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ABSTRACT 

Using the El Duende One Canvas Process Painting (EDOCPP), the participant-researcher 

engaged in an ongoing creative process for twelve weeks to implement self-care practices during 

a graduate art therapy internship. Data analyses began with journal entries to discern specific 

themes. The analyses resulted in four primary themes: becoming grounded, feeling calmer, 

hopefulness versus overwhelmed, and accomplishment versus insecurity. The data analyses 

continued with examining the self-reflective artmaking process by three objective and subjective 

reflection methods: four qualities in the visual data: color, form, line, and movement (Eitel et al., 

2008), Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC), Hinz (2008, 2015), and the imagery's life cycle 

(Hinz, 2013). Connections between experimentations of self-care and self-reflective artmaking 

were determined. Findings corroborate with research indicating the usefulness of self-reflective 

artmaking as a tool for self-care. Specifically, this study promotes the incorporation of self-care 

during an art therapy internship. 

Keywords: self-care, heuristic, art therapy, student, self-reflective artmaking 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Every day when I returned home from my graduate art therapy internship, I took a walk, 

and then I entered my art studio. I prepped the paint, picked up a brush, and began to paint. As I 

watched the colors mix, creating lines and shapes, all my attention was directed toward the 

canvas. I was unaware of time passing as I became utterly engrossed in the artmaking process. I 

was not thinking of my internship experiences, supervisor's feedback, or school assignments. I 

was one with the art and was involved timelessly in the here-and-now. My project aimed to 

understand the essence of self-care from a heuristic lens: my individual experiences. More 

precisely, I tried to examine, through my experience, how self-reflective artmaking provides self-

care. Effective self-care strategies can help one solve problems, gain a stronger sense of self 

through artmaking, and work through life's struggles to become a more secure and healthier 

individual. In my search of the literature, I found minimal studies focusing on self-reflective 

artmaking methods as self-care. My supervisor, professors, and other coworkers mentioned the 

importance of self-care, specifically during times of high stress. When self-care is neglected, 

professional burnout arrives more quickly. Burnout is an occupational hazard for helping 

professionals that leads to feelings of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced 

personal accomplishment. The American Counseling Association (ACA) has recommended that 

counselors deal with their personal and professional well-being to prevent impairment and 

burnout (2022). 

Self-care involves the implementation of skills and strategies to maintain the physical, 

psychological, emotional, social, spiritual, leisure, and professional needs of oneself (Richards et 

al., 2010). The existing literature focused on teaching students and new art therapists because 



SELF-REFLECTIVE ARTMAKING AND SELF-CARE  6 
 

self-care is important. However, the literature was limited in explaining how to implement 

specific self-care strategies into a graduate counseling and art therapy program to give meaning 

to the complexities of health and wellness. 

Theoretically, I know self-care is an essential aspect of succeeding as a graduate student 

and art therapist, but I take care of myself best when I get all my work done. During this time, I 

do something that I enjoy and relax, like making art. This personal experience led me to question 

how self-reflective artmaking affects an art therapist's self-care. I wanted to learn how to perform 

self-care while balancing the demands of graduate school. According to Corey et al. (2011), the 

demands of graduate school can include emotional exhaustion, a stressful cohort or faculty 

dynamics, compassion or empathy fatigue, and vicarious traumatization (p. 55).  

In my study, I explored the effectiveness of self-facilitated art therapy and examined 

insights from painting on a single canvas to find a balance between balancing graduate school 

and self-care. According to Miller (2012), “El Duende uses a single canvas and spontaneous 

artmaking to explore personal and professional identities. Graduate students balancing demands 

may benefit from the El Duende approach to art.” El Duende is a self-reflective artmaking 

process used during art therapy. During supervision, the artwork is a tool to communicate with a 

supervisor and individually reflect on the experiences, process difficult moments, clinical 

experiences, and facilitator’s feedback. El Duende is an individualized process. 

I chose the heuristic method to study my thesis question. According to Moustakas (1990), 

heuristic research aims to engage in scientific search through self-inquiry. The benefit of using 

the heuristic methodology is that a situation is applied to personal experience and will help 

develop better self-care practices for the participant-researcher as a student and future 

professional. This approach may be a helpful self-care tool because of the self-reflective 
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interplay between the artmaking process, art product, and clinical experiences. Overall, my study 

aimed to demonstrate how self-reflective artmaking and self-care would be valuable in the case 

of my firsthand experiences of being an art therapy graduate student. I assumed that positive 

findings based on my firsthand experiences might be generalized to other graduate students/art 

therapists. The artmaking helped me to gain self-awareness and accept my limitations and 

strengths, which helped me understand how artmaking is a valuable tool for my personal self-

care.  

Self-reflective artmaking is the process of making artwork and connecting it to a personal 

experience (Deaver & Shiflett, 2011). This, for me, was my internship during my graduate 

school experience. Individual artmaking is an integral part of art therapy education and training. 

According to Deaver and Shiflett, personal artmaking helps deepen self-understanding through 

personal growth experiences, self-reflective practice, and personal artmaking. It strengthens a 

personal connection to the creative process, assists in self-awareness, promotes well-being, and 

guides professional practice. According to the Formal Elements Art Therapy Scale (FEATS), 

symbolism, color, or images portray a deeper personal meaning than what the viewer can 

initially see or understand (Gantt & Anderson, 2009).  

Colman et al. (2016) stated that self-care is important during graduate school and clinical 

training. It is during this time that lifestyle decisions and habits shape the emerging balance 

between professional responsibilities, involvement, personal commitments, and values. The 

problem is that trainees feel unprepared about how to integrate self-care into their education and 

clinical work. Based on preliminary evidence, this unpreparedness and inexperience with self-

care may be due to the lack of modeling, teaching, and skill-building during graduate school 

education. Colman et al.’s (2016) meta-analysis of seventeen studies found that graduate 
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programs do not teach their students to engage in self-care. Faculty and recent graduates say that 

simple changes can significantly impact wellness for optimal functioning. Simple changes begin 

with picking one domain of self-care such as social, physical, or mental. By identifying one 

domain helped students identify what they wanted to get out of self-care. 

I experienced a revelation that I must explore my own experiences of mental health, and 

specifically the ability to take care of myself, so that I could be able to understand the 

experiences of others. In this thesis, I analyzed my heuristic experience of self-reflective 

artmaking. I began with the most objective findings and ended with my discussion. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Graduate students are under pressure. My personal experience supports this, as does 

Colman et al. (2016), who assert that graduate students deal with taking classes, working at 

clinical placements, writing theses or dissertations, and balancing family responsibilities. I 

conducted a site-wide search of the American Art Therapy Association (AATA) and Art Therapy 

Credentials Board (ATCB) websites and confirmed that a definition of self-care was not 

available. The only mention of self-care was found in the ethical codes of both associations. As 

per the AATA (2013) Ethical Codes, Principle 1.7, "Art therapists seek supervision or 

consultation when feeling discomfort or encountering personal and client problems about which 

they have questions or about which they are confused or uncertain regarding their ability to 

understand and/or adequately cope” (p. 3). Self-care is explained in detail on these webpages.  

