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ABSTRACT 

This arts-based phenomenological study explored the personal identities of four active 

duty (AD) military spouses based on their perspectives and lived experiences in civilian and 

military communities. Co-researchers engaged in art therapy interventions at a public library in 

the rural Midwest. The co-researchers were led through abstract self-portrait collage making, a 

reflective writing exercise, and a group discussion regarding the personal meanings, experiences, 

and identities related to the content they had created. The visual data were converted to textual 

data and organized using the expressive therapies continuum (ETC). Through phenomenological 

methods, the themes developed from the data were as follows: (1) Social connections and coping 

strategies, and (2) Living the military lifestyle and navigating communities. The social 

implications of this study are an increased understanding of the experiences of AD military 

spouses, which may help civilians and professionals develop new perspectives on military life 

and help inform future military spouse support programs.  

Keywords: active duty military spouse, personal identity, abstract self-portrait collage, art 

therapy, arts-based phenomenological research 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Military spouses are an underserved population that experiences unique challenges and 

stressors (Corry et al., 2021; DaLomba et al., 2021; Page, 2018). Increased attention has been 

given to experiences, such as deployment separations, unemployment struggles, frequent moves, 

and fluctuating social support, unique to military spouses (Corry et al., 2019; Howie, 2013; 

Howie, 2017; O’Neal et al., 2020; Page, 2018). However, little research has covered active-duty 

(AD) military spouses’ lived experiences navigating between civilian and military communities 

and how the navigation process influences their personal and professional identities. Existing 

research on AD military spouses’ personal identities indicates that a mature, stable personal 

identity is associated with resilience and healthy coping strategies (Page, 2018).  

Significance 

Identity is an important area of exploration because AD military spouses make up a large 

portion of AD military communities and have been shown to significantly influence not only the 

health and wellness of the military members but also the military missions (Corry et al., 2021; 

DaLomba et al., 2021; Page, 2018; Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). Within the military 

community, spouses provided and found support from other military families and organizations, 

which helped them traverse the challenges and stressors of military life (Corry et al., 2021; 

O’Neal et al., 2020; Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). Building social support was necessary for 

spouses, who also experience high rates of mental health issues (Corry et al., 2021; Cutter, 2021; 

Walter et al., 2021; Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). High rates of mental health issues, military 

stressors and challenges, and a spouse’s influence on military member health and well-being 

suggest the need for research on AD military spouses, their identities, and how they relate 

socially within their community. 
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Statement of Purpose 

This study aimed to explore AD military spouses’ identities and lived experiences in their 

communities through art creation, and reflective writing focused on personal identity. By 

applying an arts-based phenomenological approach to research, this study sought to answer the 

following question: What are AD military spouses’ lived experiences of their identities while 

they straddle military and civilian communities?  

Justification 

Answering the guiding research question may shed light on how AD military spouses 

identify themselves, how they relate to their communities, and the role identity plays in their 

relationship with the community. Understanding AD military spouses’ identities and experiences 

may promote the development of better social support programs. These support programs are 

designed to assist them through the challenges and stressors they encounter in military life while 

working to balance their lives between military and civilian communities. This research may also 

fill a gap in the available literature on military populations and spouses. 

Definitions 

Active Duty Military Spouse 

A military spouse is an individual married to a military member of any military branch 

and may or may not be a military member (Eubanks, 2013). The active duty (AD) identifier 

preceding the military spouse descriptor indicates the military member’s duty status, not the 

military spouse’s duty status. For this study, the AD identifier is passed to the military spouse as 

a descriptor that identifies the active/non-active military status, as military-related stressors and 

challenges are different for the military spouse depending on the duty status of the military 

member. The AD identifier does not indicate that the military spouse is an AD service member.   
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Personal Identity 

 Personal identity is described by the American Psychological Association (2022) as a set 

of personal characteristics, affiliations, sense of self, and social roles that are relatively stable for 

extended periods. Personal characteristics are physical attributes, psychological structures, and 

interpersonal relationships that blend with sociocultural influences into a multilayered identity 

composition (American Psychological Association, 2022).  

Community 

In this study, community is defined as a feeling of belonging to a group and sharing 

something in common with the individuals within, such as similar goals, beliefs, or identities 

(Delanty, 2006; Leung, 2017). 

Art Therapy 

 Art therapy utilizes artistic self-expression, creativity, psychological theory, and 

therapeutic relationships to treat various mental health issues, such as depression, anxiety, and 

trauma, support individuals and communities, and raise awareness of social problems (Art 

Therapy Association, 2022). 

Witnessing 

 According to Howie (2017), witnessing in therapy means acknowledging and validating 

personal experiences described by therapy or research group members through empathy and 

support directed toward the person speaking.  

Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 

An abstract self-portrait collage is an image of an individual created by that individual, 

composed of elements that represent ideas or thoughts relevant to the individual (Barcio, 2016), 

using pre-made pictures from magazines and other art materials. 
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Brief Overview of the Study 

This study explores how identity is experienced by a small group of AD military spouses 

navigating between military and civilian communities. The spouses became co-researchers as 

they created abstract self-portrait collages, which they reflected on through writing and discourse 

to express their identities and experiences (Howie, 2017; Pivac & Zemunik, 2020). Data were 

collected through photographs of the artwork, written reflections, and field notes that contained 

observations and direct quotes from the co-researchers. A thematic analysis was conducted to 

develop themes based on the experiences and meanings described and illustrated after the data 

were thoroughly reviewed (Beaumont, 2018; Williams & Moser, 2019). Relevant themes related 

to the proposed research question were developed and compared with previous research findings 

pertinent to the topic and presented in the final thesis document (Terry, 2021). Finally, the 

implications of these findings were discussed, along with the possible future research directions 

that could be explored. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Research on active duty (AD) military spouses is growing as knowledge of their impact 

on AD military service members is recognized (Corry et al., 2019). Military spouses are 

constantly asked to adapt to significant life changes and disruptions. Still, little is known about 

how they navigate and develop their identity while straddling between military and civilian 

community commitments, demands, and expectations. Arts-based phenomenological methods 

present unique opportunities to explore identities and resilience factors in the AD military 

spouses’ lives to understand their perspectives better and develop more effective support 

programs and mental health support for this unique population.  

Active Duty Military Spouses 

According to the United States Department of Defense (USDoD, 2020), 49% of AD 

military members were married, and the average age of an AD military spouse was 31.9 years. 

The majority, 90.7%, were female AD spouses, and nearly one-third of AD military families had 

children (USDoD, 2020). Fewer male AD military spouses within the military population 

indicate these spouses are less likely to be represented in the available research despite 

experiencing similar but different stressors and challenges as female spouses (Lufkin, 2017; 

Southwell & Wadsworth, 2016). AD military spouses had an essential role in supporting AD 

military members and were impacted by military lifestyle stressors (Corry et al., 2021; Ziff & 

Garland-Jackson, 2020). Assignment changes caused AD military families to frequently move 

across state lines or overseas far from families of origin (Corry et al., 2019; Howie, 2013; Howie, 

2017; O’Neal et al., 2020; Page, 2018). In a 2013 survey, Maury and Stone (2014) reported that 

17% of AD military spouses were students, and 66% had completed degrees while their military 

spouse was actively serving in the military. Despite education, AD military spouses experienced 
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higher unemployment rates than non-military affiliated spouses (Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017). 

AD Spouses often managed the family, assuming androgynous roles, while the AD military 

member was absent during temporary duty assignments or deployments (Aducci et al., 2011; 

Corry et al., 2019; Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017; Page, 2018). Corry et al. (2019) suggested that 

AD military spouses experienced increased risks for poor health stemming from the unique 

structure of military life and poor social support compared to AD military members and non-

military affiliated civilian spouses.                          

Stress due to managing the balance of demands between the military, the service 

member, and the spouse was increased for spouses who did not embrace this responsibility 

(Aducci et al., 2011). Fluctuating AD work schedules and demands complicated managing daily 

life (Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017), and there was no recognition of managing this triangle 

relationship better than other AD spouses (Aducci et al., 2011). According to Corry et al. (2021), 

male AD military spouses did not experience as much stress as female spouses. However, 

research indicated that male AD military spouses are more likely to get divorced, especially if 

they are unemployed (Cutter, 2021; Southwell & Wadsworth, 2016). They appeared to have 

more influence over their spouse’s military career choices (Cutter, 2021; Southwell & 

Wadsworth, 2016). Dual-military spouses reported more stress but indicated more support 

(Corry et al., 2021). Officers’ spouses had the least stress and the most reported support, which 

researchers linked to increased financial security (Corry et al., 2021). 

AD military spouses' health impacted AD military members and the healthcare cost to the 

military, but more research focused on AD military spouses is needed (Corry et al., 2019). 

Common mental health issues for AD military spouses included high rates of depression (Cutter, 

2021; Walter et al., 2021), anxiety, obesity, and alcohol misuse (Corry et al., 2019). Howie 

(2017) stated that many AD military spouses had mental health issues before marriage to an AD 
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military member or problems developed during the marriage. Walter et al. (2021) found that 

military service members with post-traumatic syndrome disorder (PTSD) affected their spouses, 

increasing the rates of major depression disorder (MDD), especially for those with more than one 

child. Mental health care could be accessed through primary care doctors and referrals to 

network providers, taking a month or more to get appointments. Research from DaLomba et al. 

(2021) noted the impact military life and the military mission had on AD military families and 

how the focus on the mission created a unique family environment. Despite some support, AD 

military spouses still experienced many challenges and stressors unique to the military lifestyle. 

Additional research is needed, with particular attention to male AD military spouses, who have 

been historically less likely to participate in research (Lufkin, 2017). 

