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ABSTRACT  

After completing their service, the United States military population become veterans, and most 

of them use a variety of coping skills, some being abnormal, to transition into civilians. The goal 

of the study discussed in this paper was to guide veterans on a photographic journey that would 

potentially reduce their stress. Participants were four veterans from Veteran's Club Inc., who 

were asked to use a camera or a smartphone to take photographs focusing on a transition, a habit, 

and something that brings them calm. The veteran participants were encouraged to be mindful of 

their images and their responses. Data were collected in a Google Survey in the form of 

participant reflections. The study revealed four themes: (a) reflection on the transition process; 

(b) hope and gratitude; (c) mindfulness; and (d) benefits of the creative process. This study is 

important for the field of art therapy since its focus is on photography and veterans who had 

separated from the military in the last five years. Future studies focusing on veterans and 

photography therapy are recommended. 

 

Keywords: Art Therapy, Photography, Photo Therapy, Veterans, Readjustment, Reintegration, 

Stress Reduction 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

When an active service member separates from the military, they no longer have other 

people in their unit to rely on for support during life's struggles. The military system has a wide 

array of resources to ensure the efficiency of mission operations. However, when veterans go 

their separate ways, they need to be empowered with better support for a life of good quality 

(Elnitsky et al. 2017). In this regard, a creative process that helps alleviate stress can help 

veterans in their readjustment to civilian life (Delucia et al., 2016). 

Problem Statement 

 The Department of Defense has mandated that every service member go through the 

Transition Assistance Program (TAPS), but the program only guides veterans with finding a job 

(Veterans Employment & Training Service, 2021). TAPS provides tools and information for 

service members in a workshop for technical career exploration and preparation. This workshop 

may be helpful in translating a military job to the civilian workforce; however, the transition 

program does not provide veterans with any mental health resources or support groups except for 

the Veteran Affairs Health System (Veterans Employment and Training Service, 2021). 

 Once out of the military system, many service men and women find that they do not have 

good coping skills for life's challenges. When veterans face troubles in their civilian life, many 

turn to alcohol, and some may abuse drugs (Teeters et al., 2017). According to Veterans Affairs 

(VA; 2020), veterans are more likely to abuse drugs than their nonveteran counterparts, possibly 

due to traumatic experiences during service. Even worse, many warriors have difficulty coping 

with conditions that stem from military service. They may have increased risk for depression and 
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suicidal thoughts according to the VA's National Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report 

(2020). 

In a military unit, individuals have a strict set of rules regarding engagement and 

cohesiveness. These rules are required so that mission operations are efficient and service 

members are always ready. According to Angel et al. (2018), after separating from the military, 

veterans have greater success integrating into civilian life when they build connections. When 

they engage in a positive social network that supports their endeavors, they can be healthy 

mentally and physically (Angel, 2018). 

 Art therapy has been shown to help veterans cope with increased post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI) as well as other major mental disorders 

(Walker et al., 2017). If all veterans were given the opportunity of a therapeutic creative process, 

it would aid them in coping with the stress in life after the military (Walker et al., 2017). 

Research Question 

 The study was guided by the following question: How can a photographic process help 

readjusting veterans in life after the military? 

Basic Assumptions 

 The researcher assumed that the participants in the study could develop a sense of 

mindfulness while taking pictures. Also, a photographic process was assumed to help veterans in 

recovering or transitioning to their new lifestyle. 

Statement of Purpose  

The purpose of the study was to discover how photographs could help veterans in the 

readjustment and transition process after their time in active military service. The study aimed to 
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show how transitioning veterans could benefit from a creative process that would help them in 

their new life.  

Definition of Terms 

Art Therapy 

Art therapy is as an integrative mental health and human services profession that enriches 

the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active engagement in art, a creative 

process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic realm 

(AATA, 2017). 

Photography Therapy 

 Photography therapy is a therapeutic technique using a collaborative therapist–client 

approach to the viewing of photographs in a symbolic and emotional form of communication and 

self-exploration (Weiser, 2019). 

Veteran 

The term “veteran” means a person who served in the active military, naval, or air service 

and who was discharged or released under conditions other than dishonorable (VA, 2018a). 

Readjustment 

 When veterans reacclimate to civilian society, they are said to be readjusting (Suzuki et 

al., 2016). The term “readjustment” is used in the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 to 

describe insurance and disability compensation for veterans since World War II.  (VA, 2018b). 

Transition 

 A transition is a period of adjustment, which includes the preparation undertaken during 

military service, when former service members and their families explore careers in the civilian 

world upon leaving active duty (VA, 2018b). 



READJUSTING VETERANS  9 

 

Justification of the Study 

 This study may advance the field of art therapy through providing support for the use of 

photography to help the veteran population transition to civilian life.  
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

In the following literature review, population statistics and challenges faced by the 

veteran population are examined. Developmental theories related to the topic, including the 

social cultural theory, Jungian theory and the warrior archetype, Joseph Campbell's framework 

of the influence of the hero's journey, and the philosophy of the Warrior's Heart by Dr. Ed Tick, 

are explored. Finally, current art therapy treatments with veterans are discussed, and a review of 

photography therapy is provided. 

