the content of data 

over the course of the research will reflect a change in insight and perception of the 

traumatized sibling. 

Ethical Implications 
  

The study is a heuristic research design. Keeping professional boundaries in 

documenting the research will be difficult, the researcher will however, seek to be 

objective in analyzing the results. The researcher acknowledges that the possible effect 

on the participant (herself) will not be benign, and that there is the possibility of strong 

emotions and feelings arising from what is revealed in the dialogues and the artistic 

expressions. Also, in considerations with the study, and the knowledge that the sisters 

talk on a weekly basis, the sisters will be discouraged from talking about the study and 

what has been personally discovered, when they have communications. 

Purpose of Study  



Motivation for this study comes from fulfilling requirements to be eligible for a 

Masters in Art in Art Therapy. Further motivation includes adding and contributing to 

the literature in the field of Art Therapy. An additional purpose for this study is to help 

foster healthy interactions between siblings who have suffered or are currently suffering 

from sibling rivalry. 

Lastly, to be the impetus for the foundation of literature in this area in the art 

therapy field in the hopes of further exploration. 

Objectives 

Objectives of the study include assessing the need for further investigation into 

the concept of sibling rivalry. Additionally, to be proactive in understanding the 

importance of traumatic events at an early age in a child’s life. Ultimately, research 

should study the possible link between sibling rivalry, and an oldest child’s participation 

in initiating and alleviating that rivalry. 

Significance of the Research 

The family 1s the foundation of all relationships. Conducting research in this area 

of family development may help others see the benefits of seeking therapeutic 

resolutions for sibling rivalry. As I have talked to various people about the topic of my 

research and of my experience, I have had similar reactions from other oldest children. 

From those who were not the oldest but were mothers and fathers, or other siblings, I 

have received responses that would conclude that I am far from being alone in my 

experience. For many children, feelings may be confusing or conflicted and may not be 

understood, especially at a young age. It may not seem safe to truly express what they 

are feeling towards their siblings, stemming from their fear of perceived ramifications, 

such as the threat of no longer being loved by their parents.  



CHAPTER 11 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sibling Rivalry has been described from as far back as the book of Genesis in the 

Bible. To date this researcher has not found any literature that connects a potential cause 

of sibling rivalry to a specific traumatic event. There is a great deal of information 

regarding birth order and sibling rivalry. Yet, there is no research that bridges the gap, by 

defining causes of specific etiology. There is also, to date, no found literature that 

suggests a way to resolve sibling rivalry. The literature that has been found is as follows. 

Oldest Child/First-Born 

An example related to the research is found in Psychodynamic Group 

Psychotherapy (Rutan & Stone, 2001), showing a clinical example of a women’s 

presenting problem: “insane jealously” (p.172). “The etiology of her problem, in large 

measure, had to do with the loss of self-esteem she experiences at 6 years of age when a 

baby sister came into the family” (p. 171). During a group therapy session in which a 

new member was joining the group, she viewed the person as a “new baby” and “because 

of her history, anticipated rejection from the leader and acted as if it had actually 

happened” (p. 172). 

In her book Kidstress, Georgia Witkin (1999) explained the many stressors that 

kids are faced with; one of the most foundational stressors is the family. The bases for 

all relationships during a lifetime begin with the learned interactions with family. These 

relationships can be both the cause and the antidote of stress said Witkin. One form of 

stress starts when the first-born child is no longer the only child in the family. Having 

another person in the family reduces the resources previously offered to the first-born 

child. The first-born is unsure that it will be able to have the undivided attention of the  
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child’s parents all of the time. This can become a stress to the child, “how am I going to 

be loved?” That may seem absurd to some, but to the child encountering these thoughts it 

can be very real and stressful. From a study at Pennsylvania State University reported in 

Developmental Psychology (Kim, McHale, Crouter, & Osgood, 2007) it identified the 

fact that there is a growing amount of research pointing to the connection between 

sibling relationships and how children react to social relationships. It goes on to say that 

“sibling interaction provides unique opportunities for the development of society 

understanding” (p. 963). 

Judith Rubin (1984) wrote in her book Child Art Therapy, about how one child 

expressed his fears and jealousy of his new sister. Due to many reasons the mother was 

not able to pay as much attention to the child as before and the child took it to mean he 

was not loved as much as before the little sister came along. In therapy he symbolically 

drew a big boy bird dive-bombing at the baby sister bird and tossing her off the nest. 

The illustration appeared to depict a good example of the stress that may result in the 

older child. This could also be observed to have an effect on the siblings’ relationship at 

a later date if had not been expressed and/or validated. For this boy the illustration can 

be looked at as a healthy way of being able to acknowledge the stressors of having 

someone enter the previously existing family structure. 

In the child’s book Jacob Have I Loved by Katherine Paterson (1980) there is a 

similar dynamic as the little boy mentioned previously, in this case it is Louise that hates 

her sister Carolyn. As the Biblical tale of Jacob and Esau shows sibling rivalry between 

brothers, this is a book about the jealousy of an older sister. Louise explains in the book 

that she hates her sister, “Hate. That was the forbidden word. 1 hated my sister” (p. 

116). Louise then goes on to explain what it is that triggers her hatred; “‘See the look on  
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your mother’s face as she listened to Caroling practice? Has she ever looked at you that 

way?’ And I would know she hadn’t” (p.117). It is the attention of her parents focused 

on her sister. There is a wealth of research in progress, seeking to prove reasons why 

siblings compete according to an article in 7ime Magazine by Jeffrey Kruger (2006). He 

investigated how and why siblings compete for family recognition and sometimes 

resulting in major rifts between siblings competing for parental attention. 

Based on my own experience of being the oldest child, I can understand and 

empathize with others. It seems the oldest child deals with a lot of stress, because unlike 

the other children, they know what it is like to have the undivided attention of the parents 

(Hoopes & Harper, 1987). If the oldest child is not supported to the level of security 

needed to feel safe when the other children come into the family it can result in stress on 

the oldest child. How the oldest child deals with the other sibling begins to shape the 

personality of the oldest child. This can become the epicenter of the traumatic event of 

the sibling rivalry. 

With limited amounts of time and energy that come with having multiple 

children, the attention of the parents becomes diffused; something the oldest child is not 

used to and does not understand. The lack of attention from the parent to the oldest child 

makes the child wonder where the time and attention, they previously had, went. If the 

oldest child already has another sibling coming into the family, the time is going to be 

further divided, meaning even less time. Furthermore, the oldest children ask themselves 

why the attention is not coming back. These possible thoughts may continue to shape the 

personality of the oldest and may encourage the development of an attention seeking 

behavior. As Frank Sulloway (1996) suggested in his Born to Rebel, “siblings compete  



with one another in an effort to secure physical, emotional, and intellectual resources 

from parents” (p. 21). 