Challenges 

Challenges and military lifestyle stressors for AD military spouses included inconsistent 

social support, frequent moves across state lines or to over-seas locations, career disruptions, 

marital separation stress due to deployments or temporary duty assignments, and barriers to 

mental healthcare (Corry et al., 2019; Corry et al., 2021; Howie, 2017; O’Neal et al., 2020; Page, 

2018). Military lifestyle stressors impact the family structure and mental health of AD military 

family members (Howie, 2017). Chilton et al. (2021) explained that managing military members' 

health issues caused additional stress and relationship issues within military families and social 

support networks. Naff (2014) described trauma as the accumulation of small and large adverse 

life events, or stress, that produced maladaptive responses to stressful environments or situations 

over time. However, the experienced trauma or stress may or may not meet the definition of 

PTSD and can develop from stressors in a person’s life, illustrating a need for more research on 

AD military spouse experiences and identities (Naff, 2014).  
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Poor social support for AD military spouses developed from being distanced from family 

and friends, frequently moving, and time constraints (Borah & Fina, 2017; Corry et al., 2019; 

O’Neal et al., 2020; Page, 2018). Spouses with more social support from the military and social 

circles self-reported being healthier than those with less, who reported using more unhealthy 

methods of stress coping (Corry et al., 2019). Frequent moving from one military installation to 

another caused disruptions for spouses in all aspects of their lives (Corry et al., 2019; O’Neal et 

al., 2020). Relocations caused stress, social disruptions, isolation, and poor communication for 

AD military spouses and their families, according to Chilton et al. (2021). 

Research on AD military spouse employment and educational barriers stated that 

frequent moves and deployments disrupted career and educational goals (Borah & Fina, 2017; 

DaLomba et al., 2021; O’Neal et al., 2020; Ott et al., 2018). DaLomba et al. (2021) found that 

AD military spouses experience higher unemployment rates than civilian spouses. They 

described how military culture's expectations, rules, and hierarchies put limitations on 

individuality and may have added to the stress AD military spouses experienced while 

developing professional identities and working towards professional goals. DaLomba et al. 

(2021) suggested that constant change disrupted the process of self-development and identity 

maturation, with spouses putting careers on hold. AD military spouses often reported being 

discouraged in their careers, but challenges from this were a catalyst for growth in other areas of 

their identity and adaptability (DaLomba et al., 2021; Ott et al., 2018). Ott et al. (2018) explained 

that military institutions recommended portable careers for AD military spouses to support better 

employment outcomes and portability. Spouses often chose careers in medical, business, mental 

health, behavioral science, and education, on their own, with nursing careers noted as the most 

reported employment (Ott et al., 2018).  
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Deployments are another stressful part of the military lifestyle and culture. Chilton et 

al.’s (2021) research noted that deployments were connected to marital disruptions, complex 

trauma, and poor communication. Interestingly, male AD military spouses experienced fewer 

deployment-related separations from female military member wives and fewer moves (Southwell 

& Wadsworth, 2016). Military cultural limitations reportedly increased feelings of isolation, 

leading to decreased marital and life satisfaction. (DaLomba et al., 2021; Page, 2018). Some 

spouses utilized protective buffering strategies to decrease distractions and not overwhelm 

deployed AD military service members, which could have increased distress and lower marital 

satisfaction during deployments (Carter et al., 2020). Aducci et al. (2011) noted that military 

wives experienced dual or split loyalties to family and the military and described feeling like 

they “listened from the sidelines.” AD military spouses also had to learn how to balance power 

in their marriage, as the stages of deployment have different demands on the spouses (Borah & 

Fina, 2017). According to Aducci et al. (2011), deployments helped some AD military spouses 

develop resiliency, personal growth, and self-confidence, which they partly attributed to role 

changes within the family during deployment. Other spouses experienced persistent depression 

after deployments (Alhomaizi et al., 2020).  

Logistical factors, such as time and money, were the most reported barrier to mental 

health care (63%) for AD military spouses, with negative beliefs about mental healthcare (52%) 

being the second, according to Schvey et al. (2022). Alhomaizi et al. (2020) noted psychosocial 

barriers to care, such as spouses’ reluctance to get help due to fears of losing their children 

because of deployment requirements for AD service members. Finding knowledgeable 

professionals well versed in military life and culture was noted by Borah and Fina (2017) in their 

research on military spouse perspectives. Spouses also reported a reluctancy to seek care because 

specialized care requirements can place limitations on available duty stations and being able to 
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leave an area if desired (Borah & Fina, 2017). Howie (2017) stated that for AD military spouses, 

help-seeking was not always preferable because it may impact the AD military service member’s 

career. Some AD military spouses reported feeling they needed to fix their mental health 

problems independently (Schvey et al., 2022). Schvey et al. (2022) stated the most likely AD 

military spouses to report barriers to care were those with mental health issues.  

Schvey et al. (2022) explained that AD military spouses experienced double the rates of 

mental health issues compared to non-military affiliated spouses. Additionally, male AD military 

spouses with previous military careers often reported mental health issues (Southwell & 

Wadsworth, 2016). Some AD military spouses reported struggling to find appointments with 

professionals knowledgeable about military life (Schvey et al., 2022). Additionally, care may be 

disrupted due to moves or changes in parental responsibilities as military demands change. 

Depending on the type of mental health issues being treated, some military families are limited to 

specific military installations that can provide or access the required care (Alhomaizi et al., 

2020). Corry et al. (2019) explained that spouses with good mental and physical health provided 

more support for the military member and benefitted the military. According to Corry et al. 

(2019), better social and military support programs may have improved military couples' overall 

health and well-being. However, programs in the military often target military members, and 

availability varied from branch to branch and base to base (Corry et al., 2019). Despite these 

challenges, some AD military spouses described opportunities for growth by meeting the 

challenges and stressors and adapting to changes (Borah & Fina, 2017, Runge et al., 2014). AD 

military spouses shared other positive perspectives of financial security and military pride 

(Runge et al., 2014). 
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Community 

 A community can mean different things depending on one’s perspective. Despite the idea 

of community fluctuating over time with little consensus on one definition, many meanings 

include aspects of interpersonal relationships or interactions and some form of commonality 

shared among its members (Leung, 2017). Delanty (2006) notes an individual’s sense of 

belonging is also often a defining feature of their community. Leung (2017) suggested that 

community and identity and intrinsically connected and intersected with individual agency and 

external forces. Interestingly, Leung (2017) describes immigrant perspectives of constructing the 

concepts of home, community, and identity that seem to mirror the experiences of AD military 

spouses as they are forced to relocate, often far from home and sometimes to foreign countries. 

When their home was far from their community, people continued to connect with their 

communities of origin (Leung, 2017). The idea that identity is closely linked to home and 

community brings to question how relocation influences how AD military spouses navigate the 

reconstruction of who they are after they move. 

 In a study focused on the relationship between social connections and coping and well-

being for military members and their spouses, O’Neal et al. (2020) found that community 

connections were important for military families to cope with military stressors. Common 

experiences and stressors create common identifying community factors for AD military 

spouses, which bring them together and designate them to a supporting role in the community 

(Mancini et al., 2018). A sense of community was helpful for spouses navigating military 

demands and stressors because it gave spouses a sense of control and competence, according to 

research on military spouse resiliency and community by Wang et al. (2015) and Mancini et al. 

(2018). Wang et al. (2015) found that social support from friends had the most impact on 

positive emotions, and spouses handled military life challenges better. Ziff and Garland-Jackson 
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(2020) acknowledged the need to quickly establish friendships and community after relocating to 

another military installation. Mancini et al. (2018) indicated formal organizations in military 

communities focused on spouse education, networking, mentoring, and career development to 

support and work towards reducing stressors like childcare problems and spouse education.  

Military communities were described as transient, as families constantly move in and out 

of military installations, but also included proximal and relational aspects (Leung, 2017; Wang et 

al., 2015). Living on a military installation encouraged more immersion in the military 

community for some families because proximation and rank influenced the types of connections 

through rank-related expectations and socioeconomic status within the military structure (O’Neal 

et al., 2020). O’Neal et al. (2020) found that unit leaders provided degrees of support to military 

families, but rank appeared to determine available opportunities and experiences for military 

families. Military spouses experienced limitations due to their military member’s rank, as higher- 

and lower-ranking families were not casually social (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). However, it 

is unclear how this might impact AD military spouses, who are less integrated into the military 

community (O’Neal et al., 2020). Family-friendly leadership created more positive and stronger 

military communities and increased spouse satisfaction with the military overall (Borah & Fina, 

2017; O’Neal et al., 2020).  

Some military spouses' participation in the military community included attending or 

planning social events, volunteering on and off base, supporting other spouses and military 

families, and supporting their military members (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). They describe 

these expectations as part of an outdated patriarchal system where spouses were most likely stay-

at-home wives, supporting normative gender roles and heterosexual family structures. Gendered 

roles may conflict with male identities and societal assumptions about masculinity for male AD 

military spouses (Lufkin, 2017). Lufkin (2017) explained that male AD military spouses 
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experience additional isolation from community connections because they represent a smaller 

portion of the military spouse population, and there are stigmas surrounding supporting a female 

military member. Male AD military spouses struggled to relate to female AD military spouses 

and male military service members (Lufkin, 2017). Lufkin (2017) stated that they often needed 

to correct others’ assumptions about current and prior military service history.  

Negative spouse stereotypes furthered the divide between spouses, as bad spouses were 

seen as a drain on the military because they were not contributing to the mission (Ziff & 

Garland-Jackson, 2020). Male AD military spouses have struggled with masculinity, gender-

specific stereotypes, and traditional family systems that increased feelings of isolation (Cutter, 

2021; Keller et al.,2018; Lufkin, 2017). Other male spouses did not mind taking on 

stereotypically feminine roles (Southwell & Wadsworth, 2016). Spouses in Ziff and Garland-

Jackson’s (2020) study reported their participant’s frustration with other spouses’ “drama” and 

the choice to create distance from the military community despite some military community 

engagements being beneficial for children. Age and maturity appeared to be prominent factors in 

the level of drama (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020).  