The Veteran Population in the United States 

The current U.S. population is 328 million people, 18 million of whom are veterans. The 

number of veterans in Kentucky is about 280,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). The U.S. VA 

(2018b) reports that approximately 200,000 women and men leave military service and return to 

civilian life every year. 

Another statistic concerning the veteran population is that the cohort of those who have 

served in the military since September 11, 2001 (9/11) is rather diverse in age, gender, education 

history, and health (VA, 2018). This group comprises more than 4.4 million veterans, including 

more women than at any other time in military history. Regarding age, the VA identifies that 

75% of post-9/11 veterans are under the age of 35. This means that 25% are above the age of 35. 

Mental Health  

According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2021) mental health issues are 

common among the U.S. population, with one in five adults living with a mental illness. There 

are an estimated 13.1 million American people aged 18 or older with a serious mental illness 

(SAMHSA, 2019). The VA (2020) reports that 1.7 million veterans received some sort of mental 
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health treatment in 2018, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and acceptance and 

commitment therapy (ACT). 

Psychological and emotional challenges stemming from their time in military service can 

burden veterans in their adjustment to life after the military, according to Elnitsky et al. (2017). 

The researchers reviewed studies on former U.S. service members, specifically veterans who 

were part of Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom, published between 2001 

and 2015. Elnitsky et al. synthesized their study data using the social–ecological systems theory, 

finding that the veteran population faces ongoing depression, anxiety, and more complex mental 

disorders such as PTSD and substance use disorders. Many veterans from their study also 

reported poor coping behaviors and self-medicated with tobacco, opioids, and other harmful 

substances. These can also be contributing factors for suicide ideations (Elnitsky et., 2017). 

Veterans lead the list of population groups with the greatest number of suicides, and the 

adjusted suicide rate among veterans was 52% greater than that among nonveteran U.S. adults 

(VA, 2021). According to the National Veteran Suicide Prevention Report published in 2021, 

there were 6,261 veteran deaths by suicide in 2019, 399 less than the corresponding figure for 

2018. The most common means are firearms and poisoning, with 70% of veteran men choosing 

firearms and 26% of veteran women choosing poisoning (VA, 2021). 

In a longitudinal study (Lee et al., 2018) of 1,649 veterans who had been deployed in 

Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom and were enrolled in the veteran 

healthcare system, the participants were found to be suffering from various psychiatric illnesses, 

such as PTSD, depressive disorder (recurrent or moderate), and anxiety. Further, they also had 

physical-health diagnoses such as lumbago (back pain), hypertension, obesity, tobacco use 

disorder, sleep apnea, and asthma. The researchers identified several predictors of suicide 
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attempts, such as history of sexual assault, education level, functioning impairment, suicide-

attempt history, depression, alcohol abuse, symptoms of PTSD, panic attacks, and other 

symptoms of generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). They emphasized that veterans with more 

than one factor are particularly vulnerable to suicide. This is the only study associating suicide 

attempts and risk factors in the veteran population. The researchers elucidate that results from 

this study can inform clinical decision-making through helping identify those who consider 

suicide (suicidal ideation) and those who act upon these thoughts and display suicidal behaviors. 

Physical Issues 

Many veterans struggle with various physical issues as a result of an injury or illness 

from their time in service (Daszak & Holmes, 2017). The veteran population has ever-present 

chronic conditions (Krejci, Carter, & Gaudet, 2014). Some of the most common physical chronic 

conditions that are among veterans in the Veteran Healthcare system are hypertension, diabetes, 

ischemic heart disease, and cancer (Daszak & Holmes, 2017). Of the veterans who continued 

with a chronic condition after separation from the military, 4.7 million, or 25%, were found to 

have a service-connected disability (U.S. Dept of Labor Statistics, 2020). A service-connected 

disability is defined as any impairment or condition that is caused or made worse by military 

service (U.S. Dept of Labor Statistics, 2020). 

The numerous physical conditions among the veteran population can range from 

intermittent headaches and body aches to dysfunction of major joints or body systems (Nahin, 

2018). A report on the 2010–2014 National Health Interview Survey, an in-person survey with a 

population sample of over 6,000 veterans, shows that military veterans have poorer quality of life 

than nonveteran counterparts of the same age group of 18–39 years (Nahin, 2018). Nahin (2018) 

also reports that many more veterans than civilians suffer from severe pain that occurs on most 
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days, impacting the quality of their lives. Further, the report recommends that revised pain 

management would benefit veterans who need help in coping with their pain. 

Transitioning and Identity 

When transitioning to civilian life and culture, veterans may face a conflict and confusion 

regarding their identity (Koenig et al., 2014). Many veterans have reported feeling closer to 

military colleagues and have trouble belonging again with family and friends in their home and 

local community (Koenig et al., 2014). Koenig et al. call the phenomenon of veterans feeling 

disoriented about their new role in the community “reverse culture shock” (p. 418 ). Finally, 

many veterans have to relearn new roles and routines within their own family structure (Wilcox 

et al, 2015). They are challenged with returning home to their family and may experience role 

transitions, mismatched expectations, or child behavior problems. Through a survey of a 

battalion of National Guard members, a study sought to determine the unique challenges of those 

who served for one year and then reintegrated into their respective family and civilian 

communities. This study found that many members had mental maladjustment that contributed to 

difficulties readjusting in the family. 