Several sources explained that birth order has a great deal to do the development 

of one’s personality (Kruger, 2007; Leman, 1998; Richardson R.W., Richardson L.A., 

2000). This basis comes from experience of the world and can shape how one views 

that world. Oldest children, in my opinion can see this as a threat to the amount of 

attention they receive and in an attempt to reclaim that, will exhibit attention seeking 

behaviors in the hopes of getting and maintaining approval from parents, or later in life, 

any authority. Sulloway (1996) stated that “birth order [was] 5-10 times more likely to 

influence personality than IQ and academic achievement” (p.71). One of the 

characteristics of the oldest child is being able to hide their anxiety, because it is viewed 

in their minds, as a weakness. This hidden anxiety can be destructive to a cohesive 

family and the interactions within the family. The hidden stress may present itself 

especially in interactions between the oldest and that of the perceived threatening sibling, 

especially when the child is unable to express this perceived threat. This last statement 

of course is my own opinion on what results if the child’s fears are not dealt with. 

The 3™ Edition of Psychology of Personality by Ross Stagner (1961), found that 

studies show that “the age at which a new sibling arrives is of great importance”. 

Furthermore, if there is over a four year difference between siblings; a first-born child 

does not attribute feelings of jealousy and hostility towards the new siblings, which 1s 

part of the ‘critical period’ hypothesis. In my case I would have to say that the birth of 

my sister was the traumatic event that interrupted the ‘critical period’ hypothesis. Helen 

Keller (1905) in her Story of My Life explained the outcome of the stress that can develop 

when the oldest child resents the younger child, and can easily develop into the sibling  



rivalry “...once I discovered my little sister sleeping peacefully in [my favorite] 

cradle...” “I grew angry. I rushed upon the cradle and overturned it, and the baby might 

have been killed had my mother not caught her...” (p. 31). 

Sibling Rivalry 

Within the first few chapters of the Book of Genesis “Cain brought of the fruit of 

the ground an offering unto the Lord. And Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his 

flock and the fat thereof...” “... Unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect. And 

Cain was very wroth...” (KJV, Gen 4: 3-5) and then Cain proceeded to kill his brother. 

Dennis Prager (1998) mentioned that sibling rivalry is one of the first obstacles we face 

in our lives. He went on to say that “the Book of Genesis is emphatic about intrafamily 

pain, especially sibling rivalry and even hatred” (p.70). Birth order is something that is 

written about quite readily. Yet, sibling rivalry, as well known as it is, is surprisingly 

difficult to find sources that directly reference it (Rubin, 1999; Richardson, R.W., 

Richardson L.A., 2000; Sulloway, 1996; Witkin, 1999). Among those sources, there is 

nothing that goes beyond explaining the existence of sibling rivalry. Furthermore, 

nothing is mentioned concerning potential resolution. Some sources mention 

extinguishing the rivalry. Other sources talk about jealously of a sibling; not specifically 

saying it is rivalry (Sulloway, 1996; Winnicott, 2002; Witkin, 1999). Sibling rivalry is 

not a new concept. It has been around since the beginning of civilization. However, 

there is limited research on how to help those with sibling rivalry overcome this and go 

on to have healthy interactive relationships. 

Trauma/ Attachment Disorder 

The findings on childhood trauma merited discussion in this research, looking at 

how specific events can trigger such a reaction from a child. The possibility that an  
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event can be so influential that it can affect the personality of a child from the time of the 

actual event on into adulthood, and can even result in behavior patterns for the rest of the 

oldest child’s life merited further research. 

Positive attachments between mother and infant are believed to be crucial in all 

stages of life. When this is not present, difficulties may arise in the individual who is not 

properly supported. In an article by Gail Palmer (2006) it stated “responsiveness and 

accessibility are critically important in a crisis,” whether “it is at these times that 

attachment needs are especially activated and heightened, and therefore a lack of 

responsiveness by a loved one can inflict an injury to the relationship”, and that it 

“redefines the relationship as insecure” (2006). 

An article by Marion Solomon (2006) stated, “Healthy attachment helps define 

who we are. When there are separations... traumatic experiences in early attachments, 

relationships are affected throughout the lifetime” (p. 26). It was further stated, 

“reemergence of early attachment-based intense feelings in later situations may distort 

the ability to respond appropriately, to reason, and to make decisions” (p. 26). This early 

trauma reminds the individual of an unseen danger when a situation closely resembles 

the early attachment conflict, “it becomes difficult to distinguish between impulses or 

anger, arousal of anxiety, and early-learned defenses against frightening or painful 

affect” (p. 27). 

According to Marion Solomon (2006) in an article from Family Therapy 

Magazine, neuroscience has found that “when there has been trauma in early 

attachments, the amygdala is prone to overreact to any sign of danger” (p.25), making 

some interactions with others a constant reminder of danger. In the brain when a similar 

event to the early trauma is present, “the emotional response surges as if there has been  
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no passage of time since the earlier traumatic experiences” (p. 26). It is a non-thinking 

action in the brain, for purposes of self-protection. The situation is not looked at 

rationally, because there is no time for this in a dangerous situation, which is what the 

brain judges, it to be, because in past experiences it was traumatic to the individual. 

Attachment Disorder as a source for trauma will be explored. Attachment 

disorder was defined in Beverly James’ (1989) book Treating Traumatized Children as 

“the tendency of a child to repeatedly seek the proximity of a specific person for tension 

reduction” causing stress to the child and the parent(s). “Bowlby (1969) described 

attachment as ‘an enduring affectional bond with a vital biological function, 

indispensable for survival’ (p. 21). James (1989) went on to explain that the 

relationship between the attachment figure and child could provide a secure foundation 

for the child to explore and master his/her world. Attachment disorders occur from two 

causes, either repeated traumatizing events, or from a single traumatizing event that 

threatens the child’s relationship with the attachment figure. In my case it was my mom 

being rushed off to the hospital to have my baby sister, on my first day of Kindergarten. 

In an article from Family Therapy Magazine, Martin W. Rovers (2006) stated, 

“depending on the caregiver’s ability to provide a certain level of comfort and security, 

children learn different attachment patterns” (p. 8). 

As the child’s neediness and tension mounts as a result of the traumatizing event, 

the child begins to behave in negative ways (James, 1994). To others this behavior can 

be looked at as manipulative and intentional. Very often, in response to this behavior, 

people become angry with the child and only this negative behavior gets the attention. 

This results in the validation of the child’s thoughts and convinces them their needs will 

not be met, and the threat is still valid in their eyes (James, 1989). Brisch (2002) pointed  



12 

out in his book, Treating Attachment Disorders, some general considerations to keep in 

mind when “the therapist must function as a reliable secure base from which the patient 

can safely work through his patterns” (p. 45). There must be an atmosphere where the 

individual feels completely safe and able to express any emotions or concerns. These 

considerations include the fact that “the therapist should encourage the patient to think 

about what attachment strategies he is presently using in his interactions with his 

important attachment figures” (p. 46). This allows the patient to take responsibility in 

examining the relationships they have with others and probe deeper into how they need 

to be transforming dysfunctional relationships with healthy connections. Next, “the 

patient should be cautiously encouraged to compare his current perceptions and feelings 

with those experienced in childhood” (p. 46). By investigating these feelings, the hope is 

that the patient will begin to see the differentiation between the past situations and the 

present ones. This then leads to the last consideration to be looked at in the treatment: 

...It should be made clear to the patient that his painful experiences with attachment and 

relationships, and the distorted representations of self and object that arose from these 

experiences, are probably inappropriate for dealing with current important relationships: 

in other words, that they are outdated (p. 48). If this is reasoned through and dealt with 

emotionally, changes will start to occur in interactions with people in all aspects of life. 