Identity 

Identity development typically occurs during early adulthood (Beaumont, 2018; Newman 

& Newman, 2018), which aligns with the average age of most AD military spouses (USDoD, 

2020). Newman and Newman (2018) defined identity as a composition of past, present, and 

future life experiences, skills, and goals. Beaumont (2018) illustrated that identity comprises 

personal history, cultural identities, spiritual identities, activities, professional identity, family 

identity, and social identity. Additional layers of identity may be reflected in coping skills, 

problems solving skills, and decision-making skills (Beaumont, 2018). Rogers (1980) suggested 

that individuals construct their sense of self but require others to affirm or witness their existence 
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and solidify identity, suggesting identity development is an individual and social construct. The 

concept of self is formed within the individual and in interactions with others over an extended 

period (Fantuzzi, 2020). However, Gergen (2015) found that different parts of identity are 

constructed by society, giving individuals little to no control over identity and how one is treated 

due to the constructs of identity within society. Leung (2017) indicated that identity was also 

influenced by community sentiment or the feeling of belonging to a group. These contributing 

factors highlight the influence personal experiences and the community one lives in impacts 

aspects of identity on a fundamental level.  

Gur and Mathias’ (2021) research found tension between personal and social identities 

and suggested that a focal identity took priority over other identity aspects within the self. The 

data looked at how different identities are utilized in daily life based on environment and needs, 

along with identities that one finds essential or central (Gur & Mathias, 2021). Gur and Mathias 

(2021) described how broad experiences helped develop personal identities, like those from 

college campuses, and more experienced participants found social group identities more 

beneficial. The findings indicate that AD military spouses' experiences may help them develop 

their sense of self and identity. Research by Ickes et al. (2012) supported that identity formation 

occurred through new experiences and incorporated experiences that increased self-knowledge 

and clarified identity. Identity-related exploration created liminal spaces where different aspects 

of identity can evolve and mature (Beaumont, 2018; Sibbett, 2005). Research by Page (2018) 

suggested that mature identity development increased AD military spouse resilience and coping 

abilities to handle military lifestyle stressors. 

Military spouse stereotypes also impacted AD military spouse identity development. 

According to a study by Ziff and Garland-Jackson (2020), three common spouse stereotypes in 

the military community were lazy, irresponsible, and rank-driven spouses. There were no data 
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available on stereotypes related to military husbands. However, Ziff and Garland-Jackson (2020) 

noted the subordinate nature of most spouse identities and stereotypes. These stereotypes 

negatively impact the identity development of military spouses but also help establish identity in 

relation to other military spouses by identifying good and bad behavior within social circles for 

military spouses (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). Ziff and Garland-Jackson (2020) also found 

that there were expectations for femininity among military wives, and wives who did not meet 

these were considered lesser spouses within the social circle. Mancini et al. (2018) described 

some positive attributes included in the military spouse identity as focusing on family, being 

autonomous and altruistic, being of service to the military, and making sacrifices. Identifying as 

independent was a positive attribute for some spouses (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). 

Military spouses were expected to be strong and resilient while also being subordinate 

and supportive, depending on their military members to provide for them even if they were 

working and independent (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). Ziff and Garland-Jackson (2020) 

explained that gender roles within the military social structure became part of the military spouse 

identity, where spouse means wife means female, and females mean homemaker, but also head 

of the household during deployments and temporary duty assignments. This narrow description 

of a military spouse no longer accommodates the diverse roles, genders, or cultural backgrounds 

within military spouse communities and military families. Additionally, Ziff and Garland-

Jackson (2020) stated that the military impacted the construction of spouse identities and roles by 

limiting what identities and roles were available to them depending on the situation.  

Current Mental Health Treatments  

Some of the approaches to treatments for military populations included group work, 

interpersonal therapies, social groups, communication-based work, relationship building, and 

spirituality (Alhomaizi et al., 2020; Howie, 2017; Page, 2018; Pflieger et al., 2020; Wang et al., 
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2015). Group structures were common approaches to working with AD military spouses because 

they fostered social bonding and friendship common in the military lifestyle (Howie, 2017). In a 

qualitative study, Alhomaizi et al. (2020) adapted group interpersonal psychotherapy (IPT-G) 

methods to treat depression in military wives with promising results. IPT-G focused on 

interpersonal relationships, roles, and transitions and was adapted to fit military spouses. Spouses 

and detachments often hosted several social groups within the military, such as spouse clubs, 

paint nights, and coffee meetups (Page, 2018).  

Pflieger et al.’s (2020) research indicated that spirituality was a factor in better mental 

health and marriage satisfaction for AD military spouses and a significant part of the military 

resiliency program. Chaplains are stationed at military installations to provide spiritual guidance 

and care.  Better mental health and marital happiness for military spouses and their service 

members were also linked to communication, social support, optimism, and mastery of skills, 

which supports the spouse support programs supported by the military (Pflieger et al., 2020). 

Sulivan et al.’s (2021) research found similar positive factors, including coping strategies, a 

sense of purpose and meaning, relationship quality, communication, and social network or 

support. Happy people were more likely to engage socially, but root sources of unhappiness 

appeared to relate to poor social connection and a lack of control or mastery (Wang et al., 2015). 

Wang et al. (2015) suggested interventions could be adapted to focus on positive affect, mastery, 

and social support.   

Art Therapy  

Art therapy has been utilized to help many different populations and a variety of mental 

health concerns, including those faced by AD military spouses (Malchiodi, 2007). Morgan 

(2018) researched artmaking in identity expression and creating new narratives and found it 

facilitated the internalization of positive narratives and feelings of self-validation. Morgan (2018) 



AN EXPLORATION OF IDENTITY THROUGH SELF-PORTRAITS                               21 
 

noted the importance of looking at the processes used in artmaking and what purposes they serve 

to the individuals. Art has been used in art therapy to navigate liminal spaces by clarifying 

identities and incorporating experiences in the self (Sibbett, 2005). Sibbett (2005) suggested that 

art can uniquely assist in processing and expressing symbolic meanings and internal states, 

turning these elements into tangible, visible statements and stories.  

Art therapy incorporates physical engagement with the internal material produced 

through experiences (Malchiodi, 2007; Naff, 2014). Images often reveal truths and unexpected 

happenings when created and after the art is completed (Nuñez, 2009). Sharing art made in art 

therapy groups, such as self-portraits, enhanced the benefits of making the art (Muri, 2007). 

Artmaking explores identity in a group setting and illuminates different salient identities for 

various members (Morgan, 2018). Chilton and Scotti (2014) suggested that feedback from others 

helped reveal additional new meaning and knowledge about collage art created in an arts-based 

research study, indicating that a group discussion that includes participants’ feedback would 

have a similar effect. Morgan (2018) utilized an open studio approach, where art provided a 

platform for connection and open discussion, illustrating more similarities between group 

members and building relationships. The participant groups interacted with diverse people and 

positively recognized differences, talents, and experiences (Armon et al., 2009).  

Art Therapy and Active Duty Military Spouses 

Art therapy is one form of creative arts therapy available for addressing AD military 

spouse issues and self-expression. Howie (2017) suggested group settings for AD military 

spouses were preferred because they provided the validation, acceptance, and understanding 

needed to support mental health through group member witnessing. In her research, witnessing 

was using empathy and acknowledging individual experiences in a supportive manner. 
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Art therapy in Chilton et al.’s (2021) research with military families addressed military 

members’ disconnection from their family members by building social and communication skills 

and repairing family bonds through joint drawings, animal strengths and family environment, 

emotion cards, and discussions about artwork created. However, art therapy was not explicitly 

targeting spouses. It was focused on the military family unit, emphasizing supporting the military 

service member rather than the spouse, which is often the case in art therapy research related to 

military families.  

Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 

Self-portrait images reflect personality visually, giving abstract ideas a physical form and 

enabling the artist to communicate with and explore their identity (Pivac & Zemunik, 2020). 

According to Muri (2007), many populations have used self-portrait art for self-reflection and 

self-expression. Available research suggests portraits have a practical reflective and projective 

significance in exploring identity and developing self-awareness (Carr, 2020; Pivac & Zemunik, 

2020). Barcio (2016) described an abstract self-portrait as artwork that is an image of the artist 

created by the artist and contains elements related to ideas not grounded in the realistic physical 

attributes of the artist. This description provides a framework for an abstract identity self-portrait 

and what it should contain within the image. Cultural influences, identities, and experiences 

expressed in the self-portraits of Frieda Kahlo illustrated how self-portraits could include many 

different identities and experiences in one image, providing a glimpse into the creator’s self-

perspective and salient themes in their life (Carr, 2020; Ma, 2020). Carr (2020) compared her 

work with hospital patients who co-created self-portraits with her to the works of Kahlo to 

illustrate the therapeutic value of self-portraiture in art therapy.  

Many people have desired to express their true selves through imagery or other forms of 

self-expression as a statement of existence, which brings with it the experiences and challenges 
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that influence the self-identity portrayed within the image (Nuñez, 2009; Pustarfi, 2020). Armon 

et al. (2009) stated that self-portraits helped express identities and experiences evolving as they 

were created and had a self-empowering nature that allowed the expression of inner dialog about 

who we are as individuals and what this means to us (Nuñez, 2009). These images were a way to 

explore different internalized identities and their meanings (Fish, 2017). Portraits presented a 

way of seeing the self intimately and offered opportunities to control what others might see 

rather than allowing them to generate assumptions (Carr, 2020; Wallace, 1997). Nuñez (2009) 

stated that self-portraits also allowed experimentation with self-identities and presentations of 

self that revealed hidden strengths and qualities that were desired but not yet realized. Creating a 

self-portrait brought aspects of identity together, sometimes evoked change in the creator, and 

became a new place of knowing and understanding the self (Nuñez, 2009). A portrait of oneself 

that tells the desired life story was enriched by the notion that the portrait's subject would be seen 

as they wanted to be seen and raise awareness of their personal experiences and emotions (Carr, 

2020). 