Women Veterans  

Williams et al. (2018) feel that a change of identity is especially true for female veterans 

who were the primary breadwinners in their respective families while they were active in the 

military. Women veterans may find themselves in traditional wife and mother roles in their post-

military life, which can cause strife in the family. They often find themselves having difficulty 

letting go of their service member identity and becoming the nurturer of the family (Williams et 

al., 2018). The VA expects female veterans to form 18% of the overall veteran population by 

2040. While in the military, many female service members have reported being demeaned and 
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seen as part of the boy’s club. As veterans, they face challenges that their male counterparts do 

not, such as lack of peer support, childcare issues, and lack of financial support (Burkhart et al. 

2015). 

Guiding Theories 

Social Cultural Theory 

The social cultural theory states that a social culture consists of shared norms, values, and 

customs (Newman & Newman, 2018). Norms are defined as collective rules for behavior held in 

a society or group. A value is defined as a quality or principle that is intrinsically desirable. A 

custom is defined as a common practice or tradition. The military culture instills many values 

and customs in military service members. While on active duty, many members benefit from a 

collectivist worldview (Suzuki & Kawakami, 2016), according to which a group of people 

display social behaviors driven by shared goals (Newman & Newman, 2018). When service 

members separate from the military and become veterans, however, they may be driven by 

independence and personal goals of individualism (Suzuki & Kawakami, 2016). 

Suzuki and Kawakami (2016) discuss the different perspectives that may be needed for 

veterans reentering civilian life. Some veterans may experience cognitive dissonance, which 

occurs when there is a conflict between two very different cultures (e.g., the highly structured 

military culture and the individualistic culture of American civilian society). Suzuki and 

Kawakami report veterans fighting for freedom for their country in order to have freedom of 

choice as civilians. The researchers also reveal the themes of comradery among service members 

facing inner conflicts as civilians and a sense of belonging with other military members. During 

their reintegration, many veterans maintain the ideology of service to others (Suzuki & 

Kawakami 2016). 
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Jungian Theory 

 Carl Jung, the great psychologist and philosopher of the early 20th century who was born 

in 1875 and died in 1975, suggested the universal nature of archetypes (2014). According to 

Jung, at the core of the warrior archetype is the essence that every warrior is tough and mission-

driven. The warrior ethos stresses service before the self. This persona has been common among 

many cultures and across many eras. This service-before-self value carries over into civilian life 

for veterans who pursue activism (Schrader, 2017). 

While many modern veterans who were deployed in recent wars feel guilt and shame 

about their time in combat (Paul et al., 2014), even those who served in the military but did not 

go to war may have a sense of shame (Hoopsick et al., 2018). Hoopsick et al. found that negative 

feelings were harbored by former service members who never deployed. Veterans may also feel 

less connected to their unit if they were not deployed. 

Joseph Campbell's Hero's Journey 

 The hero's journey is a 17-step process created by Joseph Campbell (1949) in The Hero 

with a Thousand Faces. An ordinary person who gets the “call to adventure” (p. 291) goes 

through a transformation of the self and then ventures into the unknown. The second major stage 

is the Initiation, which involves a series of tests through which the hero gains more strength and 

wisdom than before. According to Campbell, the hero returns to the ordinary world with their 

experience, and they can be seen as a resource to their community. 

Warrior's Heart 

 Tick (2014) based his philosophy of the warrior's heart circle on the lack of reconciliation 

at the end of Campbell's hero's journey. He was a psychotherapist who worked with veterans 

with PTSD for over 40 years. He offered a new version of the medical model of PTSD. Every 
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veteran has a different military experience, but all veterans were forever changed. Tick (2014) 

argues that veterans often return with a broken soul. 

Tick also discussed the broken social contract between veterans and the rest of society. 

He felt that veterans continued to be alienated and isolated, and this neglect could be as severe as 

the traumas they experienced during their time in military service. He urged communities to 

gather in “circles” with veterans to allow them to share stories as a way of healing. Mamon et al. 

(2017) used this same process in a study where veterans participated in a community-based 

storytelling format with support from a group therapist. 

Current Treatments for Veterans 

One of the most common treatments for the veteran population continues to be 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) (Walser et., 2015). 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy has been successfully used with veterans (Walser 

et al. 2015). This therapy is used for people with a history of anxiety, depression, stress, pain 

management, eating disorders, and other related conditions. The six main processes of ACT are 

acceptance, cognitive defusion, being present, self as context, valued directions, and committed 

action (Neukrug, 2015). ACT has been shown to decrease symptoms of depression, anxiety, and 

suicidal ideation in the veterans who underwent this process. A core technique within ACT is 

mindfulness, which is defined as the open and accepting contact with the present moment 

without judgment (Neukrug, 2015). 