Similarly, the ATCB (2021) Ethical Code 1.2.8 indicated that "Art therapists must seek 

appropriate professional consultation or assistance for their personal problems or conflicts that 

may impair or affect work performance or clinical judgment" (p. 3). Based on the claims of the 

current review, a search was conducted to identify the outcomes associated with self-care as a 

tool that could help graduate students entering the art therapy and counseling professions learn 

how to implement self-care during graduate school and clinical training. Self-care is not 

otherwise clearly defined because it can take on a variety of forms depending on what an 

individual likes and what they need. The purpose of this literature review was to examine the 

research of artmaking as a tool of self-care to promote the importance of it specifically for art 

therapy students and to identify key topics important for further research. 
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The main themes that I found across the literature included a definition of self-care (Jiang 

et al., 2021; Maynard, 2015; Richards et al., 2010); the importance of self-care for graduate 

students (Colman et al., 2016; Pappas, 2020); the dangers of neglecting self-care (Nelson et al. 

2001; O'Neill et al. 2019; Testa & Sangganjanavanich, 2016); and self-reflective artmaking as a 

form of self-care (Braus & Morton, 2020; Jones & Hays, 2016; Miller, 2012; Orkibi, 2012).  

Defining Self-Care 

The literature revealed different definitions of self-care along with different themes 

(Godfrey et al., 2011; Jiang et al., 2021; Maynard, 2015; Richards et al., 2010). Richards et al. 

(2010) concluded that there is minimal agreement among definitions across the literature. 

According to Godfrey et al. (2011) and Richards et al. (2010), the concept of self-care has layers. 

Richards et al. (2010) stated that, when planning a research project, the definition of the key 

concept guides the research and shapes the approach to the investigation. 

Godfrey et al. (2011) illustrated the wealth and diversity of the definitions of self-care. 

They conducted a study identifying common terms and phrases from the definitions. Definitions 

varied as to who engages in self-care behavior, what motivates self-care behaviors, and the 

extent to which healthcare professionals are involved. Godfrey et al. identified 139 definitions 

and seven components of the definition. The evolution of the definition over time showed a more 

expansive definition by the end of the 2000s. Yet Richards et al. (2010) defined self-care vaguely 

as something “one does improve the sense of subjective well-being” (p.248), arguing that self-

care was defined by describing activities or specific components. Richards et al. (2010) and Jiang 

et al. (2021) defined self-care as specific activities or processes that are initiated and managed for 

the purpose of providing stress relief and supporting one's health and well-being. Jiang et al. 

(2021) concluded that defining self-care is an important first step to promote self-care for 
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students and professionals. Maynard (2015), on the other hand, defined self-care as how one 

obtains positive rather than negative life outcomes. Maynard also specified that one should 

monitor one’s own personal and professional lifestyle to remain alert to signs of impairment. 

Godfrey et al. (2011), Richards et al. (2010), Maynard (2015), and Jiang et al. (2021) agreed that 

self-care improves the sense of subjective well-being, and that self-care can prevent occupational 

stress from impacting the work-life balance.  

Richards et al. (2010) suggested that the different components of self-care are physical, 

psychological, spiritual, and support. The physical component of self-care is described as 

incorporating physical activity into a daily routine to cope with daily stresses and promote a 

general sense of well-being. The psychological component of self-care was defined as seeking 

one's personal counseling treatment for any type of distress or impairment. The spiritual 

component of self-care was defined as a sense of purpose and meaning of life, and the 

connections one makes. The support component of self-care includes the relationships and 

interactions that develop from both professional and personal support systems.  

In summary, there is an agreement in the literature that self-care is important to maintain 

a healthy work-life balance. This review of literature explained these definitions, concepts, and 

the importance of self-care for graduate students. In this thesis, self-care was defined as finding 

specific activities or routine processes that the individual finds helpful in managing stress and 

learning to keep the work and home lives from negatively impacting oneself. 

The Importance of Self-Care for Graduate Students 

Graduate students face a variety of stressors, such as increased time spent on schoolwork, 

financial stress, graduate/teaching assistantships, career planning, and family issues (Colman et 

al., 2016). Other stressors include increased time spent on research and starting at a new school, 
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both of which can increase isolation. Graduate school often requires shifting work style from 

semester to semester to projects that can take months to years, with limited breaks in between 

(Pappas, 2020). Self-care plays a critical role in graduate school training (Colman et al., 2016; 

Pappas, 2020), yet graduate programs do not teach their students how to engage in self-care 

(Pappas, 2020; Colman et al., 2016).  

A meta-analysis of seventeen studies by Colman et al. (2016) found that self-care was 

linked with increased self-compassion and decreased academic stress. The purpose of this meta-

analysis was to evaluate whether engagement in self-care activities could be beneficial to 

graduate students. The self-care activities in this meta-analysis were mindfulness, seeking social 

support, or mixed self-care activities. The mixed self-care activities consisted of holistic wellness 

or more specific activities such as exercise. The researchers concluded that the type of activity 

was not a significant moderator in the results because there is no one type of self-care plan that 

benefits students the same. These studies concluded that without adequate modeling of domains 

and example strategies from schools, graduate students will not learn how to implement self-care 

strategies or create a self-care plan (Colman et al., 2016; Pappas, 2020). Lacking resources to 

create a self-care plan may negatively impact graduate students’ mental health. 

How to Encourage Student Self-Care 

Pappas (2020) encouraged simple solutions when it comes to self-care, based on what 

graduate students and faculty who were interviewed had to say. According to Pappas, it is 

important to know the stressors and barriers of graduate school education. Stress is both a 

psychological and biological experience. Thus, taking care of oneself should be just as important 

as work priorities. Self-care strategies include sleeping well, eating well, exercising, and 

meditating. Pappas stated that students benefited from focusing on only one self-care domain in a 
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semester, such as social, physical, or mental, because it is more manageable. Self-care allows a 

student to be at their best, maximize their potential, increase their ability to deal with stressors, 

and improve the quality of their life. Self-care is a way to say, this is how I help myself feel 

better. Pappas concluded that students benefited from self-care assessments because they 

identified specific areas where they could improve their self-care and set goals for themselves. 

Dangers of Neglecting Self-Care 

Helping professionals are especially vulnerable to work-related stress because of their 

involvement with assisting other people (Corey et al., 2011). According to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (2014), work-related stress develops because a person cannot 

cope with the demands being placed on them. Other reasons for work-related stress include, but 

are not limited to, poor physical working conditions, work overload, time pressures, lack of job 

security, poor relationships with a boss or with colleagues, and lack of organizational structure. 

Corey et al. (2011) emphasized that the principal stresses of helping professionals are burnout 

and compassion fatigue.  

Compassion fatigue was characterized by a diminished ability to care for others and 

listening to other people’s problems. Burnout was described as the physical, emotional, and 

mental effects that come because of compassion fatigue. Physical burnout was a state of 

persistent tiredness and lack of motivation to do anything related to the job. Negative effects of 

physical burnout are oversleeping and missing work without notifying the employer or having 

chronic symptoms such as headache and dizziness. Emotional burnout is a more severe side 

effect of physical burnout to the point where one may have more sudden periods of being 

irritable, angry, or sad. Mental burnout is a mixture of both physical and emotional burnout to 
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the point where relationships with family and friends begin to suffer, and long-term health 

problems begin, such as symptoms of depression or anxiety.  