Brisch (2002) went on to state that the process of ruminating on these 

considerations during treatment will ultimately lead to the patient to gaining insight “[in] 

to his painful attachment and relationship experience...to which he can perceive his own 

affects such as rage and grief” (p. 51). In the end this leads to the enlightenment of how 

these unresolved and invalidated feelings resulted in “the development of rigid 

representations of self an object that to this day condition his relationships to other  
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people through perceptual distortions, and the destructive interactions that result” (p. 51). 

These same considerations will delve more closely at the genesis and manifestation of 

sibling rivalry as a misinterpreted reaction to the disruption on attachment for the young 

child, with the new child. 

The importance of finding a possible solution for sibling rivalry and the trauma it 

causes to the children and to the family is crucial. Unresolved trauma or grief has been 

shown to have several lasting effects when similar situations occur to the individual 

through out their life. Eventually, the individual becomes triggered more often; the 

trauma is reentered in the individual’s experience more rapidly and for a longer amount 

of time. Finally, as time goes by, behaviors become more harmful (Siegel, 2003). 

Heuristic Study 

The word Heuristic comes from a Greek word meaning to discover or find. Clark 

Moustakas (1990) stated in his book Heuristic Research that this type of research is “the 

process of internal search through which one discovers the nature and meaning of 

experience and develops methods and procedures for further investigation and analysis” 

(p- 25). The unique aspect about this particular research is that the researcher has to be 

present throughout the entire process. During the process of learning to completely 

understand the experience, the researcher also gains the insight of increasing self- 

awareness and self-knowledge. This nature of study is a journey into the self that has 

never been completely revealed, and through deep introspection, can be illuminated in 

comprehension and acknowledgment of the process and experience. 

Carl Jung (1963) agreed with the intentions of psychic development in looking at 

the self. His stated that “there is no linear evolution; there is only a circumambulation of 

the self” (p. 39). In William Braud’s (1998) article on Can Research be Transpersonal?  
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According to Braud tin his article, when choosing to do research one must choose a topic 

that has “great relevance, heart and meaning to the investigator” (p. 10) that allows the 

participant, especially when is likely to happen in qualitative research, to “re-visit, 

examine, assimilate and integrate important areas of concern or issues in their lives” (p. 

11). When qualitative research is done, there is room for meaningful experiences that 

might not have been previously realized because many experiences are profound 

transpersonal experiences. By the researcher working with this experience there 1s a new 

learning of the self for the participant, particularly on important issues that “can provide 

occasions for self-transformation” (p. 11). Furthermore, “if the research findings are 

presented to audiences in a sufficiently rich and particularized manner, the audience, too, 

may experience transformation” (p. 11). 

Shaun McNiff (2004) in his book Art Heals: How Creativity Cure the Soul drew 

attention to the fact that while there is a call to research and scholarship in the art 

therapies, “Jung was at his best when studying his own expressions” (p. 178). He further 

stated that when he was directly working on his own expressions and working with 

active imagination he became closer to insight than conducting research on others. 

 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Definition of Terms 

Attachment — an enduring, affectional bond with a vital biological function, indispensable 

for survival. 

Attachment Disorder — the disruption in the affectual bond wherever that relationship does 

not provide a secure base. 

Birth Order — the sequence in which you were born into the family; determining factor in 

set behaviors, personality and perception of reality. 

Catharsis — Webster’s New World Dictionary (1997) defines it as “the purifying of 

emotions or relieving of emotional tensions, especially by art; concept applied originally 

by Aristotle to the effect of tragic drama on the audience.” (p. 222). 

Dissipate — disappear or dispel. 

Heuristic Study — Defined by Moustakas (1990) as “the self of the researcher is present 

throughout the process and, while understanding the phenomenon with increasing depth, 

the researcher also experiences growing self-awareness and self-knowledge.” (p. 9) 

Traumatic Event — a significantly emotional reaction to an incident that has lasting effect. 

Subject 

The subject will be the researcher herself. The subject will use self-dialogue 

between the photographs and then create her own responsive artwork, to finish the 

processing of each four photographs. 

Technique 

Dialogue is a type of self-psychology that invites one’s conscious to have a 

conversation with the unconscious. Once this happens the researcher is able to discover  



aspects of her that have not been revealed until this dialogue. Robert Johnson (1986) 

wrote of this process in his book Inner Work: Using Dreams and Active Imagination for 

Personal Growth. In this dialogue, he stipulated, the person entering into the dialogue 

must be willing to listen. When dialogue starts it is important to write down everything 

that 1s said. Johnson stated that it protects the writer’s mind from wandering and “the 

physical writing etches the experience more vividly in the conscious mind” (p. 54). Full 

participation is also the “essence” of the dialogue. The dialoguer must be joining in like 

he/she is a part of the conversation; any aspects of a real conversation are encouraged in 

the dialogue. Johnson further stated, “the most important aspect of this is to be present to 

your feelings and participate with your feelings” (p. 61). It is also very important that the 

conscious not take control of the dialogue; this is a discovery of what the unconscious 

would like to tell the conscious, and it should be respected as such. Johnson further 

explained, “to give up control means to relinquish your preconceptions about what 

should happen, what should be said, what message or meaning ought to come out of all 

this” (p. 69). The importance of this dialogue lies in the fact that the researcher “should 

not be thinking about what it means at all...” (p. 69), to just enter into the experience. 

Furthermore we need to “give up the ought-to mentality and, instead, let flow what is- 

the feelings, conflicts, and personalities that truly live in us below the surface” (p. 69). If 

this occurs, the dialogue is successful and true communication has occurred. This is the 

technique that will be used through out the study, with the picture being the catalyst for 

the unconscious to have her say to the conscious about the sibling rivalry.  



Procedure 

For four weeks the participant will be examining one of the four chosen 

photographs. The participant/researcher will be given specific instructions on how to 

format reactions to photographs. The instructions are as follows: 

Initial Art Response: 
1. Think about your relationship with your sibling. 
2. Express your perception of you and your sister’s relationship, as it is now, 

in a drawing, using media of your choice. 
3. After completing your drawing, write 10 free association words that 

describe your artwork when you look at it. 
Put the artistic response and written words in a manila folder labeled 
“Research Data” until the final art expression is completed. 

Directions for each weekly photo: 

1. Take correct week’s photograph. 
Closely examine the picture, as if you have never seen it before. 

3. Ask yourself these questions and answer, in written form: 
a. What do you perceive is happening in this photograph? 

How does it feel to you? How do you think your sister feels? 

b. What are you immediately aware of when looking at the photograph? 
Start dialoguing (written) with the picture. What does the photograph want 

you to know, that you have not previously thought about or realized? Let the 

picture speak to you, when it does, respond. 

Continue dialoguing with the picture until you feel the picture has stopped 

telling you what it needs to. 
Reflect internally with what was discussed during the dialogue with the 

picture. Questions to ask yourself: 
After dialoguing with the picture, what, if anything, has changed from 

your first perception? 
a. Have any emotions or feelings surfaced after dialoguing with the 

photograph? 
b. How would you summarize the experience? 

c. Discuss any insights obtained from this process? 