Incorporating collage into self-portrait art decreases stress for individuals during the art 

creation because they can easily pull representative magazine images instead of hand-creating 

them and arranging the image as desired (Chilton & Scotti, 2014; Leavy, 2020; Malchiodi, 2007; 

Moon, 2014; Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016). Art therapists and arts-based researchers have often 

used collages because materials are readily available and easy to use (Chilton & Scotti, 2014; 

Leavy, 2020; Malchiodi, 2007; Moon. 2014; Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016). Chilton and Scotti 

(2014) found that collages provided layered, symbolic data full of metaphors and meaning. From 

the images and text, they developed themes related to the research question and provided insight 

into the use of collage in arts-based research (Chilton & Scotti, 2014). The positioning of images 

and text has offered new meanings and understandings in some instances, according to Leavy 



AN EXPLORATION OF IDENTITY THROUGH SELF-PORTRAITS                               24 
 

(2020). Collage in art therapy practices was attributed to its simplistic, forgiving, non-

threatening, self-expressive, and revealing nature, which provides an initial framework for 

therapeutic work (Moon, 2014; Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016).  

Metaphorical and mythic imagery appeared in self-portraits and images focused on the 

self, identity, growth, and transformation in Beaumont’s (2018) and Munday et al.’s (2017) 

research. Self-portraits contain meanings, hidden or highlighted aspects of self, challenge the 

way the artist is perceived, and contain multiple self-concepts in one work of art (Fantuzzi, 

2020). Munday et al. (2017) noted that participants found it easier to discuss identity through 

images, metaphors, and symbols in the photos collected for collage work on identity. Rowland 

(2015) found symbolic images connected to known or unknown parts of the body or spirit, 

creating a bridge. Symbol interpretation varies from person to person and across time, illustrating 

the importance of gathering information about symbolic meaning from the creator (Rowland, 

2015). Writing before or after creating self-portraits also helped describe aspects of identities, 

skills, and experiences (Armon et al., 2009). 

Muri (2007) noted a negative side of self-portraits where some individuals became fixed 

on negative aspects of self and negative thinking. It was important to guide individuals through 

self-reflection when negative aspects of the self emerged by reminding participants that these 

aspects do not have to define the entirety of the participant (Muri, 2007). However, there were no 

significant stress level differences between creating self-portraits and other forms of art, 

according to Becerra et al. (2021), indicating that stress experienced during different drawing 

activities was the same and could be considered within normal parameters.  

Art as Data 

Visual data is a form of data that can present unique additions to typical narrative data 

collected in qualitative research. Images are an essential part of lived experiences because they 
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can relay meanings and illustrate how an individual relates to both external and internal worlds, 

convey cultural meanings, social norms, and ideals, and present a way to interact with others and 

develop a self-image (Leavy, 2020; Reavey & Brown, 2021). Visual art images, such as 

magazine collages, provide a pathway to understanding nonverbal concepts (Manders & Chilton, 

2013). By translating nonverbal languages, like art, to a textual language (Haberlin, 2017; Leavy, 

2020; Manders & Chilton, 2013), data can be extracted for analysis in arts-based research. The 

translation process takes raw image data and converts it into a text-based form, such as detailed 

descriptions of the artwork or descriptive captions, so that the information can be analyzed 

(Haberlin, 2017; Manders & Chilton, 2013). Manders and Chilton (2013) expressed the 

importance of knowing that translation between languages can also include data loss. 

Additionally, the expressive therapies continuum (ETC) can enhance the textual data with 

additional observations on how the artwork was made and the processes used (Hinz, 2020). 

Expressive Therapies Continuum 

The Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) is a framework for approaching art and the 

art-making processes (Hinz, 2020; Lusebrink, 1990). The ETC framework consists of seven 

components paired bilaterally, with the last situated at the top (see Figure 1). These are, from left 

to right, bottom to top, Kinesthetic, Sensory, Perspective, Affective, Cognitive, Symbolic, and 

Creative (see Figure 1) (Hinz, 2020; Lusebrink, 1990). Additionally, the resistive and fluid 

nature of the materials chosen also rests on a bidirectional scale paralleling the cognitive to the 

affective range of experiences (Hinz, 2020). Materials chosen and the artist’s interactions with 

them during the artmaking processes inform many therapeutic and research practices related to 

expressive art therapy (Hinz, 2020). 
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Figure 1  

Expressive Therapies Continuum (ETC) Framework 

 

Note. This illustration was adapted from Lusebrink’s (1990) and Hinz’s (2020) research, 

descriptions, and illustrations of the ETC framework for therapeutic approaches in art therapy.  

Hinz (2020) indicated that collage work is in the middle of the spectrum, neither fluid nor 

resistive, and presents a neutral place for most individuals to create art. However, Raffaelli & 

Hartzell (2016) stated that collage was a more restrictive medium due to its structure and the 

containment of emotional material based on the size of the paper used for the collage base. 

Collage is a cognitive, perceptual, and kinesthetic process of making art that requires problem-

solving, planning, and cutting or tearing materials (Hinz, 2020; Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016). 

However, providing a selection of art media representing components of the ETC allows artists 

to provide information on their level of risk-taking or experimentation (Hinz, 2020). Interactions 

with the materials chosen and their use in their artwork can inform researchers of how they 

respond to daily life situations and challenges (Hinz, 2020). Hinz (2020) also suggested that the 

size of the paper may help contain emerging emotions brought out more by fluid media versus 

resistive media. Artwork that exceeds the boundaries of the paper may indicate a high level of 

expansiveness for the artist compared to artwork that takes up a small amount of area on the 

paper (Hinz, 2020). Collage self-portraits utilize existing images that individuals can use to 
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represent aspects of themselves (Hinz, 2020). However, artists' choices when actively making art 

can provide hints to how they relate to the world (Hinz, 2020). Hinz (2020) indicated that the 

number of processes utilized during the artmaking session is associated with the perceived value 

of the experience.  

Hinz (2020) stated that universal and personal symbols could appear in artwork, focusing 

on past or future experiences or perspectives. Emotional symbols decrease reflective distance, 

and universal symbols increase the reflective distance from distressing content (Hinz, 2020). 

Hinz (2020) suggested including questions related to the meanings of symbols used in artwork 

and what personal associations the images might have for the creators of the artwork. Exploring 

these questions has been shown to help increase self-knowledge by revealing self-insights and 

promoting the integration of new self-discoveries that may be ambiguous or dual-natured (Hinz, 

2020). Exploration of the symbols incorporated in self-portraits draws from the ETC's symbolic 

component (Hinz, 2020). However, the overuse of symbolic imagery may dilute any valuable 

meaning gained from them (Hinz, 2020). 

In Haeyen et al.’s (2018) study, the artmaking and reflective process were a positive 

though painful experience, but this subsided to reveal positive benefits. Haeyen et al. (2018) 

found that the application of the ETC framework in comparing art therapists’ assessments of 

participants' interactions and applications during artmaking and reflections with participant 

accounts of their experiences in artmaking and reflection were aligned with similar descriptions 

from both sides. 

Arts-Based Phenomenological Approach 

Phenomenology is the study of lived experiences. Phenomenological approaches respect 

interpersonal relationships and ways of knowing impacting the research process (Moustakas, 

1994). Aducci et al. (2011) used a phenomenological method to explore the lived experiences of 
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military wives during their husbands’ deployments from a holistic point of view to describe those 

experiences through in-depth accounts. A phenomenological approach uses open-ended 

questions that suit art as self-exploration and facilitates a research focus on the true essence of 

the phenomena being researched to find meaning and gain understanding (Van Lith, 2008).  

Arts-based phenomenological research incorporates visual experience and perceptions, 

creating holistic experiential data (Leavey, 2020). In phenomenological research, Allen (2005) 

explained that witness writing, a method of documenting observations during group research, can 

focus on gathering information about the image-making process, what is made in the group, and 

the meanings related to the images. Beaumont (2018) found that transformation could develop 

from artmaking and journal writing about the experiences and thoughts that emerged during the 

process within the group setting.  

 A thematic analysis (TA) of the visual and textual data offers methods for exploring 

phenomena by exploring experiences and meanings provided by participants and researcher-

generated data to understand the phenomena better (Beaumont, 2018; Williams & Moser, 2019). 

TA explores individuals, groups, and lived experiences to make sense of personal and social 

worlds (Smith & Eatough, 2021) by looking at the felt aspect, verbal and written descriptions, 

and visual images of how identity is experienced (Boden & Eatough, 2013). 

Combining visual arts-based research methods with phenomenological methods 

presented unique opportunities to understand individual and group experiences using artmaking 

and art as data representation (Leavy, 2020). The phenomenological methods described for this 

research with AD military spouses, paired with multi-modal expressive approaches that include 

image-making, writing, and discussion, generated a wealth of data related to the experience of 

identity in the community. The study incorporated qualitative phenomenology and arts-based 
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methods in a person-centered exploration of personal identities using verbal and non-verbal self-

expression. 

Chilton and Scotti (2014) stated that despite different goals, art therapy and arts-based 

research utilize art as the primary mode of generating change or new knowledge. Subjective 

material exploration may benefit from arts-based approaches because of their ability to use art to 

illustrate ideas and reveal new information (Chilton & Scotti, 2014). Leavey (2020) suggested 

that identity work in research has provided opportunities to challenge stereotypes by illuminating 

hidden perspectives and giving voice to those who have been silenced or ignored. Understanding 

AD military spouse identities and seeing them as separate from the military member could be 

significant in addressing mental health issues and developing/implementing support programs to 

reach spouses (Howie, 2017).  

Summary 

 Understanding AD military spouses’ lived experiences and identities is essential to 

providing better support and policies that could improve AD military spouses' mental health and 

well-being. Challenges for AD military spouses included frequent moves, family separations due 

to deployments or temporary assignments, inconsistent social support from communities and 

military bases, and disruptions in career and educational goals (Borah & Fina, 2017; Chilton et 

al., 2021; Corry et al., 2019; Corry et al., 2021; DaLomba et al., 2021; Howie, 2017; O’Neal et 

al., 2020; Ott et al., 2018; Page, 2018). AD military spouses were expected to be supportive, 

family-focused, autonomous, altruistic, and resilient, but also submissive and subordinate, 

limiting opportunities that might encourage identity development (Mancini et al., 2018; Ziff & 

Garland-Jackson, 2020). Stereotypes and outdated social structures presented challenges and 

barriers for AD military spouses (Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). Unit leaders also demonstrated 
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influence over the experiences of military families and available community connections 

(O’Neal et al., 2020; Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). 