One way for helping professionals to appropriately care for themselves is to learn how to 

separate their work life from their personal life to maintain well-being (Testa & 

Sangganjanavanich, 2016). When helping professionals do not prioritize their well-being, they 

can encounter burnout or compassion fatigue (Corey et al., 2011). Burnout and compassion 

fatigue impact the welfare of clients if not managed in an appropriate and ethical manner. 

Helping professionals who become encumbered with traumatic material might become 

ineffective, thus creating an unhealthy relationship with clients (Corey et al., 2011; O'Neill et al., 

2019; Testa & Sangganjanavanich, 2016). 

Self-reflective Artmaking as A Form of Self-Care 

This last section of the literature review specifies the specific self-care approach for this 

study. In self-facilitated art therapy—an open studio setting—there is freedom and the ability to 

explore ideas, interact with pieces to help identify conflict, and use art to connect to challenging 

experiences. This suggests that an independent evaluation of the creative process is effective in 

helping one through the process of a diagnosis and improves one's quality of life (Jones & Hays, 

2016).  

El Duende is a Spanish term meaning a heightened state of emotion, expression, and 

authenticity (Miller, 2012). El Duende One Canvas Process Painting (EDOCPP) brings the focus 

to a single canvas that transforms the artist's awareness toward the process of layering, which 

enhances emotion and expression to explore one's identity. According to Miller (2012), essential 

ideas and accomplishments emerge from the process of creation, and they are less likely to be 

planned. Art therapy students are encouraged to create artwork to experience the healing power 
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of art. Indeed, students who decide to become art therapists remember the moments of peace, 

comfort, and sincerity they experienced working on their art (Orkibi, 2012). The fact that art is 

essential to art therapists makes it crucial to examine how art graduate students produce and to 

verify whether their art practices affect their professional growth.  

As described by Miller (2012), the EDOCPP method is a spontaneous approach that 

focuses on the process rather than the product. In this approach, process-driven artmaking is used 

as a type of art-based supervision for art therapy students. Artmaking in supervision has been 

discussed as a reflective practice by Deaver and Shifflett (2011) because it guides supervisees’ 

understanding of clients by providing insight and promoting clarity between verbal and 

nonverbal expression and clinical issues. 

Orkibi (2012) analyzed themes and patterns associated with artmaking and self-care 

during the pre-training phase, training student phase, and advanced student phase. It was found 

that during the training phase, most students refrained from personal artmaking due to a lack of 

time and money. During the advanced phase, it was found that students showed the most interest 

in using artmaking as self-care and were more focused on the artmaking process than the result 

because they understood their identity. Jiang et al. (2021) confirmed with Orkibi (2012) that self-

care for students typically refers to activities or processes that promote grounding and calming 

techniques to provide stress relief and support for one’s health and well-being. Findings from 

Colman et al. (2016), a metanalysis examining self-care for graduate students, concluded that the 

graduate students who practiced self-care experienced long-term motivation, hopeful that the 

future will have positive outcomes and accomplishments. 
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Becoming Grounded  

Orkibi (2012) proposed that for students to become practitioners who are thoroughly 

grounded in their own art process, they need training in different modalities, but most 

importantly, professional experience. Overtime, students will feel more in tune with themselves 

when they better understand their desires and are able to express themselves fully. 

Feeling Calmer 

The students reflected, according to Orkibi (2012), that experiencing artmaking as a 

process is not only valued by its product but realizing that they need it for themselves because it 

alleviated the stress associated with graduate training. Similarly, Jiang et al. (2021) agreed that 

practicing self-care has been associated with feelings of calmness, enhanced well-being, and 

positive feelings.  

Hopefulness Versus Overwhelmed  

Regardless of whether students engaged in the arts within or outside the bounds of 

training, art therapy students, according to Orkibi (2012), experienced changes in their artistic 

practices motivating the students toward their goals. A new focus on the process rather than the 

product, resulted in a freer, lighter, and less ridged, artmaking style in the advanced student 

phase than during the pre-training phase.  

Accomplishment Versus Insecurity  

According to Orkibi (2012), insecurity is common during graduate school due to not 

having professional experience in the field. Accomplishment in graduate school is when the 

student has a stable picture of one's goals, interests, and talents. These general findings are 

aligned with the conclusions made in the meta-analysis study by Colman et al. (2016), which 
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explained that one should exercise self-care when the self-system is intact, long before distress 

occurs.  

Analyzing Self-Care Using Visual Art as Data 

In my results section, I analyze my artwork in three diverse ways. These include the four 

qualities in the visual data, color, form, line, and movement (Eitel et al., 2008); the Expressive 

Therapies Continuum (ETC; Hinz, 2008, 2015); and the life cycle of imagery (Hinz, 2013). 

Elements of art are stylistic features that are included within an art piece to help the artist 

communicate (Eitel et al., 2008). These include color, form, line, and movement. According to 

Eitel et al., by understanding the fundamental elements of art, one may be more aware of the 

details and can better appreciate what they see and the message behind it. The ETC, according to 

Hinz (2008, 2015), is the main way that artwork is analyzed, and directs the art materials to form 

images in art therapy. The ETC is reflective of the ways that the artist thinks, feels, and acts in 

their lives. In reference to art therapy, it gives information about client strengths and challenges, 

starting points for therapy, and directions and goals for treatment. In reference to self-reflective 

artmaking as a form of self-care, the ETC offers a method for conceptualizing the therapeutic 

uses of art materials and processes (Hinz, 2008, 2015). 

The life cycle of images, according to Hinz (2013), describes the metaphor of the human 

life cycle to promote a new perspective concerning the ethical treatment of artwork: “Seeing art 

images as living entities that undergo a natural life cycle supports the integration of meaning 

during all stages of the life span” (p. 46). Examples of how this may look are explained in the 

thematic analysis of the results section.  

According to Braus and Morton (2020), the goal of self-reflective artmaking is to gain 

self-awareness, increase understanding about one's life, and accept limitations and strengths. Art 
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uses metaphor, symbolism, and dynamic thoughts to represent the human experience in a way 

language cannot. Images are the external representation, through shape, color, and line. Braus 

and Morton (2020) researched how artmaking helped during the pandemic, specifically with 

isolation and stress. During the COVID-19 pandemic, isolation and fear increased (American 

Psychological Association. 2022). Due to the lack of control during the pandemic, artmaking 

provided an outlet for emotions (Braus & Morton, 2020). The study concluded that artmaking 

impacted well-being by serving as a tool to cope with the stressors of the pandemic by 

minimizing, banishing, or making them tolerable. Additionally, artmaking impacted well-being 

by serving as a tool to process emotional experiences, and other personal realities. In summary, 

artmaking impacted well-being through three primary avenues: as an aid in coping, a means of 

adaptation, and a mechanism for processing of individual experiences (Braus & Morton, 2020; 

Jones & Hays, 2016; Miller, 2012; and Orkibi, 2012). 