Express this through free association words. What 10 words come to mind 

about the picture? 
Express the words and or reflections by doing artwork. Ask yourself prior to 

beginning the artwork: 

a. What is your current mood?  
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b. Draw what you saw and felt about the process of dialoguing with the 
photograph? 

c. After completion of the artwork, ask yourself, what was your mood? 

9. Put the artwork and expressions in the manila “Research Data” envelope, until 

all artwork in the study is completed. 

10. Repeat process for each of the four weeks. 

Final Art Response: 

After reviewing the artwork completed in the last 5 weeks the 

participant/researcher will do a final art response. The directions are as follows: 

Draw a final art response, responding to the whole process. What has the journey 
through the study been like? Thinking of and responding to these questions: 
What have you become aware of in your relationship with your sister, that you were not 

previously aware of before the study? 
What has changed, if anything, by doing this study? 

How has your relationship with your sister changed? 

Data Analysis Plan 

The analysis plan will evaluate: 

A. Dialogue between the individual and the picture 

B. Response to questions 

. Reactive artistic expression to dialogue with photograph 

. Visual similarities and differences regarding line quality, shapes, symbols 

and feelings 

. Potential insight gained regarding relationship and possible changes or 

lack of 

 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

This heuristic research study was completed over a six-week period. The first 

week was an initial art response on the current relationship between the researcher and 

her sister. The second through fifth weeks involved the actual experience and this 

involved dialoguing with the specific photograph chosen for the week, answering the 

series of questions, and creating an art response. The sixth and final week was a 

reflection art response piece for the whole process and experience of the study. The 

media for the initial art response was a collage using magazine images and words to keep 

the art response controlled. This was done on 8x14 drawing paper. All of the dialogue 

art responses were completed using Nupastel firm color pastel sticks, on 9x12 drawing 

paper, as well as the final art response allowing the less restrictive media to open up to 

the flow of emotions. All of the dialogue with the photographs was written on college 

ruled paper, and then placed in the manila envelope after completion. Art responses also 

were placed in the manila envelope. Keeping all of the responses in the envelope insures 

the safety of the materials, such as not losing an item in the research, and allows the 

researcher to put away the images from the previous week to focus on the current week’s 

images. 

As the responses were finished, evolution of psychological themes became 

apparent that were unknown to the researcher prior to the beginning of the study. The 

data was very focused on the individual and the feelings and emotions involved as the 

direct result of the sibling rivalry for the researcher at the beginning. As the process 

continued, the focus was broader and no longer focused only on just the researcher (me).  



The focus was expanding to the results of the sibling rivalry on my family and 

environment. The study also evolved from raw emotions of fear and frustration to a 

more cognitive understanding and insight. More often than not, the picture was the 

objective part of the process. It functioned as a guide to increased insight and 

understanding, beyond that of the researcher’s (my own) feelings as shown in the artistic 

responses. 

The creation and destruction theme seemed to occur over and over in numerous 

ways with each dialogue with a particular photograph and each artwork piece. There 

was a perceived prior reality of the situation, which was then replaced by insight and 

once insight was gained, there was a new reality formed; first by initially studying the 

past by specifically looking at the childhood photographs, and then by ultimately looking 

at the potential for what the relationship can be in the future. 

Study Description 

Week 1: Initial Art Response: That’s a Toughie (Figure 1). 

Figure 1  
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The purpose of the initial art response was to focus the attention on the sibling 

rivalry and the feelings, perceptions and emotions surrounding the study. The intentions 

were to think about the relationship with my little sister. I wanted to express my 

perception of the sibling relationship between us, as it exists now, in a visual way, using 

the media of my choice. The choice media for this response was collage, with magazine 

cut outs. After completing the visual response, the procedures I defined for myself asked 

that I write down ten free association words that describe the artwork when I looked at it. 

The ten words were as follows: good, tense, little, trying, insignificant, focus, fighting, 

loveable, resistance, and discovering. 

There appear to be conflicting feelings when one looks at the collage. In the free 

association words there was a similar mixed message. The middle image was of two 

girls, one with her eyes closed and the other swinging her hair around all over the place 

is the image that radiates from the whole collage. It looks like a tense and fed up image. 

There is movement and emotion in the image, even aggression. The whole image (Figure 

1) was tough to make, because it was honest and it was hard to express all of these 

feelings. On the right, there are two pictures with one woman in each, the top right one 

is representative of the sister, smiling happy and as the text says “fun and free”. While 

the other image of a woman is looking down and fidgeting with her fingernails, and who 

does not look like she was having fun or feeling confident? It is how I feel a lot of the 

time in comparison with my sister; “look like summer (Summer). Feel like summer 

(Summer).” After completion of this collage, I felt sad. 

In the bottom right of the collage was a small image of two ladies smiling and 

they look like they are truly having fun. The words “haven’t discovered it” are next to 

the image. This was also how I sometimes felt. 1 know that I can be happy with my  
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sister at times, but not all of the time. It goes back and forth, not completely evolved into 

truly having fun as of yet. There is a constant desire to find that place, but the fear was a 

brick wall that I have yet to climb over or break through. The desire to get “Help!” was 

there on the image of the picture on the top of the left part of the collage. There was a 

tense feeling to the whole visual response and the picture of the two girls on the top left 

represents my sister with her eyes closed and a smile on her face. She always cuddles 

into me like that. The girl looking directly at the viewer represents me. I felt it was 

asking, “Why can’t I ‘RELAX!’ and let go of whatever I am hanging on to?” The desire 

to get past this was there, it was just covered up with 21 years of built up tension. 

When I look at the girl swinging the hair, I think of it as me, and my stomach 

tenses up and I do not like looking at it. This is a direct result of years of thinking I 

would not be loved completely if I did not like or love my sister. 1 was terrified of her 

when she came into the family unit and frightened of my never measuring up to her. 

There was resistance in even feeling angry and hateful and scared, because those feelings 

are not appropriate, resulting in a further building up of the emotional chaos of feelings 

and emotions that I should be feeling, and what I was actually feeling. How was I to 

move past this if I could not express how I had felt? 1 needed to explore if those feelings 

were present for me now, or were just built up over time and left unexpressed? In truth I 

knew I did not even realize the extent of the feelings that were inside and 1 was terrified 

of what I might uncover. Even with all of that being said, I knew I loved her, but could 

not completely enter into that because I was drowning in undefined and unexpressed 

fears and concerns. The process of the study was intended to confront the unexpressed 

ghosts of my past, and to lighten my burden so that I might focus on the love and open 

relationship with my sister that I wanted so badly to evolve in the future.  



Week 2: Parasite (Figure 2 & 3). 

Figure 2 

Week two was the beginning of the dialoguing with the photographs. I have 

never experienced being truly afraid of looking at pictures, but as I was about to begin 

dialoguing with the picture, I was very nauseated and apprehensive. When I began, I felt 

as if I was diving off of a cliff from a very high height. During the dialogue with this 

photo, I realized that I felt like I was on the outside of the family unit, which was very 

revealing. I make this comment every time we get together as a family and I have not 

been around in awhile; I feel like “I am not a part of this family”. This may have 

stemmed from the situation which I revealed in the dialogue; that I was “uncomfortable 

about the picture”. I responded that I was “unsure” and “fidgety” and that “I have a fake 

smile”. When asked by the picture if | was happy, I replied, “I look like I am trying to  



24 

be.” The picture then asked me “Why are you trying to be?” I answered, “So that I am 

included.” This was the focus of this dialogue. 