Art Therapy 

 Art therapy consists of an art making process and psychology that was applicable in a 

variety of settings and populations (i.e., children, adults, inpatient, outpatient, etc.) (Junge, 2016). 
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The image is central to a person rather than a sign, and Jung explored how paintings show “what 

we see within” (Jung, 1954, p. 254). The field of art therapy is over fifty years old after Margaret 

Naumberg defined art therapy as a separate discipline in mental health. There are two sides of 

the art therapy theoretical spectrum such as art as a method of communication, or like art 

education where the creative process is healing (Jung, 2016). An art therapist will better 

understand and help a client by understanding the properties of the art media (Hinz, 2019). Art 

therapy has traditionally been practiced in clinical settings, but it is now practiced in schools and 

community settings as well. 

Art Therapy and Veterans 

According to an extensive literature review by Ramierez et al. (2016), art therapy has 

been conducted in the military or veteran population, especially among those with PTSD. This 

in-depth literature review was guided by Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-analyses (PRISMA) statements, a search using CINAHL, and an enhanced version of 

PubMed, PubMed CSULB. The researchers conducted their literature search using the terms art 

therapy and post-traumatic stress disorder. There were 132 results, but only 12 articles met their 

criteria. Ramierez et al. (2016) found that many veterans were able to express thoughts that could 

not be previously verbalized and reported a decrease in hypervigilance symptoms. 

In a study of service members with PTSD at the Walter Reed Medical Center, 

participants completed montage paintings in a four-week intensive outpatient program (Kaimal 

et al., 2020). They were active-duty service members with a history of TBI and psychological 

concerns for PTSD, and they participated in group art therapy sessions. There were two 

standardized directives for the mask making and montage paintings. Veteran participants were 

encouraged to externalize their identities using the standardized process. The data used in the 
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study were photographs of the artworks and clinical notes from participants' verbal descriptions. 

The researchers noted that service members can feel a heightened sense of trauma when making 

art, but symptoms can decrease over time (Kaimal et al., 2020). 

 Another form of art therapy that has been shown to be effective for veterans is an art 

therapy studio group. DeLucia (2016) found that veterans felt more engaged in a creative 

environment when artwork was in progress; there were three weekly groups at the Veterans 

Outreach Center, which veterans reported was a place that lifts them up. The art therapist 

reported that making art alongside other veterans helped former service members model 

commitment to creativity. Veteran participants created art in the same space and had a shared 

energy as they chatted about other veterans struggling with addiction or those lost to suicide. It 

was in this art therapy studio that a veteran reported feeling safe enough to express through 

visual imagery the things that were too difficult to put into words (Delucia, 2016). 

History and Therapeutic Use of Photography 

 The history of photography in therapeutic contexts began not long after the advent of the 

camera in the mid-1850s (Saita & Tramontano, 2018). The first published article on the use of 

photographs in clinical intervention was “On the Application of Phototherapy to the 

Physiognomic and Mental Phenomena of Insanity” (Diamond, 1856). Saita and Tramontano 

(2018) report that for several decades, the initial works focused on the “cathartic power of the 

image” (p. 1). In recent years, photography therapy has been used to help clients better 

understand their past, as well as reflect on their current perspective (Gussak et al., 2016). Gussak 

et al. suggest that photographic images have been used throughout the history of psychology due 

to archetypal ideas and images introduced by Jung. 
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 Three photography methods are mainly used in therapy and research, according to an 

extensive literature review by Saita and Tramontano (2017). The researchers included 21 studies 

in their review and identified the methods of photovoice, photographic self-portrait, and 

photograph presentation. Other terms used to represent the theoretical models of intervention 

using photography are phototherapy, therapeutic photography, and photographic art therapy. The 

photograph therapy method allows participants to take photographs of their environment and 

circumstances (Leavy, 2020). Leavy also discusses how photographic images can be used by a 

therapist to talk to a client about their images and what feelings arise as a result. 

 Photovoice is a method used by researchers where participants are the agents of change 

of their images and experiences and promote an understanding of a common condition for the 

community. Stegenga and Burks (2013) used the photovoice method “to better understand their 

lives from their perspective” (p. 270). Their study included young people between the ages of 6 

and 14 with sickle cell disease, and the researchers asked the participants to make sense of their 

images with probing questions such as Tell me about this picture and Tell me how this picture 

relates to your life with sickle cell disease. 

The study took place at a summer camp, and the participants used a 27-photograph 

disposable camera. They averaged between 10 and 27 usable photographs per camera. After the 

camp, the participants talked about their images in a qualitative interview that took place in a 

hematology clinic. The researchers reported three main themes that emerged from the study: the 

importance of camp, controlling symptoms, and the main theme of the importance of friends. 

Many participants talked about their images of their friends while at camp; Stegenga and Burks 

(2013) reported the significance of this, discussing how the children have social interactions with 
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peers with a similar disease experience. The study provided valuable information to the 

participants' medical teams about their social interactions. 