There is a great deal to consider when it comes to self-care and the possibilities of art and 

artmaking. Overall, this review has touched upon the importance of self-care as an ethical 

requirement for art therapy students. In addition, the review has also addressed self-care in 

relation to work stress and the negative effects of not practicing self-care. These strategies will 

only help a student in the future to learn not only how self-care benefits them but how to apply 

these strategies to help their future clients. 
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Overview of Heuristic Methodology 

The word heuristic comes from the Greek term heuriskein, which means to find out or to 

discover (Moustakas, 1990, p. 9). This method differs significantly from other methods as it 

places the researcher in the role of the participant. This research began and continued to be led 

by the initial question of how self-reflective artmaking affects an art therapist's self-care. “The 

process of discovery leads investigators to new images and meanings regarding human 

phenomena, but also to realizations relevant to their own experiences and lives” (Moustakas, 

1990, p. 9). The purpose of heuristic methodology was to immerse oneself in the question, 

achieve a complete connection with it, and gain a deeper understanding of it with internal self-

search, exploration, and discovery (Moustakas, 1990). I further explain how my experience of 

self-reflective artmaking connects to heuristic methodology in the methodology section. 

Summary 

The literature review summarizes the importance of using art therapy as a method of self-

care for graduate art therapy students. This is significant because encouragement of students’ 

personal artmaking may not be an integral part of graduate art therapy programs. Self-care 

enhances one’s physical, psychological, and mental well-being. This helps to manage overall 

stress and maintain professionalism. More research is needed to investigate the influence of self-

reflective artmaking during training, specifically on students and their sense of professional 

identity, clinical self-confidence, and proficiency. I further explore these themes in my thematic 

analysis, thus connecting self-reflective artmaking and self-care. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

This study used an arts-based heuristic research approach, in which my personal 

experience of making art was used to produce insights about personal self-care strategies. I, as 

the researcher and participant, gained insight from the experience and process of creating 

artwork and by observing the way the works communicated to me, after coming home from a 

full day at a graduate student art therapy internship. My project aimed to understand the essence 

of self-care from a heuristic lens: my individual experiences to answer the question how self-

reflective artmaking provides self-care.  

Research Design  

This four-week study included setting aside up to two hours a day (three times during the 

week) following my work at my internship site. This study was reviewed and approved by the 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods Institutional Review Board. During these daily sessions, I worked on 

an ongoing self-reflective art piece and wrote about the process and feelings when painting. To 

help process the journal entries and artwork, I met with a board-certified art therapist on two 

occasions, after the initial artmaking and journal were completed. A consent form was also given 

from the art therapist, and both parties signed the form to ensure mutual agreement of the plan. 

The goals of these sessions were to connect the thoughts, feelings, and themes discussed 

in the ongoing self-care painting and journal entries. In the second session with the therapist, I 

learned how to write a thematic data analysis using the artwork as the data, and, after the session, 

I created a piece of artwork using the same EDOCPP approach for the creative synthesis. The 

artwork in the creative synthesis section was used to bridge the results section and the discussion. 
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The heuristic study was based on the researcher's experience in visual and written forms 

(Moustakas, 1990).  

Data Collection  

The data collection of this study was presented in two parts: arts-based, qualitative 

findings and art therapy processing. 

Part One: Arts-Based and Qualitative Findings 

To collect my data, I worked on an ongoing self-reflective art piece using the EDOCPP 

approach during my internship at the start of the fall semester of 2021, as shown in the results 

section. The EDOCPP process is comprised of three components: spontaneous painting, complex 

self-reflective processing, and aesthetically focused attention to imagery appearing in the 

painting that parallels the internship experience (Miller, 2012). I went to my internship three 

days a week. Each day after I returned home from my internship, I took the same walk for 

physical activity before making the art piece. I repeated this process for four weeks, for a total of 

twelve days. I walked around my neighborhood, which was a quiet suburban area surrounded by 

trees, flowers, and native wildlife, including birds and squirrels. I walked on a straight cement 

path that was a mixture of flat and hilly. During the walk, I took in my surroundings. I focused 

my attention on every little thing, from the flowers that were growing along the way to the birds 

high up in the trees.  

Returning home, I prepared for the artmaking. The materials I used were consistent: 

acrylic paint and canvas. I had a space that was easily accessible, with all my art materials in one 

place. The painting process was the most meditative part of the self-care process. I found myself 

being in the present moment and actively being available to respond to what was concerning me 

about my internship. 
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Part Two: Art Therapy Processing 

For the last step of my data collection process, I met twice, virtually, with a board-

certified art therapist to discuss the finished artwork and how to write a thematic data analysis 

using the artwork as the data. In the first session, I explained the overall art experience to her. 

During the second session, the art therapist explained how to write a thematic data analysis using 

the artwork as the data. 

Data Analysis  

After each session in which I worked on the EDOCPP art piece, I added a row in a table 

to an ongoing Microsoft Word file: I added the date I worked on the art piece, a photograph of 

the ongoing art piece, and a daily journal entry. The process of photographing the progression of 

the painting remained faithful to the transformational process over the internship semester. The 

written journal entries were analyzed using a basic coding system. I began with open coding, in 

which I highlighted phrases and words that were repeated in my written journal entries. I 

continued axial coding dividing the highlighted terms into categories and named them with a 

theme that connected all the codes in a specific category. The coding helped me write my 

thematic analysis. Observing the progression helped me learn to trust my art as I examined 

themes of self and identity during the data collection process utilizing Moustakas’s (1990) six 

phases of heuristic inquiry. The six phases are initial engagement, immersion phase, incubation 

stage, illumination process, explication phase, and creative synthesis.  

In the initial engagement, I identified a significant concern regarding my personal lack of 

self-care during my graduate school and internship experiences. I embraced the research question 

of how self-reflective artmaking provides self-care, and asked professors and internship 
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supervisors for their recommended art therapy approaches for engaging in a heuristic art 

experiential for self-care. 

In the immersion phase of the study, I used my walks as an inspiration for the reflective 

artmaking before I immersed myself into a spontaneous and attuned artmaking process using the 

EDOCPP approach (Miller, 2012). The walk helped me observe my feelings associated with the 

internship. The walks were an example of physical self-care. The reflective artmaking was how I 

engaged in “self-dialogue, and self-searching” (Moustakas, 1990, p, 28). To facilitate the 

experience, I prepped the paint, picked up a brush, and, without a plan, began to paint. As I 

watched the colors mix, creating lines and shapes, all my attention was directed toward the 

canvas. I had no awareness of time passing as I became utterly engrossed in the artmaking 

process.  

In the incubation stage, following the painting process session, I wrote about my 

experience painting and how I felt after. I added a row in a table in an ongoing Microsoft Word 

file in which I added the date I worked on the art piece, a photograph of the ongoing art piece, 

and a daily journal entry. I allowed the images and journal entries to “rest” in my mind. I 

contemplated them without judgment or critique. 

During the illumination process, I spent time familiarizing myself with the data 

represented in the artwork, made discoveries, and evaluated the process of creating this artwork. 