I realized that for a long time I unconsciously have not felt a part of this family, 

and because of that | was extremely anxious about being included. Through this process, 

I was able to acknowledge my feelings and emotions related to not being included and 

being moved to “the outside”. I was able to realize what I was not only feeling, but also 

to look at what the other members of my family seemed to be feeling and what they 

might have been unsure about in this picture. I realized that my parents might have had 

their own fears and emotions about my sister’s addition to the family. The realization 

also included the fact that my family was not trying to leave me out, but thought that I 

was capable of being able to hold my own was uncovered, and the reality was not that 1 

was not included. I was fighting for my place in the family when I already had one. 

Another insight that was gained here in dialogue with the picture was that my sister was 

asleep. Therefore, how much control did she have over being the center of attention? 

She was asleep. She had no idea what was going on and did not know that she was the 

silent threat. By doing this art response, I realized it was displaced fear and confusion 

causing me to blame her then and it is completely ignorant to continue to blame her now. 

 



Figure 3 

The artwork that came from the dialogue with Figure 2 was filled with various 

concentric circles, which could be viewed as barriers. There are five smaller circles, one 

on “the outside” and the remaining four are on the inside of a light blue larger circle that 

has pairs of smaller circles. The red circle on the inside is my sister and the red circle 

outside represents me. The small circles are representations of each member in the 

family picture. The small red circle to the left is representative of me and there are 

orange zigzag lines through this circle. This orange zigzag represents the tension and my 

fidgeting. The green circle around all five of the small circles can be viewed as symbolic 

of worry and fear about the situation. Growing still larger outside of the green circle is 

the red circle, which I view as anger and apprehension about the whole situation. This is  



what the initial fear of not being included has grown to represent in my life. When I 

looked at the artwork after it was completed, I was reminded of a video I had watched in 

some long past science class in school, about a parasite trying to work its way in. There 

was a need for me to get in. What I did not realize however was that I was included 

already; I was the one creating the barrier. This was tough to deal with. I realized that I 

was taking the simple way out for myself, blaming others for my hurt and not feeling 

welcome in the family. In reality, [ was not seeing the whole picture, only a portion of it. 

I was included. I do not like to look at this particular picture; it makes me feel 

uncomfortable. It is not a welcoming image to me. It was not comforting to have felt 

that way. Now those feelings seem extremely selfish, and when looking at the picture 

and situation, I feel ridiculous at having felt that way. Yet, it was shows a very strong 

part of my character that at age six, I was trying to find a way to protect myself. I did 

this by bringing attention to myself. I had to do what I felt needed to be done at the time, 

in order to be included the family and not be shoved out. My parents were right; I was 

capable. I was capable and resourceful in the only way I knew: by seeking attention, 

positive or negative so that my parents would focus on me and I would not be forgotten. 

Unfortunately it did not always result in positive interactions and attitudes. A parasite 

takes over with its needs. In a lot of ways, I see that is exactly what happened in my 

family. My family had to pay special attention to me because of me picking at my sister, 

showing off and making drama in my life, to be on stage so to speak, so that I would not 

be forgotten. 1 had become a person that habitually relied on my family, or even others 

for attention, and I gave little attention to others in return. I was being very needy in my 

place in the family unit. This need for attention made me rely on my family for attention  



greedily, hungrily, often times with a need for constant reassurance. 1 was seeking 

attention without an awareness of the tension I was causing because of my blind need. 

After the dialogue with Figure 2 and the artwork (Figure 3) was completed I was 

relieved to have expressed it and also sad. Gaining insight into my behavior still causes 

me to feel sad in a lot of ways. I was quite upset about this and I cried. It was 

frightening to let out all of this emotion and I felt it put me in a vulnerable position. 

Afterwards, my body felt like it had gotten rid of a huge burden. There was a great 

feeling of relief. 

Week 3: Third Eye (Figure 4 & 5). 
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Dialoguing with this picture (Figure 4) was frustrating at first because I did not 

understand what the picture was telling me. The picture kept asking me who was at the 

center of the picture, and I told him, my sister, until he finally showed me that I was in 

fact, the center of the picture. The picture also told me that I was completely surrounded 

by family and that really hit me hard. This led to the realization that I was searching for 

attention anyway I could get it, and I was getting positive attention from my family all of 

the time, but the problem was, I was not recognizing it as attention. That led me to seek 

out the more negative attention for their love. I realized at that point that there are those 

that have truly loved me and supported me on all sides; I was just blind to it. In fact at 

times I was so blind to their love that I would throw fits to get their attention, not 

realizing I already had it. Interestingly enough, in the picture my eyes are actually 

closed. This insight made me sad. I did not see all the wonderful positive attention they 

were giving me, by supporting me and loving me and not abandoning me. My fear and 

anxiety about being replaced was so deep that I did not recognize this love. It also made 

me realize that my blindness and misunderstanding were not only ignoring their freely 

given love, but I was seeking their time and focus to be pointed at me in a negative way 

and it must have been very draining to them at times. Images of my mother and father 

sighing because I was yelling at them for not being able to give me what I “needed” 

came to my mind, along with me ignorantly thinking, “When were they going to get it?” 

At this point in the process I became fully aware of the power of dialoguing with this 

photograph; not only was it giving me insight and understanding about who I was, but 

also it became apparent to me that all the photographs (Figures 2,4,6 & 8) had to have 

had some involvement in picking me, not just me picking them.  



Figure 5 

The third eye image was the most vivid image that was revealed to me in this 

process. I was quite determined and purposeful when drawing this image. I was 

reacting and functioning at a cognitively aware state, more so than any of the other 

drawings that were done after the dialogue with the second photograph. The images of 

the eyes became the most vivid at first. One eye closed, the next eye would be open and 

the third would have tears coming out of it. Then the image of the carousel came 

immediately in my mind. The eyes would be perfect on the top of the carousel. Then the  
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image was fully developed in my mind’s eye. In the last artwork image (Figure 3), the 

five family members were not integrated, whereas the symbolic family of the five yellow 

ovals was altogether and the family was more integrated in Figure 5. Evidence of the 

change was visually apparent. My eyes have been opened to the support and love from 

my family and I am no longer blind. According to Cirlot (1971) the eye can symbolize 

“the process of seeing represents a spiritual act and symbolizes understanding” (p. 99). 

Cirlot also mentions several other symbolic aspects of the eye that have relevance to my 

revelation for the process of week three. First, that of the third eye, “is explained by 

reference to one of the facets of the symbolism of the number three: for if three can be 

said to correspond to the active, the passive and the neutral, it can also apply to creation, 

conservation and destruction” (p. 100). Revelation is a process of dying to an old idea 

and awakening to a new one that 1s current with the place in a self journey, which is 

where | was at this point. There is something about the third eye, the 

intuitional/unconscious part that had to speak to wake me up. Interestingly, the shape of 

an eye 1s even reflected abstractly in the actual photograph (Figure 4) by looking at the 

placement of my family around me, the pupil; and the circle around the pupil. My own 

awareness was emerging and I was learning about my perceptions versus reality. 