A mature identity was shown to increase resiliency and the ability to cope with these 

types of challenges (Page, 2018). Additionally, aspects of identity derived from similar 

experiences and stressors created connections between AD military spouses, which helped them 

cope (O’Neal et al., 2020). However, AD military spouses experienced higher rates of 

depression, anxiety, and alcohol misuse than non-military affiliated spouses (Cutter, 2021; 

Walter et al., 2021). They described struggling to find mental health care from knowledgeable 

professionals familiar with military life stressors and challenges (Borah & Fina, 2017). While 

searching the available research, few research-informed treatments for AD military spouses were 

found. Those found included methods involving group and interpersonal therapies, 

communication and relationship-building work, and developing spirituality to foster marital 

happiness (Alhomaizi et al., 2020; Howie, 2017; Page, 2018; Pflieger et al., 2020; Wang et al., 

2015). These approaches aligned with military community-building strategies that employ social 

groups to build connections within the community (Page, 2018). AD military spouses who 

developed positive social relationships and feelings of mastery appeared to be more socially 

engaged and able to handle stressors (Sullivan et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2015). 

Art therapy has been utilized in working with veterans and their families (Chilton et al., 

2021; Howie, 2017). However, there was limited research on art therapy with AD military 

spouses and explicitly addressing their mental health needs. Art therapy has addressed a variety 

of mental health issues for many populations, helping individuals express experiences, navigate 

liminal spaces, physically work with materials symbolic of internal experiences, share those 

experiences with others, and have discussions about complex topics (Armon et al., 2009; 

Malchiodi, 2007; Morgan, 2018; Muri, 2007; Nuñez, 2009; Sibbett, 2005). Abstract self-portraits 
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were one way to create physical and visual representations of self-concepts and conceptual ideas 

and use them to communicate and explore identities (Barcio, 2016; Pivac & Zemunik, 2020). 

Research indicated that collage methods of artmaking in art therapy are less stressful, and 

materials are easy to find, apply, and familiar to most people (Chilton & Scotti, 2014; Leavy, 

2020; Malchiodi, 2007; Moon, 2014; Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016). However, interpretations of 

artwork can vary, and gathering in-depth descriptions from the creators of the art is necessary to 

understand the meanings being conveyed (Armon et al., 2009; Rowland, 2015).  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

This arts-based phenomenological study aimed to find themes within data generated from 

active duty (AD) military spouses. AD military spouses in the Midwest United States who 

participated in the half-day workshop were directed to create abstract self-portrait collages, write 

reflectively about their image, and join a group discussion (Betts & Deaver, 2019; Leavy, 2020). 

The methods designed for this research were approved by the Saint Mary-of-The-Woods 

Institutional Review Board (IRB). An arts-based phenomenological approach was selected for 

the current study because it captures the artmaking experience and shares personal accounts and 

perspectives. Other forms of research would be unable to, leaving out valuable information and 

creating an incomplete picture. 

A phenomenological study focuses on lived experiences and interpersonal relationships 

through open-ended questions and observations (Aducci et al., 2011; Moustakas, 1994; Van Lith, 

2008). Arts-based phenomenological approaches incorporate visual data through artmaking 

experiences and perceptions (Leavy, 2020). The described methods allow for exploring co-

researchers' identities and experiences through verbal and visual formats while in a group setting 

(Beaumont, 2018; Ma, 2020; Morgan, 2018; Muri, 2007; Nuñez, 2009; Van Lith, 2008). Data 

analysis in phenomenological research occurs through thematic analysis, and themes are 

developed during reviewing, coding, and defining the data’s features (Aducci et al., 2011; 

Moustakas, 1994; Van Lith, 2008). The development of themes was guided by the research 

question: What are AD military spouses’ lived experiences of their identities while they straddle 

military and civilian communities? 
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Co-Researchers 

Co-researchers included female and male AD military spouses aged 18 years or older. 

The military population consists of a diverse population of adults with a broad spectrum of 

identities and experiences (Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017; Page, 2018). Co-researchers were 

recruited from the local military population living in and around a military base in the Midwest 

using social media posts and attached flyers on local social networking groups limited to 

military-affiliated individuals. A recruitment memo was sent to group administrators to request 

permission to post in the groups. Once permission was granted, I began posting on the social 

media pages of these local groups, announcing the research study following each group’s 

advertisement rules. Interested parties contacted me by email to schedule a phone interview.  

It was estimated that five to 12 co-researchers would be an adequate sample size to gather 

enough data to identify themes. A purposive sampling method was used for selecting co-

researchers, limiting the sample group to only AD military spouses (Betts & Deaver, 2019). 

Individual phone interviews determined eligibility to participate, covered consent to participate 

in the research and have artwork photographed, and addressed any questions about the study.  

During the recruitment process, eight individuals responded to the recruitment posts. Of 

the initial eight, six co-researchers were deemed eligible, provided verbal consent during the 

phone interview, and agreed to attend and participate in the study. Each co-researcher was 

emailed directions to where the research study occurred and a copy of the consent forms. Four 

co-researchers attended on the day of the study, signed consent forms, and completed a 

demographic survey (see Appendix B) to gather pertinent background information. Co-

researchers self-reported background information and provided a range of ages, family sizes, 

education levels, employment statuses, and years spent as a military spouse. 
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Co-researcher 1 (pseudonym, Anna) was part of a dual-military marriage. She identified 

as a female between 18 and 29 years of age. She had been an AD military member for three 

years before becoming an AD military spouse when her husband joined the military a year ago. 

She indicated she had no children and was a student. P1 indicated she had little experience with 

art outside of high school, but she enjoyed arts and crafts. 

Co-researcher 2 (pseudonym, Julia) identified as a female AD military spouse, 18 to 29 

years old, living with her AD military husband and three young children. She indicated she had 

been an AD military spouse for four years. Her children were all under eleven years of age, with 

only one being school-age. She was employed in a civilian job at the time of this study, was not a 

student, and did not have a college degree. P2 stated that her experiences with art were limited to 

making art with her children.  

Co-researcher 3 (pseudonym, Paul) was part of a dual-military marriage and had been an 

AD military spouse for about three years until joining the military for four years as an AD 

military spouse. P3 was 18 to 29 years of age, identified as male, and was the only male who 

participated in the research study. He indicated that he had no children and was not a student. His 

experience was art included doodling. 

Co-researcher 4 (pseudonym, Sara) was an AD military spouse for about 16 years. P4 

identified as a 30- to 39-year-old female and indicated she had one child, six to 11 years old. She 

indicated she had a college education but did not indicate her current student status and was not 

employed at the time of this study. P4 stated that her art experience included arts and crafts and 

other art forms, suggesting some knowledge. 

Research Design   

I applied a qualitative methodology in this arts-based phenomenological study by 

gathering observations of reflective writing and artmaking, encouraging group discussion, and 
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writing research field notes. The study occurred at a community-based site that co-researchers 

were familiar with to help ease any stress or anxiety they might feel. The site chosen was a 

public library, and this location was selected based on its availability, familiarity, and proximity 

to the military base and population for this research study. The site provided a large 40 by 40-

foot private meeting room to accommodate the number of co-researchers required for the 

research study, including tables, chairs, and a sink for cleaning up. The room also had a separate 

entrance and exit, so co-researchers did not have to enter or exit through the site’s main door, 

adding privacy to the workshop. The door was clearly labeled, so co-researchers did not have to 

ask for assistance and minimized possible interruptions while the research study was in progress. 

During the workshop, co-researchers were instructed to illustrate their identities and 

experiences by incorporating magazine images and a range of fluid to resistive media. The final 

art piece represented an abstract self-portrait collage. The artwork provided a foundation for 

writing about and discussing image meanings and importance (Armon, et al., 2009; Beaumont, 

2018; Ma, 2020; Nuñez, 2009; Van Lith, 2008). Co-researchers were instructed to engage in 

reflective writing to create personal accounts of personal identity, experiences, meanings, and 

self-discoveries pulled from the artmaking process (Beaumont, 2018; Klussman et al., 2021).  

Relaxation practices were included in the workshop to mitigate emotional or 

psychological distress risks. At the beginning of the study, co-researchers were encouraged to 

participate in practices such as diaphragmatic breathing (Jewell & Hoshaw, 2021; Ma et al., 

2017) or bilateral drawing (Malchiodi, 2015) to increase relaxation and release tension during the 

research study as needed. In addition, carefully selected art materials were chosen to reduce 

possible distress (Betts & Deaver, 2019). 

Researcher field notes were completed during the workshop and consisted of witness 

writing to document the group in action and the thoughts that emerge as a researcher-witness 
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(Allen, 2005). Field notes contain observations during artmaking, reflective writing, discussion 

topics, and quotes from the co-researchers as they participated in the activities. Additionally, my 

thoughts, conclusions, and possible areas of bias were recorded in the field notes. Field notes and 

the rest of the raw data were gathered and organized in preparation for analysis. Photographs of 

the artwork were taken, and the original artwork was released back to co-researchers. The co-

researchers all declined to take their art with them and were notified the artwork would be 

destroyed 60 days after the completion of the research study.  

Workshop Structure and Directives  

At the start of the workshop, co-researchers signed consent forms, taking about five to 10 

minutes. The first activity was a 10 to 15-minute icebreaker beach ball game to get to know one 

another and build trust, inspired by Vogel (2018) (see Appendix C). Co-researchers tossed the 

ball to each other and answered questions written specifically for this workshop (see Appendix 

C). After the icebreaker, I presented the art materials, explained how to use them, and gave 

instructions for the abstract self-portrait collage art directive designed by myself (see Appendix 

C), taking another 10 to 15 minutes.  

The art directive began using de-identified materials consisting of an 11x14 inch mixed 

media paper with individual labels to protect co-researcher confidentiality. Once materials were 

distributed, co-researchers began making abstract self-portrait collages, which took about two 

hours. Co-researchers took breaks as needed during the activity. Co-researchers were asked to 

clean up their work areas once they had completed their artwork before taking a lunch break and 

moving on to the next study phase.  