A 2019 study used photo-elicitation interviews, which is a visual-based method of using 

pictures to encourage interviewees to reflect upon how their experiences shaped their 

perspectives on health and treatment seeking behaviors.  The study included 20 homeless 

veterans who were mostly male and whose mean age was 55. They were aligned to a care team 

system in southwestern Pennsylvania (Rodriguez et al., 2019). The veteran participants were 

asked to take photographs associated with health and wellness, exploring the physical, social, 

environmental, emotional, intellectual, occupational, and financial domains. The mean number 

of photographs taken was 18, and the total number of photographs taken by all participants was 

355. Each interview lasted between 23 min and 68 min. One veteran took a photograph in which 

a fence was at the forefront and in focus, with a river running in the background; this represented 

their being fenced in, but being able to get around it and take positive steps. The study also 

addressed external obstacles, such as transportation to an appointment, and internal obstacles, 

such as stigma or shame. All the veterans reported having goals of hopefulness. The photographs 

and interviews showed that the veterans used both metaphorical and literal depictions of 

overcoming obstacles and took a positive, reflective approach to their health and wellness 

(Rodriguez et al., 2019). 

In an art therapy study using the photovoice method, nine veterans with spinal cord 

injury/disorder (SCI/D) completed the photography phase and follow-up interviews (Balbale et 

al., 2017). The participants were asked to tell a story with their images about living with an 

SCI/D. Some of the prompting questions were What activities do you enjoy participating in? Do 

you continue to participate in the activities you enjoy? and How do you adapt when necessary? 



READJUSTING VETERANS  21 

 

The veteran participants took an average of 22 photographs. Some examples of participation 

included engagement in sports such as skiing, fishing, and bowling. Other less common 

examples included traveling, cleaning, and participating in faith-based activities. Some 

participants reported enjoyment or positive effects through participation. Other veterans 

described a sense of accomplishment through participating in wheelchair games, managing a 

business, or participating in a VA sports clinic. In this study, the participants were able to 

describe and interpret their own photographs and explain their significance. The researchers also 

report that the findings from this study can be used to address accommodations needed for the 

participation of this unique population in community activities. 

Summary of the Literature Review 

The literature review illuminates that veterans face a variety of challenges after they 

separate from the military and move forward with their life (Koenig et al., 2014). Many veterans 

find it difficult to get acclimatized to and identify with their family or job (Wilcox et al., 2015). 

While CBT and ACT are the standard treatment methods for this population (Walser et al., 

2015), it is clear that creative treatment processes can also prove helpful (Ramirez et al., 2016). 

Art therapy and photography therapy have been used to guide veterans to reframe their present 

perspectives and help them gain a better sense of belonging (Balbale et al., 2017, Rodriguez et 

al., 2019). Therefore, the purpose was to discover how photographs could help veterans in the 

readjustment and transition process after their time in active military service. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Research Design  

This was a qualitative research study, which used text and words to ask the why and how 

and why by relying of the research participants’ feelings, expressions, perspectives, and states 

(Betts & Deaver, 2019). This was an arts-based research study, which used art as a tool to reveal 

ideas and understanding of a person’s experience that cannot be used in any other way (Potash, 

2019). Specifically, this was participatory research where the participants created their own 

photographic and narrative data and came upon their own reflection and insights based on 

specific open-ended inquiry. Photographic studies have been used to show the narrative and the 

transformation in people (Holm, 2014). According to Quaglietti (2018), veterans in recovery 

from mental illness used photography and they were able to organize their thoughts and emotions 

efficiently about their recovery. 

Procedures 

The participants were asked to take photographs of their current life which showed their 

readjustment as veterans over four weeks. They were emailed a consent form that they reviewed, 

signed, and emailed back to the researcher. They were given the first prompt via email. The 

participants were instructed that they could use any camera, such as a point-and-shoot camera, a 

DSLR camera, or a smartphone camera, to illustrate and reflect on the following questions.  

Week 1: Take 3–5 photographs of something that is helping you in your transition out of 

the military. 

Week 2: What is something that gives you calmness in your daily life? Please take 3–5 

photographs.  
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Week 3: What do you do as a ritual in your self-care? Please take 3–5 photographs. 

Week 4: Please reflect on how taking photographs during these last four weeks has 

impacted your well-being during your transition into veteran life. 

After spending time taking photographs, the participants were encouraged to take up to 

10 minutes to be mindful of their images. They were asked to share any thoughts or feelings 

about their images during the next week through a Google Forms survey sent by the researcher 

(see Appendix A for the reflection questions) and upload their photographs. The access settings 

for this survey were set at “Private,” so that the form was available only to the invited people, 

that is, the participants who responded to the recruitment flyer and signed the consent form for 

participation in the study. 

Participants  

Participants were recruited from among members of Veteran's Club Inc., a nonprofit 

group with the mission of providing connection, healing, recovery, and housing for the veteran 

community. The participants were recruited using a graphic flyer that was approved by the IRB 

at SMWC, which was sent via a private Facebook group for Veteran's Club Inc. members. 

The study included four participants over the age of 18 years who had served in the 

military and had separated in the last five years. The participants were not asked to show their 

DD-214, which is a document describing veteran status given by the Department of Defense to 

service members upon their separation from the military. The DD-214 has confidential 

information that the researcher did not need to see, and it was not required for the study. The 

participants were not asked to discuss any medical diagnosis. 

All participants signed a consent form stating their willingness to participate in the 

research study, and they were permitted to withdraw at any time with no negative consequence. 
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They signed an additional consent form for the use of their photographs. They were provided 

with a list of mental health resources in case they needed to speak to someone during their time 

in the study.  