Furthermore, using play on words when referring to me as a pupil was the perfect 

metaphor. [ was present to the interaction and I was a student of my own making. The 

family members surrounding me are reflecting light onto my understanding. Even more 

fascinating is that I was in the center of the photograph (Figure 4). Furthermore, I also 

had to be the center of attention, and another way of putting that could be the center of 

the universe, the sun. According to Egyptians the eye defined as “the circle of the iris 

with the pupil as centre- as the ‘sun in the mouth’” (p. 99).  



Week 4: Face Off (Figure 6 & 7). 

Figure 6 

Dialoguing with this picture was difficult and as I attempted to begin, it did not 

work. Ihad to take some time away from the picture before I could earnestly begin. I 

would have to say that this was the most difficult photograph out of the four to enter into 

a dialogue. The dialogue got into how neither my sister nor I look too excited. I got to 

the point, saying that I did not want Nikelle in the picture, and she wanted to be in it, and 

that was probably what we were arguing about. I thought selfishly it was because she  
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was interfering with me, but the picture told me it was because she wanted to be around 

me. [then got really annoyed and had a breakthrough with the following comments, 

“When I wanted someone around it seemed like no one realized that I wanted someone 

around; everyone was always busy with someone or something else. When I didn’t want 

someone around, there they were anyway. Never on my time!” At this point I broke 

down and was crying. I was completely shocked at my emotion and at what I was 

saying; I did not even know that I had thought that consciously before. I then added that 

“I love her very much, but not when she is around, I get annoyed, not that I don’t love 

her, I just feel when she is around I won’t get loved.” Further into the dialogue I 

mentioned, “I always feel that I go unnoticed when she is around.” The picture revealed 

to me that all she wanted to do when I was around her was to be more like me. realized 

just how much I had pushed her away. It was really emotional for me to absorb this 

because I realized just how much time I had wasted in pushing her away instead of 

enjoying time with her. 

I expressed my need to have that change in the future and hoped that it would. 

This was the most resistant I had been in dialoging throughout the entire process. There 

was a heavy issue to work through; one that hurt me because I like taking care of people 

and I realized that my past behavior was not taking care of my sister, myself or our 

relationship. I was mourning what [ wasted, and hoping I could make it up. The wasted 

moments of the past were upsetting. The fortunate part is that I have had the insight and 

revelation about how I have been acting and will move forward to make this revelation 

profitable, for both of us, as well as for the rest of the family.  
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This image was not immediate but it was easily created. Basically, I was trying 

to express my desire to restore my relationship with my sister. There was a time when 

heated, fiery arguments would be quite common between us, with very little reason. The 

desire to prevent that from happening in the future is represented in this picture. It is an 

image trying to express moving beyond what was, to what could be. Functionally, it is 

outlines of my sister’s and my own faces, sharing flaming dialogue back and forth; the 

smoke rises above the situation making a space for love to enter. 

This particular art piece is full of symbolism. According to Cirlot (1971), fire is 

“a symbol of transformation and regeneration” (p. 105). This image looks very hot at the 

center; there is some heat involved in the emotions of this piece. There is a strong 

physical energy associated with fire, and having words with my sister has certainly 

generated some energetic heat in the past for us. Cirlot mentions that with fire 

“purification is the necessary sacrificial means of achieving...” (p. 105) victory. Doing 

this artwork feels like a great victory over my past and the barriers that had me trapped in 

an unnecessary competition and rivalry with my sister. 

Cirlot (1971) found that regarding the symbol of smoke “there are some folklore 

traditions which attribute a benefital power to smoke, which is supposed to possess the 

magical ability to ward off the misfortunes that beset men...” (p. 299) which most 

excellently expresses what I am trying to provide in this study; finding a resolution to a 

rivalry of me, a sibling towards another sibling. 

The heart simply represents love. I am hoping that through this process, 

the love I feel for my sister will increase, I will be able to express it and in the process it 

will decrease the negative feelings that I have had recently and in the past. This will 

deepen our overall sibling relationship. Through out history, especially in emblems “the  



heart signifies love as the centre of illumination and happiness, and that is why it is 

surmounted by flames” (p. 142). How interesting then, that my image had flames and 

then the smoke turning into the heart, through heat and testing by fire, something 

beautiful can result; love. That was the purpose and expression of Figure 7; illuminating 

something from the past to move the heart into a place of happiness and love, a healing. 

Week 5: Applecenter (Figure 8 & 9). 

Figure 8 

The resistance to entering into dialogue with this photograph was 

tremendous. It was difficult to get started. Initially, I did not think this photograph had  



much to say. Fortunately, I was wrong. I just thought the picture was a mess, total 

chaos. Dialogue revealed that even amid the chaos we were all focused on one thing. We 

were “trying to find a single thing to focus on in the chaos”. There seems to be a lot of 

apprehension in the picture, there is a sense of unease, tension. The dialogue moves 

quickly from the focus we all have on whatever my brother is doing, to the awareness 

that in reality it is a disguise for the anxiety over me leaving home and moving far away. 

The dialogue continues further with the picture urging me to think about why it would be 

such a tense and concentrated atmosphere at this moment. I knew that he was searching 

for something deeper that I was not aware of consciously because of my resistance of 

entering into the dialogue. 

After some thinking it became clear what he was trying to get me to understand. 

“I was moving out and that was the first time the five of us as a family had been 

separated for an extended amount of time.” The result of this was my brother and my 

sister being mean to me. Further investigation revealed there was a reason for this. 

While it was apparent that they were being unusually mean to me during this time, they 

were quite close to me in the picture, even gathered around my stuff and me. At one 

point in the dialogue I made the statement “They wanted to do something to secure their 

attachment to me. They didn’t want to see me leave...even though their words were 

harsh; they were doing it to protect themselves.” The dialogue then led to the picture 

telling me “they were scared about how things would change.” The photograph also 

mentioned how I had “always been a constant for them... have always been there for 

them as long as they have been alive... and now you were leaving them.” Finally, the 

photograph mentioned the insight that resonated with me the most in this dialogue, “they 

loved you and were feeling like they were being abandoned.” What once was my fear  
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had become the inversion of their fear. I was going to be abandoned because of the new 

person coming into my life, while I was feeling abandoned by who was leaving. The 

situation had come full circle. The magnificent aspect of this dialogue was what I 

realized at the end. “I have a whole new compassion, care and love [for them] than I had 

before.” “I am so happy because it makes me love them even more and without caring if 

it is returned as I did before, because I know I’m getting it back. I know it.” 