Lunch lasted about thirty minutes, allowing everyone to stand, stretch, eat, and take 

restroom breaks. At the top of the reflective writing page, co-researchers were asked to fill in 

their de-identified alias. They were then instructed to engage in a reflective writing exercise 
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using lined paper with the prompt, “I am” (see Appendix C). The paper's front and back sides 

could be used if needed. However, one co-researcher asked for an additional paper and was 

given one. The co-researchers were encouraged to dialogue with their completed image to 

continue the exploration of metaphors and symbols within the image (Fish, 2017). Reflective 

writing took about 30 to 45 minutes.  

Finally, co-researchers discussed the artwork, reflective writing, and most prevalent 

identities in their work, taking about 45 to 60 minutes. Guiding questions supported the group 

discussion and reflections (see Appendix C). Once the discussion concluded, I followed the 

closing procedures (see Appendix D). The artwork was gathered and photographed using a 

digital camera with an unused memory card, and reflective writing papers were collected. Co-

researchers could take their artwork home with them once the study had concluded. Cataloging 

the art and writing content took about 10 to 15 minutes. The workshop took about four to five 

hours to complete. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected from writing pages, photographed images of the abstract self-

portraits, and researcher field notes containing reflections on the entire study experience and the 

group discussion. Data were stored on an encrypted portable drive, and the physical art pieces 

were retained at the end of the workshop according to the co-researchers’ wishes. The co-

researchers requested artwork be held until the 60-day wait period expires, when the artwork will 

be destroyed. Written work and field notes were typed and de-identified in a word document to 

protect co-researcher anonymity. Each co-researcher was assigned a unique numerical code (e.g., 

P1, P2, P3, P4) to protect the identities of the co-researchers. Digital files were labeled and 

organized according to data categories; P1 ASPC for artwork and P1 RW for written work. The 

original documents were stored in a locked box. The portable drive containing the de-identified 
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data was held in a lock box to protect the co-researchers’ identities. Consent forms with 

identifying information were kept separate from digital and written data and stored separately in 

a locked safe.  

The co-researchers described the meanings of their abstract self-portrait collages during 

the group discussion and reflective writing exercise. Additionally, I collected data from the 

artworks using the expressive therapies continuum (ETC) to describe the co-researcher’s 

artmaking processes and formal art elements of each collage (Hinz, 20202). I also took field 

notes documenting social interactions and verbal descriptions from co-researchers of their 

artmaking process and personal meanings. Field notes were completed based on observations of 

the participant behaviors in the workshop activities and were written with details on the same 

day as the workshop (Betts & Deaver, 2019). Additional information was added to the notes as 

the data was read and reread to ensure all accounts were accurate and details included (Betts & 

Deaver, 2019). Field notes were labeled as two separate word documents, the first being my 

observations collected during the workshop and the second containing observations from the 

discussion group. Field notes included observational data from each co-researcher during the 

workshop.   

Data Analysis 

All collected data were analyzed through thematic analysis. The analysis utilized 

Dedoose (n.d.), a digital research analysis tool that provides a secure and private method for 

handling research data. Individual data sets from each co-researcher were cross-referenced to 

find common themes across all data. The analysis was completed through a multi-phase process 

that included reviewing the data collected multiple times, creating codes based on semantic and 

latent meanings, and assigning codes to corresponding excerpts. The code clusters used similar 

code groups to develop initial themes and then define and label final themes (Terry, 2021). 
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Phase 1: Data Familiarization 

Data analysis required several immersive passes to fully understand and interpret themes 

within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Terry, 2021; Van Lith, 2008). I began by looking at the 

visual data. I conducted a formal art therapy inquiry informed by Betts and Deaver (2019) that 

explores personal feelings evoked by the artwork, emergent thoughts, moods created by viewing 

the artwork, like or dislike of the artwork, preference criteria, cultural significance, and other 

observations. The inquiry served as a method of bias bracketing for the visual data. 

Familiarization with written and verbal data began with making notes on obvious semantic 

meanings, then looking for deeper meanings, co-researcher assumptions, ideas, relationships and 

connections, interesting occurrences or thoughts, and casual observations of the data related to 

the research question and topic (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Smith & Eatough, 2021). Reflexive notes 

in the outer margins or a separate space about any personal thoughts, questions, and assumptions 

that might impact the direction of the analysis were created to increase the trustworthiness of the 

data (Smith & Eatough, 2021).  

Phase 2: Creating and Assigning Codes 

Codes for the data set were aided by the first phase of analysis and assigned as additional 

passes through the data were made. Data were coded according to the semantic and latent 

meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Terry, 2021). Excerpts represented and were informed by my 

knowledge of the population and military lifestyle as a member of the population (Braun & 

Clarke, 2021; Terry, 2021). At least two reviews of the data were completed to account for any 

analysis drift that may have occurred, and analytical insights were developed (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). When looking at artwork, I considered the materials co-researchers chose, composition, 

how they relate, how co-researchers relate, and described meanings (Betts & Deaver, 2019). 

Because researcher-developed data, such as field notes and the application of the ETC, was 



AN EXPLORATION OF IDENTITY THROUGH SELF-PORTRAITS                               40 
 

included, exploring researcher responses to the data and bracketing bias during each pass helped 

address bias in the findings (Van Lith, 2008).  

Phase 3: Clustering Codes to Develop Initial Themes 

Initial themes were created by clustering codes that overlapped and described similar 

meanings (Smith & Eatough, 2021). Clustering code made it possible to see patterns within the 

data to identify and define initial themes that addressed the overarching research question 

(Beaumont, 2018; Betts & Deaver, 2019) and illustrated broader meanings united by central 

ideas (Bruan & Clarke, 2021). Excerpts that supported and illustrated each initial theme were 

identified for use later in the analysis and writing process (Bruan & Clarke, 2021). Development 

of the initial themes also included making multiple passes through the coded data and 

determining relevancy to the research question (Smith & Eatough, 2021; Van Lith, 2008).  

Phase 4: Theme Development 

Initial themes were reviewed, compared, and developed by checking them against the 

data and the research question to check for relevancy, coverage, drift, and thoroughness (Braun 

& Clarke, 2021; Smith & Eatough, 2021). The initial themes developed into two rich and 

descriptive themes that captured the content and meanings within the data (Braun & Clarke, 

2021; Smith & Eatough, 2021). Descriptions of the themes were developed and re-checked 

against the data to ensure validity and accuracy in the concepts and ideas described. 

Phase 5: Defining and Labeling Final Themes 

Definitions were developed for themes to elaborate on the key concepts within the theme. 

After definitions were developed, excerpts from the data related to each theme were identified 

and listed to create a more in-depth description of the theme, related data, and how it relates to 

the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Smith & Eatough, 2021). Finally, Braun and 
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Clarke’s (2021) fifteen-point checklist was utilized to assess the quality of the themes developed 

from the data covering each process from transcription to the final written report.  

Validity and Reliability 

Strategies used to create more reliable and trustworthy results included clarifying 

researcher bias through reflecting writing, accounting for the artistic ability and experiences of 

the co-researchers, gathering demographic information to inform interpretations of the data, and 

gathering descriptions and accounts through multimodal processes (Betts & Deaver, 2019). I 

used reflective writing throughout the research process to identify and bracket areas of possible 

bias. Co-researchers were asked about their experiences with and knowledge of art. They were 

able to identify and communicate their level of knowledge regarding the materials provided, and 

I offered both commonly known art materials and a brief overview of them. Co-researchers each 

described the type of art they were accustomed to, which included doodling, making art with 

their children, and a variety of arts and crafts. I used this information to reduce assumptions 

about the artistic quality and level of artmaking-related anxiety.  

Co-researchers completed demographic surveys that collected age, household size, 

employment, education, and military affiliation data. The research design included artmaking, 

writing, and a group discussion to collect data through various modes to address different self-

expression preferences. The themes generated through the data analysis were clarified by making 

multiple passes through the data and then defined to reflect the co-researchers’ experiences and 

identities (Betts & Deaver, 2019). Themes were then compared to the data to determine if they 

represented the perspectives and statements provided by the co-researchers and their relevance to 

the research question (Betts & Deaver, 2019).  
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Ethical Implications 

The process of approval through the Saint Mary-of-The-Woods IRB aligned with the 

American Art Therapy Association’s (2013) code 9.0 Responsibility to Research Participants. 

This study was determined to adhere to the guiding principles and laws required to protect 

participating individuals. Co-researchers were informed about the procedures at every step of the 

research study. Co-researchers were told they could withdraw from the research study at any 

point. The artwork was identified as belonging to the co-researcher who created it. Confidential 

information was protected to the best of my ability, and identifying information was removed. 

Additionally, thought was given to the research study's location and the co-researchers' well-

being during the study. 

The confidentiality of the co-researchers was limited by the small size of the military 

community being studied, the closeness of its members, and participation in similar social groups 

and activities. Co-researchers were informed of the confidentiality limits during the initial phone 

interview and at the beginning of the workshop. Co-researchers were discouraged from 

discussing the workshop or information about other coresearchers with outside individuals. Some 

co-researchers expressed concern about writing and discussing their art and identity-related 

topics. Co-researchers were discouraged from pressuring other co-researchers to share before the 

beginning of the discussion portion of the study.  

It was essential to remember that co-researchers might include identifiers in their artwork 

(McCorquodale & DeLuca, 2020). Personal identifiers were blocked out as needed. The 

American Art Therapy Association (2013) protects the identity of the co-researchers through 

code 9.7 and states that identifiers must be removed. All co-researchers were given a numerical 

identifier placed on all their data. This identifier was changed to a pseudonym for the data 

analysis and discussion of the findings to make it easier to understand and follow. It was also 
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determined that information that might identify the military installation would also be removed 

to avoid conflicts with operational security (OPSEC).  

Co-researchers were informed they would not be judged according to their knowledge 

and application of art skills. However, before beginning the artmaking process, co-researchers 

were asked about their knowledge and experiences with art and art materials to gauge their 

ability and expertise. The information provided me with a foundation on the art quality to expect 

and bracket out any related bias. 