I conducted a fundamental content analysis using an open coding system and highlighted phrases 

or words that I thought were important or repeated throughout the data. This process broke the 

data into discrete parts. I met with an art therapist to discuss the artwork and journal entries to 

identify and organize the themes from the open data coding process, began writing a descriptive 

thematic analysis, and drew connections between codes. 
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In the explication phase, I identified themes and qualities of the research question that 

had been illuminated. I have analyzed my self-reflective artmaking in three ways, beginning with 

the most objective and ending with my subjective reflection. First, I analyzed four qualities in the 

raw visual data of my reflective painting, using the principles of art and design: color, form, line, 

and movement (Eitel et al., 2008). According to Eitel et al., art and design principles are essential 

criteria that explain how the visual elements are arranged in a work of art. These principles are 

used for analyzing and critiquing art. Next, I referred to Hinz’s (2008, 2015) expressive therapies 

continuum (ETC) and examined my self-reflective artmaking using this model. The ETC 

described and assessed my level of creative functioning based on aspects such as the purpose for 

creating a piece, choice of medium, interaction with the chosen medium, and imagery within the 

art piece. Last, I reflected on my imagery's life cycle (Hinz, 2013). The life cycle of imagery was 

a metaphor that encouraged me to view my art as a living being to promote ethical treatment of 

my artwork. In the art therapy profession, painting is the medical record. I demonstrated a deeper 

appreciation for my art and data collection process by honoring my reflective artmaking and 

preserving it in an honest approach. 

In the creative synthesis phase of the process, I externalized my findings in a final art 

experiential. According to Moustakas (1990), creative synthesis may be expressed as a poem, 

story, drawing, painting, or by other creative forms (p. 32). This phase included a final artwork 

that externalized my findings and insights into a visual representation.  
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This experiential was used to connect the artwork and themes of my data analysis from 

the journal entries. My direct experience demonstrates how artmaking may guide in self-care and 

allow the individual to go on a journey of personal growth, insight, and change. I repeated the 

EDOCPP approach for my creative synthesis (see Figure 1 and Figure 2). I noticed the 

transformative gestation, which enhanced my curiosity about images that emerged in a self-

reflective manner. The creative synthesis self-reflective artmaking helped me to understand that 

the artmaking process helped with my self-care. It is an ideal method because it was a way for 

me to record and sort my thoughts.  
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Figure 1  

Progression of Self-Reflective Painting for Creative Synthesis 

 

  

Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 

   

Artwork Progression Photo Title: Reflective Artmaking for Creative Synthesis, Dimensions: 18 
in x 24 in, Media: Acrylic Painting on Canvas 
Note. One example of creative synthesis using the EDOCPP approach. 
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Figure 2  

Progression of Self-Reflective Painting for Creative Synthesis 

  

Session 4 Session 5 Session 6 

   
Artwork Progression Photo Title: Reflective Artmaking for Creative Synthesis, Dimensions: 18 
in x 24 in, Media: Acrylic Painting on Canvas 
Note. One example of creative synthesis using the EDOCPP approach. 
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Methodological Integrity 

 According to Moustakas (1990, p. 32), heuristic methodology validity cannot be 

determined by correlations or statistics. Instead, the researcher is the primary judge of credibility, 

trustworthiness, and transferability. My data analysis and creative synthesis validated that 

through a period of self-engagement, through self-reflective artmaking, questioning, and 

searching, the artmaking improved self-care specifically in times of stress and uncertainty.  

A typical way of gathering material in heuristic investigations is through extended interviews 

that often take the form of dialogues with oneself and one’s research participants (Moustakas, 

1990, p. 46). Because my study is a self-inquiry, I did not perform any interviews with other 

research participants. Therefore, I chose to discuss themes of the artwork with an art therapist for 

the purposes of consistency of maintaining awareness of bracketing biases, thus, creating a more 

credible and trustworthy research project. In addition, through the process known as member 

checking, I asked to include in their feedback any additional information they would like to 

recommend in the results section. The thematic analysis was the result of the member checking 

process. The art therapist signed the consent form to be a trustworthy source in assisting me with 

the thematic analysis. The dialogue involved a cooperative sharing experience and evoked richer, 

fuller, more comprehensive depictions for explicating the research. Having support from the art 

therapist, co-researcher, and committee members opened a dialogue about what they thought and 

felt relevant to the research question, and what emerged in their awareness when the research 

became the focus of their attention and concentration. My thematic data analysis validated this 

study because it connected heuristic methodology as described by Moustakas (1990) with this 

research topic. I was able to analyze my artwork, journal entries, and thematic data efficiently 

and objectively, a fundamental step in the qualitative research process.  
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The member checking process was the feedback given by the art therapist, co-researcher, 

and committee members. Their assistance helped me write the thematic analysis as the data 

triangulation to prove that self-reflective artmaking was a valuable means of practicing self-care. 

The thematic analysis enabled me to confirm the credibility and trustworthiness of the data. On 

that basis, I invited and received feedback regarding my process from the art therapist, co-

researcher, and committee members and engaged in an open dialogue with them regarding self-

care. I maintained reliability by continuously reviewing my research question. I also reminded 

myself of the question at every stage of my process to ensure that I was answering the question I 

set out to answer. 

Conclusion 

Art therapy researchers provide accurate information about their proposed research, 

obtain approval from the relevant institutional review board, and adhere to the institutionally 

approved protocol at every stage of the study (AATA, 2013). Before starting this research, I 

obtained permission from the institutional review board. According to Betts, Deaver, (2019), 

"researchers take all reasonable steps necessary to ensure that full and informed consent has been 

obtained from all participants" (p.26), which is a signed written agreement. Another important 

ethical consideration was to obtain consent from the art therapist that will be part of my data 

analysis process.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

After a thorough content analysis using coding, four themes were discerned from the 

journal entry data. Coding was done by highlighting sections of the journal entries to better 

understand the main ideas of the data. The themes helped to organize and understand the data. 

The results begin with the data collected, which was the journal entry, photographs taken during 

the walk, and the process of the developing artwork. The results continued to explain each theme 

in a thematic analysis using the data collected.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SELF-REFLECTIVE ARTMAKING AND SELF-CARE       31 
 

Table 1.  

Week 1 of Data Collection 

Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 1 The internship was overwhelming. 
I came home sad and 
overwhelmed, and my mind was 
flooded with thoughts about 
getting everything done. The walk 
helped organize thoughts, 
observed clouds in the sky and 
sunset. After: Somewhat calmer, 
focused more on artmaking for 
thesis and helped to not think 
about internship experiences.  
 

 

Session 2 Stress was intense. Walk 
minimally helped. Stress on top of 
shoulders. Did not have a chance 
to enjoy the walk or artmaking. 
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Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 3 Week and internship ended 
stressfully. Hard on self for 
making mistakes and feeling 
fatigued. This walk was dedicated 
to putting the hardships of 
internship and school aside to look 
forward to the weekend. Painted 
flowers symbolize plans for the 
weekend, including going to a 
friend’s wedding and seeing the 
virtual Van Gogh Exhibit.  
 