Validity and Reliability 

 Validity is defined as the element to determine the extent to which an instrument 

measures what it is supposed to measure (Betts & Deaver, 2019). This study met the criteria for 

validity since the research steps were conducted and implemented in the same way it was 

designed and approved. Reliability is the extent to which an outcome is consistent when the 

procedure is repeated more than once (Betts & Deaver, 2019). This study met criteria for both 

validity and reliability as a visual method and survey process since there was member checking 

and triangulation. Thus, there was increased trust and rigor of the findings (Glaw et al., 2017). 

The findings were clearly conveyed and transparent in the Results section. There is reliability 

since the steps can be replicated. There is further validity and reliability with utility since military 

veterans who have separated from the military in the last five years may use this photographic 

method and they may find themselves readjusting in life after the military in the same way that 

the veteran participants did. 

In this art-based research, there is credibility to the research as the researcher adhered to 

the measures and principles (Betts and Deaver, 2019). There is a “delicate balance to ensure both 

rigor and creativity” in arts-based research as described by Boydell et al. (2017, p. 195). The 

research method instructed the participants to do reflective writing of their art in a formative way 

which allowed for immediate responses, and this gave way for the researcher to do data analysis 

(Manders & Chilton, 2013). Based on other photo-elicitation studies, the following principles 

were used: (a) visual data enhances the meaning, (b) participant control of the photographs, and 
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(c) respect for privacy and sensitivity (Padgett et al., 2013). Participants kept control of their 

camera, the images they shared, and their narratives. The value of this photo-elicitation interview 

study was in portraying participants’ lives as they wanted them presented. 

Photographs 

 The first research instrument comprised the photographs taken by the veteran research 

participants and allowed the researcher to see things through the participant's eyes via their 

photography (Glaw et al., 2017). A picture from a camera shows detail and depth that can be 

difficult to convey with words (Guest et al., 2013). It was the depth and added meaning in the 

photographs that provided validity and reliability to the study (Glaw et al., 2017). 

Survey Questions 

 The researcher asked the participants to comment on their images (Glaw et al., 2017), 

which evoked memories and feelings in them. The photo-elicitation process stimulates more 

information, since visual images may show deeper parts of the human consciousness, according 

to Glaw et al. (2017). The authors discuss the validity and reliability of the photo-elicitation 

process since it adds additional viewpoints and depth. 

Data Collection 

 The researcher protected the anonymity of the participants through not collecting 

identifying information. Pseudonyms were used to protect their identity. The participants 

uploaded their photographs through a secure and private Google Forms link. Further, the 

researcher's Google Forms is secured with a strong and unique password. The participants’ 

responses were collected and transcribed into the Results section of this paper. 

Data Analysis 

 Thematic analysis was conducted. After organizing the data by viewing and sorting the 

visual material and transcribing the participants’ responses, the researcher examined the data for 
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general ideas. The data was coded, and possible themes were identified. Finally, the descriptions 

of the themes led to the meaning of the themes (Creswell, 2018). 

Ethical Implications 

 The researcher submitted the research methodology to the Internal Review Board at Saint 

Mary-of-the-Woods College. It was approved for the researcher to conduct the study. The 

research participants completed the provided consent forms, signed the forms, and returned them 

to the researcher. 

 Data are stored with the participants’ responses in the Google Forms. The data will be 

stored in the researcher’s Google system for one year. The data is secure with password 

protection and follows ethical guidelines for data storage. 

Safety is important; the participants were encouraged to make their physical and mental 

safety a priority (Bugos et al., 2014). They were cautioned not to take photographs of illegal 

activities of any kind or take photographs of others without their express permission. On a 

related note, the participants were instructed not to take photographs that may stigmatize or 

shame them. They were encouraged to only share what they felt comfortable sharing.  

 The researcher followed all the guidelines in Section 9.0 Responsibility to Research 

Participants in the Ethical Principles for Art Therapists (AATA, 2013). The researcher respected 

the participants' freedom to choose or decline to participate at any time. The information and 

experiences discussed were confidential. The limits of confidentiality include certain cases where 

it is permissible to breach confidentiality (Moon & Nolan, 2020). These include circumstances in 

which a participant poses a danger to themselves or others or discloses an intention to commit a 

crime, when abuse or neglect of a vulnerable population is suspected, or when a court orders the 

transcript to be made available. The artworks created by the research participants belong solely 
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to them. The participants provided consent for their artwork and aggregated data to be utilized in 

academic publication or presentation (AATA, 2013). 

Researcher Bias 

 The researcher served in the military and separated within the last five years. As a 

lifelong professional photographer and graduate art therapy student, the researcher has a bias 

toward the therapeutic value of the photographic process and the healing power of art. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

 In this study, the researcher utilized a photo-based method to study four military veterans 

who had separated from the military in the last five years. The study elicited the four themes of 

reflection on the transition process, hope and gratitude, benefits of the creative process, and 

mindfulness. 