 



The applecenter chalk drawing was enlightening to me. The name for the art 

piece did not come until the completion of the drawing. The artistic intention in this 

drawing was to convey “things come full circle” which resulted from the dialogue with 

the picture (Figure 8). Cirlot (1971) further stated that the circle “would correspond to 

this ultimate state of Oneness” (p.47). The thought that came to me in dialoguing with 

the photograph (Figure 8) was that I was not alone in the experience, in this change my 

sister and I had both experienced the fear; it came to me first, going then to her; we had 

gone full circle in experience. We are both the same but different, wholeness was 

established by the similar experience. According to Cirlot the “apple symbolizes 

totality” (p. 14). The apple is a wholesome food; it is nourishing and full of life, as this 

art piece (Figure 9) is in its entirety. The dialogue brought life into a part of my 

experience that was completely ignored. Other people might have similar experiences, 

including my said rival sibling. 

In the artwork (Figure 9) there is an overlap from my sister’s circle and into 

mine; this represents the conjuncture and the intersection of shared experience. 

According to Cirlot (1971) conjuncture in Jungian psychology says: 

This conjunction has a purely psychological meaning with in the psyche of one 

individual, as a counterpart of and a substitute for the synthesis achieved through 

platonic love between two different beings. Mystic longing has its being in the profound 

yearning for absolute unity of all that 1s particularized and separate. In conjunction, then, 

lies the only possibility of supreme peace and rest (p. 61-62).  
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Cirlot (1971) stated that intersection conveys “sign of communication” (p. 158). 

My sister and I had similar experiences of abandonment; therefore, understanding and 

insight resulted through dialogue with the photograph, (Figure 8) allowing insightful 

communication to occur. 

The title came for the artwork (Figure 9) because it looked like the overlap was 

more of an epicenter of an earthquake. The focus of the artwork (Figure 9) was 

definitely centered on the overlap of the two separate circles. Cirlot (1971) had a 

pertinent symbol of the earthquake saying that: 

The sudden change in a given process may be either for the better or the worse. On 

occasion the earthquake is thought to promote fertility. Basically it is an application of 

the universal symbolism of sacrifice and of cosmic inversion (p. 93). 

Promoting fertility can be seen as the change and start of a new path for my 

relationship with my siblings. In entering this process I had to first get past the idea of 

holding onto being comfortable with the way things were. There was an awareness that 

great sacrifice was going to be required in order to stimulate awareness in my rivalry and 

relationship with my family. There was going to have to be some “shaking up” 

occurring to make the change. 

At the introduction of my sister into the family I had felt abandoned or pushed 

aside, resulting in terror, fear and apprehension. With my departure for college looming, 

my sister was possibly feeling similar emotions. She and my brother had always had me 

around as a stable part of the family and now I was going to physically be absent. This 

was an occurrence that was completely foreign to their conception of the family system. 

In both cases there was an action of lashing out due to fear and insecurity. This action 

was directed towards the person instead of the event of change. The understanding of  



their similar feelings made me realize that we are more alike than different. This 

awareness led to compassion both for their lashing out at me and for my prior actions 

towards them. When one misunderstands how to express fear of the event and possible 

rejection, and cannot admit or express such feelings, it is simple and painless to lay 

blame on another person. In both instances, it is clear that revealing feelings of anger 

towards a person is viewed as advantageous and superior to fear. It seems that even 

though fear and anger are both very powerful feelings, on a whole, people can handle 

anger in the ego state more readily than fear. 

Week 6: Final Art Response: Rollercoaster (Figure 10). 

 



Figure 10 

I found the final art response to be fun and refreshing to do. I was looking 

forward to this drawing; I cannot say the same with the other drawings. There was 

nothing to really fear because it was the final art response. Being aware of the lack of 

fear in doing this directive, | was intensely aware of the fear that I had been surrounded 

with during the entire previous processes and the possibility of what would be expressed 

and exposed. Prior to the study, I was afraid that the family would not accept me, if 

something horrible or selfish would be revealed about me. Revealing something that 

might not be seen as positive might make me appear more like a person that did not 

belong within the family. The comprehension of this fear and the many insights I have 

gained throughout the study led me to perceive that I would not knowingly pick pictures 

with the potential of producing so much fear. This led me to conclude that I did not in 

reality pick the photographs; in actuality they had chosen me. 

The whole process was a rollercoaster of emotions, insights and expressions. 

The extreme tension and hesitation to start the study was apparent in the initial art 

response (Figure 1), symbolized in the three little swirls in the beginning. The big loop 

represents the initial fear I had about not being accepted in the family, both because of 

my fears of the past and then the fears of what could result possibly from the study. The 

rest of the twists and turns of the rollercoaster were the resulting experiences from the 

final two dialogues (Figure 7& 9) with the photographs (Figure 6 & 8) and then final art 

response (Figure 10). The colors all through out the rollercoaster (Figure 10) were 

representative of the emotional terrain of the experience. The upper portion of the color  
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morphing (Figure 10) from dark blue into light blue at the end of the ride was symbolic 

of darkness into light; or the unconscious to the conscious; ignorance to insight. It can 

also symbolize being asleep to my emotions and motivations for the way I had been 

acting in the past, moving into the light dawning on my experience and the 

understanding that came with the evolution of the study. This was an awakening of the 

conscious to what the unconscious was already aware of, a fear of not being included. 

This reality was buried for years by the certainty of my sister as a perceived threat to my 

needs being met. Ultimately, it is a transition from fear, which can equate to the 

darkness, into lightness, playing the role of understanding and insight, which then relates 

to relief and a lifting of dark feelings and perceptions, allowing me to finally feel peace 

and contentment within my loving family. 

 



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Discussion 

The dialoguing with the photographs, answering the questions and doing the art 

responses were completed on a six-week schedule. I encountered a part of my self 

during the process that wanted to charge full speed ahead and embark on the self- 

investigation and another part of my self that I had to battle fervently because of the 

resistance to begin or even at times proceed with the dialogue. It was very mentally 

challenging some weeks to get up and go to the next photograph. This resistance arose 

from feelings of doubt and of finding anything else that I would have to work on or even 

acknowledge about myself; and fear and dread of what might be discovered about me in 

particular. It is difficult to review or examine one’s past, especially when it is not an 

uplifting experience and there is a certain amount of shame surrounding the actions of 

the past, when they are reflected upon. It was a concern I had going into the study, but I 

was able to continue on after many deep breaths and because of having the desire to 

work through the struggle, not only for my sister and family, but also for myself. 

While I may have not fully cured or healed my sibling rivalry with my sister, 

there were many relevant insights into my relationship with her. New insight was gained 

into how I functioned, why I did things the way I did and more significantly, I learned 

new ways of looking at how my family possibly felt about situations. Furthermore, I 

gained insight into the attitudes, behavior and the coping skills I have developed within 

my personality in order to deal with the threat of possibly losing my place in my family 

and coping with the fear of it. Through all of this I have been able to realize what I see  
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as strengths about the developed coping skills. I also realized what are weaknesses; and 

how I am going to change some, and eliminate some and how to positively alter ones that 

I view to be negative and that can be changed in certain circumstances. While I have not 

fully cured our sibling rivalry, I certainly feel I have learned to become much more 

aware of how to deal with myself when I feel threatened, I have realized no one can take 

my place. Iam oldest child and the first daughter in the family and that will not change. 