 

Note. Week one art-based data collected during internship. Raw data includes date, journal entry, development of the painting, and 
inspiration photograph taken on walk 
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Table 2.  

Week 2 of Data Collection 

Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 4 Today I walked around my 
internship’s campus. I enjoyed the 
view of a small lake with trees and 
grass growing around. I am so 
thankful for the opportunities I 
have at my internship. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Session 5 I am constantly looking for more 
inspiration. Today I looked in the 
sky. The colors were more 
saturated. I decided to work with 
what I already have and enhance 
the colors in the painting. 
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Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 6 Today my walk was short and 
brisk because it started to rain. I 
was fascinated by the raindrops 
forming on my window. The 
sound and watching the raindrops 
were relaxing. It seemed like a 
cleansing to wash away my 
worries. 
 
 
 

 

Note. Week two art-based data collected during internship. Raw data includes date, journal entry, development of the painting, and 
inspiration photograph taken on walk 
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Table 3.  

Week 3 of Data Collection 

Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 7 The walk was enjoyable. Saw a 
hawk soaring in the air. This is a 
positive sign that I made a good 
decision to accept a job at SEA. 
Walk and artmaking helped me 
reflect on positive feelings. 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Session 8 

 
I felt a sense of sadness knowing 
that this is my last full week of 
internship while trying to process 
what I learned. I painted a flower 
as a symbol of my growth. The 
walk and the painting helped me 
reflect a sense of confidence and 
pride in myself. I did tear up 
thinking about my internship while 
painting. Tears represent the joy 
that I have completed another 
aspect of my graduate school 
career and self-forgiveness for 
feeling guilty for the mistakes I 
have made along the way. 
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Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 9 I was surprised by how dark it got 
today. It seems like everything is 
ending: summer internship, 
graduate school. The tree 
silhouettes reflect walking in the 
evening, feelings of termination of 
internship, and thanking everyone 
at my internship site. The walk 
helped me understand that nothing 
lasts forever, and after this week, 
new opportunities will begin. 
 

 

Note. Week three art-based data collected during internship. Raw data includes date, journal entry, development of the painting, and 
inspiration photograph taken on walk 
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Table 4.  

Week 4 of Data Collection 

Session Journal Entry Artwork Progression: Photos of Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic 
on canvas) and photo of landscape 

Session 10 It was difficult to work on a self-
care project after having an 
emotional breakdown. The 
emotional breakdown resulted 
from having trouble making 
decisions about how I will plan my 
free time. Art was calming, 
grounding, and helped me to 
express my frustration. 
 
 

 

Session 11 Branches downward, roots show 
that I will continue to grow with 
each new opportunity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Session 12 Today I finished my internship. I 
am proud of my accomplishment 
and milestone. 

See Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

Final Photo of Artwork Progression: Landscape for Self-Care (30 in. x 24 in, acrylic on canvas) 

 

Note. Week four art-based data collected during internship. Raw data includes date, journal 

entry, development of the painting, and inspiration photograph taken on walk
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Thematic Data Analysis 

To extract meaning from my data, I reviewed all my journal entries and observed the 

progression of my artwork for each session. I conducted a basic content analysis by looking for 

similar words or phrases in my journal entries. Having my journal entries out in front of me I 

highlighted words or phrases that were main idea, or repeated. I looked at the relationships of 

certain words, and then grouped the common occurring words into a specific category. The 

content analysis constructed the themes based on my journal entry data. The following analysis 

begins with my journal entries and continues with the analysis of my self-reflective artmaking. 

Four themes were discerned from the journal entry data, including becoming grounded, feeling 

calmer, hopefulness versus overwhelmed, and accomplishment versus insecurity. 

Becoming Grounded 

I defined becoming grounded as an understanding how one feels and what one does both 

physically and mentally in the present moment. Both journal entries and my artwork suggest that 

the process of taking a walk, painting, and journaling resulted in becoming more grounded. For 

example, from my journal entries, I reflected: 

 "After [my walk, I felt] focused more on my artmaking and helped not think about 

internship experiences" (Researcher's journal entry # 1). 

 "The walk helped organize thoughts" (Researcher's journal entry # 1). 

  [The] "walk was dedicated to putting the hardships of internship and school aside to look 

forward to the weekend" (Researcher's journal entry # 3). 

 [The] "walk and artmaking helped me reflect on positive feelings" (Researcher's journal 

entry # 7). 

 "The walk helped me understand that nothing lasts forever, and after this week, new 

opportunities will begin" (Researcher's journal entry # 9). 
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 "Art was grounding" (Researcher's journal entry # 10). 

Feeling Calmer 

I defined feeling calmer as not feeling stressed but feeling relaxed. My journal entries 

further explained this definition. 

 "[After my walk], I felt calmer, focused more on artmaking" (Researcher's journal entry # 1). 

 "The sound and watching the raindrops were relaxing. It seemed like a cleansing to wash 

away my worries" (Researcher's journal entry # 6). 

 "Art was calming" (Researcher's journal entry # 10). 

Hopefulness Versus Overwhelmed 

I defined hopefulness as trusting the process that an internship is meant to have stressful 

moments because it is a learning experience. Being overwhelmed happens when one does not 

trust the process and not letting oneself learn from mistakes and disappointments. "I came home 

sad and overwhelmed, and my mind was flooded with thoughts about getting everything done" 

(Researcher's journal entry # 1). 

 "Stress was intense. Walk minimally helped. Stress on top of shoulders. Did not have a 

chance to enjoy the walk or artmaking" (Researcher's journal entry # 2). 

 "Week and internship ended stressfully. Hard on self for making mistakes and feeling 

fatigued" (Researcher's journal entry # 3). 

 "It was difficult to work on a self-care project after having an emotional breakdown" 

(Researcher's journal entry # 10). 

 "This walk was dedicated to putting the hardships of internship and school aside to look 

forward to the weekend (Researcher's journal entry # 3). 
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 "I am so thankful for the opportunities I have at my internship" (Researcher's journal entry # 

4). 

 "The walk helped me understand that nothing lasts forever, and after this week, new 

opportunities will begin" (Researcher's journal entry # 9). 

 "I will continue to grow with each new opportunity" (Researcher's journal entry # 11). 

Accomplishment Versus Insecurity  

I defined accomplishment as reaching a personal goal and feeling confident about 

professional decisions made. Insecurity is being naïve or not confident in making specific 

decisions due to the lack of experience.  

 "Hard on self for making mistakes" (Researcher's journal entry # 3). 

 "I am constantly looking for more inspiration" (Researcher's journal entry # 5) 

 "I made a good decision to accept a job at SEA" (Researcher's journal entry # 7). 

 "The walk and the painting helped me reflect a sense of confidence and pride in myself" 

(Researcher's journal entry # 8). 

 "Today, I finished my internship. I am proud of my accomplishment and milestone 

(Researcher's journal entry # 12). 