The four veteran participants shared their photographs and reflections, responding to the 

prompts regarding transition, calm, and daily habit. The emerging themes are the transition 

process, benefits of the creative process, hope and gratitude, and mindfulness. The researcher 

hypothesized that taking photographs based on prompts that focused on calm and self-care would 

ease the veteran participants' transition out of the military. This hypothesis was found to be true. 

Reflection on the Veteran Transition Process 

1. Take 3–5 photographs of something that is helping you in your transition out of the 

military. 

One veteran participant lamented that taking photographs was impacting their transition 

out of the military. They talked about the challenges of being with a unit while in the military 

and then not being with that group of people after separating from the military. They reflected on 

this, writing, “Transitioning is tough because I miss the group of people I worked with and for, 

but these help me remember the time we spent together.” 

A different veteran participant talked about a change in identity, reflecting on their role as 

a parent. They revealed, “My kids help me remember that I have a purpose beyond the Army. I 

spent almost my entire adult life in the Army and leaving left me wondering who I am, but this 

picture represents one of the many roles I play.” The same veteran shared the pain they felt when 
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they left the military, and that they are finding new ways to deal with this pain. They shared, 

“Helping others reminds me that I don't have to dwell on painful events. I can feel and then move 

on to focus my energy in to helping others. This is something I struggled with when I first left 

the Army because I was so overwhelmed with all the pain I had felt. It was the first time I was 

able to sit with those feelings.” 

 

 

Figure 1. A veteran participant shared an image of things belonging to an exchange student 

which they take care of. This is the image they shared regarding “helping others.” 
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Figure 2. A sunset photo was shared by a veteran participant regarding what was helping them in 

their transition. 
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Benefits of the Creative Process 

 

Figure 3. A veteran took a photo of a cricket on their dashboard. They reflected on a mindful 

moment that allowed them to draw their focus away from the overwhelming week. 

 

One veteran participant reported how salient it was to focus on something, sharing a 

picture of a cricket on their dashboard. They revealed that they were overwhelmed during that 

week, and taking photographs allowed them to employ mindfulness and CBT (cognitive 

behavioral therapy) techniques. They wrote, “This week I focused on what helped me to calm 

down. This was hard. I often don't remember things I've learned in mindfulness and CBT so this 

actually helped me to recall the information.” On the process of taking photographs, they wrote, 

“The pictures were a physical reminder that I know how to calm myself, but that I often forget. 

It's helped me to stay grounded and focus on the things I can control.” On how they went about 
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taking photographs, they disclosed, “I thought a lot about what pictures to take and the angle etc, 

but by the end my pictures picked themselves and they came up in moments I didn't expect.” 

Another veteran discussed how taking photographs was helping them stay grounded. 

They wrote, “Taking time to photograph and think about what I am taking pictures of and why I 

am taking those particular pictures gives me some grounding. It makes me calm down and just 

‘be’ and I am really bad at that. As I have transitioned, and tomorrow is my 5-year anniversary 

from retirement, I am always trying to find myself and who I am without the Army and taking 

pictures calms me.” 

Mindfulness 

2. What is something that gives you calmness in your daily life? Please take 3–5 

photographs. 

 A veteran shared a photo of a guitar as something that gives them calmness in their daily 

life. They divulged, “The guitar is something that I got back with the extra free time that I have 

and picking on it a bit when I'm aggravated helps me calm down since I just focus on it at the 

time instead of everything going on around me.” For the following week's prompt on self-care, 

they shared images of beer and their video game system. They wrote, “As the main way I self-

care, I grab my smokes, grab a cold beer out of the fridge, turn on my PS4, and play a game that 

makes me think strategically. It shows me that I'm able to work out almost any problem, no 

matter how big or small it is and overcome it. So, in turn, I apply that to the problems I face in 

life daily and proves that I can do something other than charge it head on and create more 

problems.” 
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Figure 4. A veteran shared an image of a guitar that they go to when they need a form of self-

care. 
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Figure 5. A veteran shared a picture of a case of beer as a form of self-care. 
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Figure 6. The same veteran participant shared a photo of their video game remote and a box of 

cigarettes. 

 

One veteran participant reflected on the benefits of the creative process for them. 

Through taking photographs, they realized that they were not in control of their military life, as 

they were in charge of a group of people. They reported, “It's hard not being in charge of things. 

I don't feel in control of a lot and I used to be in control/in charge of everything. Taking photos is 

helping me focus on what things there are in my life that I still have control of, that still matter 

and that it's ok to not be in control of everything.” To the probing question regarding any 

thoughts or feelings they had, they wrote, “I felt a little silly but then it was fun too. I got a little 

sad thinking about why I was doing it and how it's hard not being a part of that life anymore.” 

They shared several pictures of their “puppy,” as the veteran called it. 
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Figure 7. A veteran participant shared an image of their dog. 
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Figure 8. The same veteran shared another image of their dog. 

 

Hope and Gratitude 

3. What do you do as a ritual in your self-care? Please take 3–5 photographs. 

 One veteran participant wrote about a photo in their new location, “The last picture is of 

the sun setting. The colors were vibrant and reminded me of my faith in God and the beautiful 

palm trees. We just moved to Arizona because we are about to receive a free home from an 

organization and this picture is of appreciation not only for the sunset, but the home we are about 

to receive.” They went on to say that the photos of their kids, some foreign exchange students 

that they support, and the sunset “brought about feeling of joy, contentment, gratitude, and grace 

for painful feelings I had in the past or may have in the future.” 