The American Art Therapy Association's (2013) ethical code 9.6 protects the images 

created by co-researchers, stating that artwork is protected information and remains the property 

of its creator. For this reason, co-researchers were asked to take their artwork with them. All the 

co-researchers declined but were informed they could change their mind until the end of the 60 

days, and the artwork would be released back to the co-researcher. If not claimed by the end of 

the 60 days, the artwork would be destroyed as requested. 

Researcher Bias 

My values, sense of justice, motives, and hopes influenced the research, impacting all 

phases of the research process (Leavy, 2020). My focus on art therapy as a profession and 

utilizing art as my preferred form of self-expression made it essential to consider this bias while 

working with co-researchers who may prefer other modes of expression.  I am also a graduate 

student with experience in the art methods utilized in the research, which may have altered my 

expectations of outcomes. Another area of bias lies in my membership in the population being 

studied because I share many of the same or similar identities, experiences, and challenges. Due 

to the small community co-researchers were recruited and the methods of recruitment, I was 

familiar with the co-researchers on a personal level and needed to separate information obtained 

through these relationships from the data presented during the research. 
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My relationship with the co-researchers presented researcher bias not only because I was 

familiar with the co-researchers but also because they were familiar with me. The co-researchers 

may have wanted to meet my expectations or provide me with the information they thought I was 

looking for to complete my research. One co-researcher may have used the activities to explain 

her behaviors to me without having to tell me directly or take a deeper look into her identity. In 

this way, the data may reflect the co-researchers’ relationships with me, the researcher. When 

communicating with co-researchers, I employed active listening strategies and positive 

encouragement to allow co-researchers the space to express themselves. My approach was 

aligned with humanistic strategies and my natural way of interacting with others. Presenting with 

an open and accepting attitude helped to challenge personal beliefs, applying empathic listening 

encouraged co-researcher disclosure, and maintaining researcher authenticity provided 

reassurance to co-researchers (Rogers, 1980).  

I have been an active duty (AD) military spouse for about 20 years and have one child 

between 10 and 18 years old. As an AD military spouse, I have navigated deployments and 

temporary assignments, taken care of things at home while my husband was away, and moved 

multiple times across state lines and overseas. I have lived on base and off base and without my 

spouse. Having been an AD military spouse for many years, I brought those years of experience 

to the study, which helped me understand the co-researchers’ perspectives and colored my 

interpretations of them. It also made it easy to include additional information that fills in the 

gaps. However, it was essential not to embellish their descriptions or make inferences specific to 

my personal experiences and not related to the data itself.  

Field notes provided a way to address bias and reveal unknown areas of bias. It was 

essential to utilize field notes and reflections to explore personal feelings about how this data 

should support the research goals and purpose (Betts & Deaver, 2019). Personal bias can impede 
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objectivity within field notes and interactions with co-researchers, highlighting the importance of 

recognizing the subjective presence of the researcher (Rogers, 1980) and the influence this may 

have had on the data created and gathered (Betts & Deaver, 2019 Moustakas, 1994; Van Lith, 

2008). Reflective writing about personal responses to co-researcher identities and the related 

discussion helped identify personal bias and created distance between personal experiences and 

those described by co-researchers (Betts & Deaver, 2019; Moustakas, 1994). Importantly, AD 

military spouse identities, experiences, and the development of themes from the data needed to 

be accurately portrayed to effectively create future beneficial changes for military spouses. Being 

a part of the population being studied, having similar or contrasting experiences, and having a 

stake in the future of AD military spouses may color interpretations of the data presented and the 

overall research study experience. It was essential to acknowledge that each spouse's 

representation of their experience was unique to them, even though there were overlapping 

qualities from person to person. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

One question guided this research: What are AD military spouses’ lived experiences of 

their identities while they straddle military and civilian communities? Four AD military spouses 

participated in a one-day workshop as co-researchers to examine this research question. They 

created self-portraits, reflectively wrote about them, and joined a group discussion focused on 

their identities, experiences with military and civilian communities, and how these experiences 

influenced their identity. I also wrote about the workshop's events from my perspective, 

thoughts, and insights related to my experience. The data collected were thematically analyzed to 

develop two main themes: (1) Social connections and coping strategies and (2) Living the 

military lifestyle and navigating communities. 

Theme 1: Social Connections and Coping Strategies 

Aspects of identity impacted community connections and coping strategies for the co-

researchers. Activities they enjoyed and personal perspectives on family and community were 

central to personal identity (PI) and influenced community engagement or the lack of it. Co-

researchers described and illustrated PI by identifying preferred activities to release stress, how 

they related socially to others, and their ties to family. Activities related to PI included sewing, 

baking, baseball, and reading. Being a parent and parenting styles or being an outsider and 

observer of others represented perspectives on family and community. PI influenced how the co-

researchers viewed their communities or how helpful and inviting they perceived their 

community. At times, aspects of identity created barriers. Other times it allowed for more 

community engagement and identity development depending on the ability to connect with like-

minded people in the community.  
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Ways of Socially Relating 

Figure 2 

Co-Researcher "Julia's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 

 

Note. This figure illustrates Julia's identity through collage art. Materials used to create the art 

were pre-cut magazine images and text, glue, and water-based markers. 

Co-researchers in this study indicated that many civilians they interacted with did not 

appear to understand military experiences, challenges, and needs. They described experiences of 

being spotted at the store by civilians, who stared at them when their spouse was in uniform, or 

family members who held false assumptions about military pay and the freedom to travel. The 

co-researchers indicated that only individuals who had experiences with the military understood. 

Co-researcher "Julia," a mother of three and an AD military spouse of four years, described 

feeling judged as good or bad by military leaders, spouses, family, and civilians. She talked 

about going to the store with her husband in uniform and other people flirting or giving them 



AN EXPLORATION OF IDENTITY THROUGH SELF-PORTRAITS                               48 
 

dirty looks. Julia stated, "Civilians don't understand." Text incorporated in her artwork (see 

Figure 2), such as "wish you knew" and "if these walls could talk," illustrate such experiences.  

The Desire for Social Connections  

Co-researchers described wanting to connect with other people within the military 

communities, but differing parenting styles, goals, and military experiences were perceived as 

barriers. Julia explained that some of the parents in the area had different parenting styles. These 

differences made it hard to build relationships with other parents because their kids were treated 

differently, and she would have to explain why to her children. Parenting styles and similar 

beliefs and values were important factors for her when looking for friends. Differences in these 

areas of identity made it hard to click with others. Figure 2 depicts her connection with being a 

mother to her children and part of the family, which takes up a fourth of the image in the bottom 

left corner. Julia indicated she recently found some parents she connected with and was happy 

others had moved away, indicating that friction between families was a stressor for her due to her 

perspectives on family and parenting styles.  

The co-researcher, "Sara," a mother of one and an AD military spouse for 16 years, also 

described struggling to connect with her communities. However, she explained this was because 

she wanted different things than other spouses and struggled to find something in common. 

Sara's artwork (see Figure 3) shows many solitary aspects of identity, such as a figure watching 

others, another recording notes, and a third sitting alone in a chair. Sara wrote, "I always felt like 

a little bit of an outsider, like I wanted different things." Co-researcher "Paul," an AD military 

spouse of three years, explained that he found it hard to relate to other male spouses in the 

military community because they were often AD military members and had different military 

experiences than him. However, he was able to use team sports and his extroverted personality to 
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make connections with non-military people in his community. He stated he was lucky to find one 

male AD military spouse he got along with who was connected to the same squadron. 

Figure 3 

Co-Researcher "Sara's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 

  

Note. This figure illustrates Sara's identity through collage art. Materials included pre-cut and 

hand-cut or torn magazine images, glue, alcohol-based markers, oil pastels, and washi tape. 

Families Without Military Experience Do Not Understand 

The families of AD military spouses who had no prior experience with the military or 

limited experiences were also described as making assumptions about what it means to be 

militarily affiliated. The Co-researcher "Anna," discussed how her mother did not understand her 

military life. Anna stated:  

My family thinks we are rich because we are dual military. Maybe in time when we make 

rank, but not right now! My mom thinks I have it all made; she doesn't get it. They are 

always asking when I get a break or when are we coming to visit.  
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Sara made similar statements about her family wanting them to visit all the time but never 

making the trip themselves. However, Paul stated that his dad was in the military, so his family 

understands the military lifestyle illuminating the possible differences between civilian and 

military communities. 

Perspectives on Family 

The co-researchers indicated family's importance in their artwork or through dialog. For 

some, the military community became family; for others, their children and spouse or family of 

origin were the most important. Anna placed a symbolic flag with watercolor paint next to her 

self-symbol above the words "family" and "support." Fluid watercolor was used to create a 

background and flag element indicating emotional content according to the Expressive Therapies 

Continuum (ETC) (Hinz, 2020). The flag element illustrated her connection with the military, the 

importance of family, and her feelings of support (see Figure 4). She wrote, "I wrote support and 

family because being in the military community has given me this. New people I meet soon 

become people who are helping my family out in times of need." Support from a military 

"family" helped her meet and overcome the challenges the military lifestyle presented and was a 

defining part of her identity and perspective on community. For Julia, the importance of sharing 

similar parenting styles with her friends also highlighted how her perspective on family 

influenced her ability to make social connections. Paul also stated that his family was a defining 

aspect of his identity, placing a heart surrounding the word "family" in the center of his artwork 

(see figure 5). In addition to the placement of the heart, the materials used in making the heart 

were fluid oil pastels, used in expressing emotional content according to the ETC (Hinz, 2020). 

The family heart was central to the collage and the first to be created. Other elements of the work 

were arranged around it afterward, underlining the family heart’s importance to Paul.   
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Figure 4 

Co-Researcher "Anna's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 

 

Note. This figure illustrates Anna's identity through collage art. Materials included hand-cut 

magazine images and text, glue, watercolor paint, oil pastels, and alcohol-based markers. 

Figure 5 

Co-Researcher "Paul's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 
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Note. This figure illustrates Paul's identity through collage art. Materials included hand-cut 

magazine images and text, glue, oil pastel, and alcohol-based markers. 