Self-reflective Artmaking Analysis 

I have approached the analysis of my self-reflective artmaking in three ways, beginning 

with the most objective and ending with my subjective reflection. First, I analyzed four qualities 

in the visual data: color, form, line, and movement (Eitel et al., 2008). Next, I referred to Hinz's 

(2008, 2015) ETC and analyzed my self-reflective artmaking using this model. Finally, I 

reflected on my imagery's life cycle (Hinz, 2013). I was able to draw connections between my 

experimentations of self-care and self-reflective artmaking.  
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Color, Form, Line, and Movement 

Eitel et al. (2008) used a measure of analysis that includes assorted colors, form, line, and 

movement qualities. In the first few weeks of my artwork process, I used a minimal color palette 

of primary (red, yellow, blue), and secondary colors (orange, green, violet) (Researcher's journal 

entries # 1, #2, #3, #4, #5, #6, #7). In the second half of the self-reflective artmaking process, I 

used more shades and tints of colors, and a mix of both cool tones, including purples, blues, and 

greens, and warm colors, including yellows, reds, and oranges (Researcher's journal entry #8, #9, 

#10, #11, #12). In the first half of the self-reflective artmaking process, the form was primarily 

two-dimensional, focusing on the background layers (Researcher's journal entries # 1, #2, #3, #4, 

#5, #6). As I added more components, the form progressed in depth, and three-dimensionality 

began to develop (Researcher's journal entries #7, #8, #9, #10, #11, #12). Another art element 

that developed and changed as the painting progressed was the quality of line. The lines in the 

first half of the painting were linear and horizontal, specifically in the background layers 

(Researcher's journal entries # 1, #2, #3, #4, #5, #6). In the second half of the self-reflective 

artwork, the lines were more vertical, diagonal, and radial (Researcher's journal entries #7, #8, 

#9, #10, #11, #12). 

The last component that developed during the progression of the painting was movement. 

In the initial stages of the painting, the minimal use of color and visible brush strokes made it 

hard to see movement (Researcher's journal entry # 1, #2, #3). As the painting progressed, the 

lines were looser, and the brushstrokes were more visible. The movement in the painting became 

lively, and the eyes moved around the painting. In the end, the painting is well balanced with the 

components of color, form, and line, creating visual movement (Researcher's journal entry #10, 

#11, #12).  
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After the content analysis and reviewing the themes developed from the journal entry 

data, I can honestly say that when I began my internship and thesis writing process, I was 

insecure and naïve about the outcome. My heuristic research exploration continued to develop 

my personal discovery. I was encouraged to continue this process of personal exploration. This 

led me to eventually feel a sense of accomplishment after finishing my self-reflective artmaking 

and better understanding that each of my challenges allowed components to emerge such as 

color, form, line, and movement. It also increased tolerance of my emotions and thoughts as 

explained in the Expressive Therapies Continuum and Life Cycle of My Imagery. 

 Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) 

Hinz's (2008, 2015) studies used a measure of analysis that includes the ETC. The 

elements of the ETC have a kinesthetic/sensory level, perceptual/affective level, 

cognitive/symbolic level, and creative level. Using the (ETC) in this project primarily assisted 

with the placement of the images assisted with symbolic meaning discussed in the journal 

entries. 

The self-reflective artmaking process was like a collage. It required selection, 

preparation, arrangement, and fixing of images to produce purpose and meaning. My whole body 

engaged in the process related to the kinesthetic component. My awareness, position, and 

movement increased, and my body relaxed and engaged in the painting process. This created 

more open lines and more visible movement in the painting. When I started the self-reflective 

painting, I noticed that the cognitive and symbolic components increased. Unintentionally, I was 

thinking about my choice of symbols and placement of images. Other components also 

increased, such as the perceptual component, because I focused more on the formal elements as 

time went on. Specifically, I focused on color, form, line, and movement. In the end, I reached 
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the creative stage of flow by having no awareness of time passing as I became utterly engrossed 

in the artmaking process. In the end, this was an example of self-care because I was not stressing 

about the challenges during my internship. I was in the present moment and focused on the 

specific components of the self-reflective artmaking. 

Life Cycle of My Imagery 

According to Hinz (2013), the metaphor of the human life cycle, including birth, life, and 

death, applied to artwork made in art therapy to promote a careful treatment of the painting. I 

consider the birth of my image the whole EDOCPP artmaking process. It was the first time I 

used this process for painting, and I did not know what the image would become or how the 

overall self-reflective artmaking process would relate to my self-care journey. 

The adolescence of my artwork was the longest and most challenging part of the process. 

During that time, the painting was another task that I must get done during times of stress and 

uncertainty (Researcher's journal entries # 1, #2, #3, #4, #5, #6). Middle age came in the second 

half of self-reflective artmaking, as I began to see the purpose of the process. I started to see 

results, and that self-reflective artmaking was helpful to me in learning how to integrate daily 

reflection to improve my self-care. As my image entered the elderly stage, shortly after reflecting 

on it, I continued to revisit creating it and enjoyed tracking the progression. This image is not 

ready to die; instead, it will serve as a continued source of inspiration and mark my milestone in 

my overall development. 

Summary 

My heuristic research exploration continued to encourage and develop for the benefits of 

personal discovery. This led me to eventually feel a sense of accomplishment after finishing my 

self-reflective artmaking and better understanding that each of my challenges allowed for self-
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empowerment, self-validation, and a sense of balance. The specific elements of art that emerged, 

such as color, form, line, and movement, added symbolic meaning and promoted a life legacy 

and value to the artwork and experience. 

Repeating the EDOCPP approach for the creative synthesis of this research, as shown in 

(Figures 1 and 2), helped me to pay closer attention to my choices of colors, lines, and placement 

of objects. When I paid closer attention to my elements, I noticed that this artwork was more 

about the natural flow of the painting rather than seen as an assignment or part of this thesis. The 

expressive therapies continuum in the second painting was also more balanced because EDOCPP 

was more familiar. I did not think about my internship experiences when painting, and this let 

my complete focus be on the painting. I enjoyed the process of painting the second painting for 

the creative synthesis, which helped me trust the process. The pressure of getting the first 

painting completed (see Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4) for a specific assignment did not allow me to fully 

enjoy and trust in the EDOCPP self-reflective artmaking process as a tool for self-care. 

Repeating the second painting without feeling the pressure of getting the painting done for 

supervision or an assignment helped me release negative thoughts and feelings about writing this 

thesis. The life cycle of my artwork and the EDOCPP experience continued to teach and inspire 

me that self-reflective artmaking is self-care. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

The results of this research suggest that self-reflective artmaking may be a useful means 

of practicing self-care. As the elements of the art developed, so did the symbolic meaning, which 

created a culminating legacy and value to the artwork and my graduate experience. My 

engagement in self-care activities was beneficial because the walk and artmaking were 

grounding and calming (Researcher's journal entries #1, #3, #6 #7, #9, and #10). Overall, the 

self-care experience helped me to recognize a sense of hopefulness and accomplishment 

(Researcher's journal entries #1, #3, #6 #7, #9, and #10). I noticed that practicing self-care after 

my internship decreased academic stress in support of the findings of Colman et al. (2016). The 

art gave me a place to pause and reflect. It showed me the relationship between taking care of 

myself and performing at my internship. Having this time to pause and reflect gave me time to 

reset after each day at my internship, to prepare physically, emotionally, and mentally for the 

next. At first, the artmaking process was awkward and did not have instant results of feeling that 

the artmaking was helpful in the self-care process. After a week, the repetitive nature of this self-

care routine helped me to reflect on the thoughts and feelings I was experiencing and to be able 

to process them.  