 A different veteran too shared a photo of the sun. They expressed a sense of hope for a 

“fresh day.” Answering the question on what gave them calmness in their daily life, the veteran 
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shared, “Sunrises. When I wake up it is usually still dark and the sky is just beginning to lighten 

up a bit. As the time progresses, the colors awaken the sky and to me it symbolizes a fresh day. 

The pictures show the colors erupting, and it is spectacular but then after the sunrise, the sky 

goes to just a normal day and the colors are gone. But I know they will be back that evening as 

the sun sets and then again in the morning as the ‘sun rises’.” 

 

 

Figure 9. A veteran participant shared an image of a sunrise. They reflected that this gave them 

hope for “a new day.” 
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Figure 10. The veteran participant shared a photograph of the sunrise. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of photography therapy in 

helping veterans readjust to civilian life after their time in the military. The researcher's intention 

was to evaluate whether this creative process could help with stress reduction in veterans. The 

themes identified were (a) mindfulness, (b) hope and gratitude, and (c) benefits of the creative 

process. 

Mindfulness 

Art therapy has been shown to reduce stress, and the researcher anticipated this finding 

through the photographic journey. In their study, Alexander (2020) found significant decreases in 

the negative mood states of participants undertaking a therapeutic art process. In this study, 

specific workshops were used, and the results showed veterans feeling less stressed and more 

relaxed than before. Daily photography practice has been shown by Brewster and Cox (2019) to 

be a form of self-care which improves well-being. The authors reported that the practice of 

taking photographs every day helped participants to take a moment and be mindful. 

Hope and Gratitude 

 The veteran participants in this study were able to rediscover their sense of gratitude and 

hope, which was a theme revealed through their photographic journey. Philosophies and studies 

have shown that veterans tend to feel isolated (Wilson et al., 2018). Through participating in this 

study and sharing their insights, the veteran participants were able to experience enjoyment and 

hope (Balbale et al., 2017). In their art therapy study focused on visual journaling by veterans, 

Mims (2015) reported participants gaining a better understanding of themselves and finding hope 
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for the future. The current study confirmed these results, as the veteran participants found their 

own hope and gratitude in the people around them or in the sunrise or sunset. 

Benefits of the Creative Process 

The veteran participants identified benefits of the creative process aligning with themes 

discussed in the literature. For example, in Rodriguez et al.'s (2018) study, veteran participants 

reported their feeling relaxed after taking pictures as a reason for liking the intervention. Another 

veteran shared that the artistic activity brought up thoughts and feelings they had not focused on 

before. Padgett et al. (2013) conducted photo-elicitation interviews of homeless people with 

serious illnesses, and the participants reported gratitude for the reflections gained through the 

interviews. The researchers mention that the participants felt empowered of their accompanying 

narrative through control of the camera. 

Limitations 

This study had a small sample of four people with limited cultural diversity. While the 

military population is varied in terms of race and gender, the veterans in Veterans Club Inc. are 

mostly limited to Caucasian people. Further, since the participants responded online, they might 

be less likely to disclose reflecting thoughts, rather limiting what they reported (self-report bias). 

Some veteran participants might have responded the way they did based on their knowledge that 

the researcher is a veteran, or they might have withheld their thoughts for the same reason. 

Finally, a major limitation in this study was that the participants were slow to respond to the 

survey, or they did not respond at all. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this study was designed and conducted online. 

However, it would be beneficial for this group of participants to reflect in the same physical 

space in a closed group that meets once a week for four–six weeks. Then, they would be able to 
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develop group cohesion and a sense of belonging, which has been shown through research to be 

a significant factor among the veteran population. 

Recommendations 

 There is a substantial amount of research on veterans who deal with PTSD or TBI in their 

life after the military. However, the researcher recommends more studies in the future focusing 

on how art therapy can help all veterans in their acclimation to civilian life. 

Photography therapy can be utilized as a therapeutic process for veterans. Other types of 

art therapy for the veteran population include mask making, montage painting, visual journaling, 

a studio approach to art therapy, and a variety of other methods. Further, other populations that 

are transitioning to another stage in life would also benefit from this study. 

Conclusion 

Psychological and emotional challenges stemming from their time in military service can 

burden veterans working to adapt to life after the military (Elnitsky et al., 2017). In this study, 

military veterans used the camera as a conduit for self-discovery in their transition. Many 

sources show that veterans struggle with numerous challenges from and long-term effects of 

their time in active service. As this study shows, a camera is an efficient and accessible tool that 

can be beneficial in providing a vehicle for veterans to reflect on their feelings and develop 

mindfulness and hope. 
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Appendix A 

Reflection Prompts 

• Talk about your pictures. 

• Talk about how taking photographs is impacting your transition from active military service 

to veteran life. 

• Discuss how you went about taking pictures and what ideas you had. 

• Share any thoughts or feelings you had. 

• Please upload your pictures here. Thank you. 
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