I have also realized we all have fears of where we belong; this is natural. To ignore the 

feelings and to stuff them down is not healthy and leads to inner turmoil and outward 

strife as witnessed within my family. Most certainly I have learned that I love my sister 

far too abundantly to let this rivalry get the best of myself or us, and feel even stronger 

after doing the self-examination process. In addition to thinking about my rivalry with 

my sister and the possible impact it had on my family, I also became tremendously aware 

of how much this impacted and affected various aspects of all of my relationships. 

Finally, for the sighted individual, life is experienced visually; there are many 

images that can be retrieved easily through memories. Being able to work on an 

individual’s significant problem through a visual media format allows the individual to 

relive it from a safe distance, allowing honest reactions and expressions. For me this 

process was extremely profitable. 

Conclusions 

Overall, the self-examination process proved to be a meaningful and insightful 

way to explore my frictional relationship with my sister. In addition, it was useful for 

looking at my ways of behaving with my sister and how they are not conducive to having 

a favorable sisterly relationship. It would be hard to change, if a person did not know 

there was a need for change. The need for change in my behavior towards my sister was  
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discovered prior to the study as mentioned in my class. Through this self-study I was 

able to identify significant aspects within myself, and my actions and reactions that 

needed to be changed. 1 discovered that changes needed to occur in aspects of my 

interaction with my sister, for the furtherance and enhancement of our relationship. 

There was also insight and understanding gained about why 1 did those things in 

response to a perceived threat. I gained insight into the rest of my family’s behavior and 

reactions to my behavior as well. While my attention seeking behavior was an 

advantageous coping skill for a perceived threat, I no longer felt that particular danger 

and was able to recognize that those feelings were irrational. I realized that those 

emotions and feelings were real to me at that time in my life. [recognized the 

importance of accepting them and validating them, in order to gain understanding into all 

aspects of the situation(s), not just my own. 

In response to the research questions: “Can sibling rivalry be alleviated?” and “Is 

sibling rivalry treatable?” I found that one way to look at something being treatable is to 

see if the problem can be dealt with or changed in some way, in this case, for the 

positive. Considering how it is explored in this self-study, then most certainly sibling 

rivalry can be treated. Sibling rivalry can be changed into sibling companionship, and 

hopefully even a positive sibling attachment can be secured. Insight gathered from this 

self-study reveals that sibling rivalry can be alleviated. 

In response to the final research question: “Can sibling rivalry be resolved by 

engaging in an individual photo-dialogue and artistic expressions that describe the 

rivalry?” 1 have personally found that the heuristic design of an intense self- 

investigation will bring about insight and revelation.  



Resolving our sibling rivalry means it is solved. While I know I have a large 

amount of insight and understanding of my rivalry and relationship with my sister, I 

cannot say for certain that it has been completely resolved. First, [ have seen my sister 

once since the study and talked to her on the phone numerous times. Ihave seen 

progress in our interactions. I recognize the progress because I am acutely self-aware 

and conscious as to what I am thinking. I analyzing if there is fear seeping in and if it is a 

rational or irrational reaction. I am aware of my body language; if I start turning inward 

and almost hugging myself, this is a sign to me to check what is going on. However, 

there 1s not enough interaction time between us at this point to allow for proper 

investigation into whether the rivalry has been completely resolved. Secondly, while | 

have gone through this intense self-examination process, my sister has not and she may 

not have been affected as strongly as I was by sibling rivalry. The fact that she could not 

participate means that our rivalry cannot be completely resolved from my perspective. 

She has not been able to analyze her reactions to my actions, new and old. However, 

from my own self-process I have gained substantial insight into my relationship with my 

sister and family and feel that in my body, my state of mind, my self-dialogue, and how I 

am processing feelings internally while engaging with my sister, that there has been a 

significant change. 

I encourage the exploration of dialogue with the past to overcome relationship 

challenges. Photographs offer a visually stimulating fountain of possibilities for dialogue 

and insight. Deepening awareness of each particular experience came when I could look 

at what was occurring during these photographs by putting my emotions and reactions 

down 1n visual form. Further insights were acquired after completion of the self-process.  
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Exploring the effect of the rivalry between my sister and me, and then expanding 

it to our entire family, I also became aware that the problems I had with my sister were 

also reflected in other relationships in my life. This reinforced the assumption that 

family relationships are the basis of all of our other relationships. Intensely examining 

one’s self-process with these familial relationships is essential to comprehending how we 

act and interact around and with others in our daily life. According to Rutan and Stone 

(2001) acting out to a threat that has happened in the past (within the family) when a 

similar threat 1s presented (with outside relationships) is counter effective in healthy 

interactive relationships for anyone. It brings the need for research beyond just the 

family but into examining other relationships as well. Exemplifying the need for 

research for similar studies, in the hopes of dissipating other dysfunctional relationships 

in one’s life and the true source for these problems. 

Recommendations 

Originally this study was to be completed with my sister as well, but due to 

extenuating circumstances, this parallel process did not occur. A recommendation of 

doing another study with my sister in the future would merit even further insight and 

understanding between the sisters, not just insight and understanding on the self. There 

will be a need to conduct the study with a larger sample to see if this process can be 

advantageous with other siblings and their rivalry. 

It 1s important to acknowledge that while my sister and I did have a rivalry 

present in our relationship, it was not one formed out of actual favoritism from a parent, 

or any other harmful dynamics that unfortunately can be a reality in some sibling 

relationships. If these circumstances were present in the rivalry, for future studies a  
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larger investigative time would be recommended to collect data and work through the 

problems involved in the sibling rivalry. 

When I discovered insight into myself and realized that it was not my sister who 

was the source of my fear, but rather feelings of abandonment from my parents and 

family as a whole, I became aware that while working on the rivalry itself was beneficial, 

it might be enriching to have family therapy sessions in conjunction with the individual 

therapy focusing on the rivalry. While family therapy might have been a benefit, time 

constraints prevented it from occurring. 

Additionally, this researcher recommends that further investigation be done in 

looking at the age of the child at the time of the initial trauma and how that differs with 

developmental levels, especially age appropriate coping skills, or lack of them. Other 

consideration might be to explore the gender of the child to understand if that is an 

important dynamic. Understanding sibling rivalry from a preventative aspect may be an 

important factor. Art therapy, because of its non-threatening approach, should be 

considered as an important way to intervene in an appropriate manner. Problems in 

countless families might benefit from looking at sibling rivalry issues through images in 

an art therapy format. 

Further investigating the possible link between misdiagnosis of ADHD/ADD and 

attention seeking behaviors due to sibling rivalry would be an interesting and possibly a 

fascinating area to explore, as was mentioned earlier in the literature review by James 

(1989) by acting out, the child’s stress 1s reduced also as explained by Witkin (1999). 

Often ADHD/ADD is misdiagnosed from lack of further explanation. Another 

recommendation I would suggest is to encourage the field of art therapy to examine new 

visual ways to deal with problems that may seem minor, such as common sibling rivalry,  
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but in actuality have a huge motivation in the way we conduct ourselves in relationships 

with others. We should strive to further the reality that sibling rivalry has a significant 

impact on a life both in childhood and on into adulthood. There is the possibility of 

turning a sibling relationship similar to my own, into the hope of sibling companionship. 

Changing the understanding of sibling rivalry and the ways to resolve it may be a 

catalyst for more creative options within the mental health field and options possible in 

the field of art therapy. 
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