The three-part process of taking a walk, self-reflective artmaking, and journaling became 

a method of processing the day by recording and sorting thoughts, as described by the EDOCPP 

approach Miller (2012). The walk helped me reflect on what I was experiencing at that moment. 

It, therefore, felt like a more fluid, expressive process of releasing feelings, thoughts, and 

emotions when I worked on the artmaking and written journal entries. The journal entries were a 

written result of clearing my mind in the artwork. This visual reflection enabled me to put the 



SELF-REFLECTIVE ARTMAKING AND SELF-CARE  47 
 

week into perspective, allowing me to see the bigger picture of my internship experience rather 

than be stuck on frustrations. It helped me better understand the situation and better prepare me 

for my work for my internship each week. The self-reflective artmaking positively impacted my 

overall internship experience by increasing my confidence and connecting it to my professional 

identity as a future art therapist. The artmaking process allowed me to connect to myself, my 

internship, and the overall graduate school experience. As a future art therapist, I better 

understand the importance and responsibility of self-care in making my own choices regarding 

life direction, goals, and autonomy. 

Reflecting on Themes 

There are similarities between the main themes explored in Orkibi (2012) and how self-

reflective artmaking provides self-care (Miller, 2012). Self-care strategies served the short-term 

goals of being grounded and calmer. Similarly, the EDOCPP art process brought my focus to a 

single canvas which, according to Miller (2012), helped me explore my ideas and brought 

moments of peace, comfort, and sincerity. The theme analysis and careful observation of how I 

practiced self-care using artmaking in smaller steps led to long-term goals of being hopeful for 

the future and having a sense of accomplishment because I am practicing a sustainable and 

trusting profession.  

The specific elements of art such as color, form, line, and movement, are the basic 

foundations for artmaking. These elements are what all art viewers first see in an art piece before 

they closely examine the details of the piece. The expressive therapies continuum was a way to 

organize the specific elements of art for the art therapist to better understand the purpose of 

image formation through specific material selection, color selection, and expressive elements of 

art. This is the communication element between the art piece and its creator and gives the 
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artwork meaning and importance. Lastly, the life cycle of imagery referred to the physical 

changes of the painting, the timeline of the creative process, and the purpose of creating it, 

whether for a specific research project, or exhibition. This is meant for the artist to understand 

that the art has a purpose, just like the individual person. The art piece now hangs in my room by 

my desk. I look at it every day to remind myself of this experience. I have been visiting art 

museums and exhibitions with diverse types of art since my childhood. Seeing art hanging taught 

me that art is a recording of how the artist sees the world. By hanging my artwork in front of me, 

I share my graduate school experience and what I have experienced in my life thus far. I am 

displaying my growth toward becoming an art therapist. 

What I Learned 

 It challenged me to commit to a demanding and time-consuming process. 

 Using artmaking as a tool for self-care helped me focus on the present moment and gave 

me a place to pause and reflect. 

 Self-reflective artmaking taught me that, self-care is all about being available for 

activities that helps to prioritize mental and emotional health.  

Strengths and Limitations 

The heuristic methodology has strengths and limitations. The heuristic methodology is 

solely based on the researcher’s interpretations and findings (Moustakas, 1990). This is both a 

strength and limitation of heuristic methodology. A strength of the researcher’s interpretations 

and conclusions is creative freedom. Creative freedom encourages the researcher to explore and 

pursue a journey that begins to uncover its direction and discovery as it evolves. Based on the 

researcher’s interpretations, the heuristic methodology is a limitation because of the researcher’s 

bias or fidelity. Qualitative researchers often use an external auditor to ensure adherence to 
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procedures. This is due to having little or no control or restraints on its processes. I struggled 

with losing control over the process and the direction I was going. I lost the direction I was going 

after coding my journal entry data. I met with an art therapist to discuss the artwork and journal 

entries to identify and organize the themes from the open data coding process, begin writing a 

descriptive thematic analysis, and draw connections between codes. My creative synthesis 

artmaking showed my final integration of the data, qualities, and themes discovered. Another 

limitation and struggle I had was understanding this study's transferability to which extent it can 

be applied in other contexts. According to heuristic methodology, its validity cannot be 

“determined by correlations or statistics” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 32). Instead, when evaluating the 

transferability of heuristic research, the researcher needs to be concerned with meaning. The 

researcher is the judge of transferability. In the end, I struggled to make sense of and recognize 

patterns connecting my internship, artmaking, and self-care experiences. There is a lack of 

richness and dimensionality. 

Implications for the Field of Art Therapy 

The EDOCPP may eventually evolve into an art-based approach for supervision during 

graduate supervision classes, seminars, or post-graduate supervisors and practitioners. Art-based 

supervision incorporates both images and words as tools to investigate and communicate the 

interactions in therapy and the systems in which clinicians work. It may help students appreciate 

the artmaking process and be enthusiastic about it. EDOCPP is a visual recording process used to 

observe a student’s growth, change, and progression toward becoming an art therapist. 

Integrating EDOCPP as an art-based approach to art therapy internship supervision may help 

inspire students to continue using artmaking as a form of self-care as part of their routine even 

after working as art therapists continuing to share their love of artmaking with others. 
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Future Studies 

Abundant research has examined the use and purposes of self-care. Still, research has yet 

to discuss how college students can incorporate self-care strategies into their busy schedules. 

Research in self-care is active and ongoing, but significant gaps remain on why it is essential and 

how better to implement it in diverse ways. The duration of the data collection process was a 

short twelve-week period. This study would need to be done throughout the internship to 

influence self-reflective artmaking as habit formation for graduate students. Another idea for 

future research that might help influence self-care habit formation for graduate students is to 

have other participants create self-reflective artmaking using the same EDOCPP approach during 

their internship semester. Having more thematic data to compare between participants may 

encourage students to practice self-care regularly. In conclusion, self-care should not be another 

task on a schedule but a priority to maintain a happy and healthy work-life balance. 
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Conclusion 

By showing a visual transformation of how to incorporate self-care practices into a 

student's busy routine, I hope that this research encourages students to take the time to schedule 

activities that are both helpful toward relieving work and school-related stressors and enjoyable. 

Taking care of oneself helps increase energy and well-being to continue with a busy schedule. 

Rather than thinking about self-care as something that one does just for oneself, self-care is 

something that one does to help oneself take care of others. Self-care allows a student to be at 

their best, maximize their potential, increase their ability to deal with stressors, and improve the 

quality of their life (Pappas 2020). The goal of self-reflective artmaking is that it is a way of 

assessing yourself. To put it simply, 'reflection' means to think about something. It may help to 

find additional ways to manage the stress and continue to strive for a personally and 

professionally meaningful career. At last, self-reflective artmaking and the creative process never 

disappointed me, providing me a space to freely express emotions and comforting me when I 

was stressed. Self-reflective artmaking helped me learn how to implement strategies better take 

care of myself. 
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