Self-Care Aspects of Identity  

 All the co-researchers illustrated self-care as an aspect of their identity. For some, self-

care was a way of self-exploration, finding peace, being spiritual, exercising, or making things. 

Others struggled to find time for self-care or needed new methods. Julia explained that her 

family grew fast, and she felt like there was little time for self-care. When there was time, she 

did not know what to do. Being a mom and working was tiring, and she had no time or energy to 

spend with friends. She also struggled with who she was now after all the life changes that came 

with family growth, joining the military, and moving away from home. Paul indicated that the 

parts of his identity that included self-care were helpful and positive. He wrote, "Grilling and 

[sic] smoking meat while drinking a cold beer is a way of inner peace, creating something so 

tasty but could take all day is a work of art." He also included baseball and working out in his 

artwork (see Figure 5), stating, " It's a world I can escape reality from and just not have a worry." 

Theme 2: Living the Military Lifestyle and Navigating Communities 

The military lifestyle and community experiences influenced the co-researchers' personal 

and professional identities. Spouses were uprooted from their lives and forced to adapt to the 

military social environment with unique demands and challenges, such as frequent moves, 

separation from social support networks, and career disruptions. The co-researchers adapted 

aspects of their personal and professional identities, such as changing careers, becoming a parent, 

getting married, losing old coping skills, or gaining new coping skills. Adaptations within their 

identity were ongoing as they continued to negotiate between military and civilian communities. 

Subthemes within the greater context of this theme include negative experiences with military 
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leadership, professional identity changes, gaining or losing coping skills, and continual 

development of identity.  

Negative Experiences with Military Leadership Indirectly Influence Identity 

The topic of negative experiences with military leadership was repeated in the group 

discussion by all co-researchers. They indicated that hearing about or experiencing negative 

interactions with Flightline leadership and poor supervision was one reason military members 

did not reenlist. Anna expressed the need for leadership to take better care of their troops because 

people do not reenlist when they have bad experiences. Paul stated, "I made sure I didn't work on 

the Flightline," illustrating a conscious decision to avoid specific military careers. He indicated 

his choice was influenced by the Flightline leadership’s negative reputation for being stressful 

and exhausting for military members. 

Changes Stemming from Military Affiliations 

Co-researchers with jobs, who were not military members, struggled with professional 

identity, keeping employment, finding good jobs, and finding flexible careers or employers. Julia 

talked about how difficult work scheduling was. She noted that she was the one who had to take 

off work to care for the kids. Scheduling difficulties made it hard to maintain employment, and 

she thought many employers perceived military spouses as not dependable. She felt they were 

discriminating even though they were not supposed to. Julia described herself as a provider for 

her family but struggled with this aspect of her life. She stated, "The military comes first." Then 

she explained how it was hard to swallow being a civilian spouse with kids. Anna responded, 

"You have to take one for the team," meaning spouses often must sacrifice their careers to 

support the military. Sara's professional identity development was put on hold to support her 

spouse's military career. She indicated that maybe she did feel stuck like the fish in the pool 

depicted in her artwork (see Figure 3). Sara also described difficulty finding and maintaining 
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employment due to moving or living overseas, stating, "You go in knowing you are going to 

leave at some point."  

Paul changed from a spouse to a military member, adjusting aspects of his identity. He 

identified as more mechanical based on his current professional identity in the military 

community. He wrote, "The right side of my collage is what my life is right now being in the 

military…." This portion of his artwork includes combat boots and wrenches, illustrating his new 

career (see Figure 5). He stated, "I wanted to have a secure job after the military," and described 

choosing a career that fits his enjoyment of challenges and puzzles. Becoming a part of the 

military community also meant being identified by the last name. Anna stated that getting 

married had changed her last name. She wrote, "I chose to center the letter ‘W’ because since 

emerging into the military lifestyle my new last name is how [sic] I am identified." 

Gaining or Losing Coping Skills That are a Part of Identity 

 Coping skills were essential to the co-researchers and described as part of their identity. 

However, they also indicated that sometimes these coping skills change after joining the military 

community or while immersed. Julia described her battle with depression and anxiety she has 

experienced since her husband joined the military. She noted that she could no longer do things 

such as country living with horses and cows that used to be relaxing. She stated, "Now it's all 

about kids and whatever the military tells us." Her artwork included images of livestock and the 

countryside. These were the only pictures in her work (see Figure 2). Anna found that being in 

the military required new outlets for stress and self-expression. Portable hobbies and interests 

like baking, sewing, and fitness became a part of her identity, which she also included in her 

artwork (see Figure 4). She wrote, "The right of my art piece has some images that reflect my 

hobbies and [sic] interests. Exercising, sewing, and baking are things I have learned to do to cope 

with [sic] stress and express myself." 
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Continual Adaptation and Development of Identity 

 Identity development and adaptation was an ongoing process for the co-researchers as 

they continued to navigate their lives in the military community. Paul said he left his old life and 

became an AD military spouse. During his time as an AD military spouse, he changed from a 

person who liked sports to an AD military member who was mechanical and handier. He also 

indicated he had become more spiritual and sought more balance between family, work, and self-

love. Julia indicated she felt like she was in the chaos of trying to find herself and her place in 

the world, suggesting an ongoing process of self-exploration. She stated, "Flip the switch means 

where do I fit in." "Flip the switch" was included in the center of her artwork. She indicated that 

this text was her self-image (see Figure 2). She also stated, "I am a mother who is trying to figure 

out who I am again and feel like myself," referencing all the changes from becoming part of the 

military community and quickly growing her family.  

Sara felt she had become more mature, resilient, and flexible about change after being 

part of the military community for so long. Her artwork illustrated continual changes in identity 

through an image of a home in the middle of being renovated, surrounded by words like "always 

under construction" and "changing" (see Figure 3). The home image and description indicate that 

Sara worked within the ETC's symbolic component (Hinz, 2020). She described other elements 

in her collage as symbolic images of change, such as a diamond necklace and dandelion (see 

Figure 3). 

Summary 

The data from the co-researchers during the workshop developed into two main themes. 

The first theme described how identity influenced social connections and coping strategies 

through social relating, perspectives on family, and self-care approaches. Co-researchers 

indicated how they related to others could be positively or negatively perceived, which changed 
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their perceptions of their community through relatability and level of helpfulness. Perspectives 

on family sometimes created barriers for co-researchers because they could not find like-minded 

others with similar goals and values. For other co-researchers, their community became a 

surrogate family they turned to for support when their family of origin was too far away to help. 

Openness and flexibility to what family meant on a personal level appeared to influence positive 

and negative views of their communities. Coping strategies and skills also appeared to influence 

how connected to community individual co-researchers were. Developing strategy and skills 

integrated into identity seemed to benefit the co-researchers by providing them with more 

opportunities to connect socially or reduce stress.  

The second theme described how the co-researchers experienced identity changes while 

living a military lifestyle and navigating their communities. Negative experiences with 

leadership changed how the co-researchers perceived the military community and influenced 

professional identity through career choices. Some co-researchers chose specific careers to fit 

their needs and the military lifestyle, while others paused their career to support their spouse. 

Some co-researchers continued to develop their professional identity, and others stagnated. Co-

researchers also indicated their coping skills changed based on military affiliation, with some 

finding new skills to cope with stressors and others identifying the need to develop new coping 

skills due to the inability to continue using old ones. Additionally, co-researchers described 

continual adaptation and development of identity through new areas of identity exploration or 

identifying the need for personal changes to adapt to unique stressors. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

The primary purpose of the present arts-based phenomenological study was to explore the 

lived experience of active duty (AD) military spouses' identity while straddling military and 

civilian communities. In this study, co-researchers participated in a one-day workshop that 

included creating abstract self-portrait collages, reflective writing, and discussing lived 

experiences of identity as a group. Data was collected in art, writing, discussion notes, and field 

notes consisting of observations and quotations recorded during the workshop. A thematic 

analysis was conducted, and two main themes were developed: (1) Social connections and 

coping strategies and (2) Living the military lifestyle and navigating communities. 

The AD military experienced unique military-related challenges and stressors that 

impacted their lived experiences and identity development. Co-researchers described military-

related stressors, such as frequent moves, separation from family and friends, struggles with 

employment or pursuing careers, civilian assumptions about military life, and military-related 

schedule conflicts. These same stressors, among others, were described in much of the available 

research on military populations (Corry et al., 2019; Corry et al., 2021; DaLomba et al., 2021; 

Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017; O'Neal et al., 2020; Page, 2018; Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 2020). One 

co-researcher indicated she put her career on hold; another struggled to keep employment; and a 

third chose a portable military career, illustrating how AD military spouses navigate professional 

identities while dealing with military stressors ((DaLomba et al., 2021; Ott et al., 2018). The co-

researchers in dual-military relationships indicated feeling supported by the military community. 

They considered this community an extended family to help them through challenging 

experiences, thus supporting prior research that showed dual-military couples experience more 

stress and support than other military couples (Corry et al., 2021). 
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Some AD military spouses in this study approached work by embracing new challenges 

and searching for a work-family balance as a part of their professional identity. Research on the 

influence of military leadership on military spouse experiences (O'Neal et al., 2020) was 

supported in the present study as co-researchers indicated how leadership treated the service 

members affected the career decisions of the spouses and their perspective on the military 

community. However, contrary to O'Neal et al.'s (2020) research, rank did not play a significant 

part in the described experiences. The lack of rank influence could be due to the group's small 

size and lack of variance in the rank of the AD military spouses' military members. 

Other individuals in the community also influenced identity changes through positive and 

negative social interactions that provided new experiences for spouses. The only male AD 

military spouse to participate did give descriptions of social assumptions based on gender, such 

as being mistaken as the service member instead of his wife. His experiences echoed the gender-

based assumptions and stereotypes found in research by Lufkin (2017). The co-researcher 

provided additional support for Lufkin's (2017) study by indicating he struggled to find other 

spouses he connected with and could not connect with male military members until he joined the 

military himself. Though no other specific military spouse stereotypes were revealed, as 

described by Ziff and Garland-Jackson (2020), an undercurrent of being a good versus a bad 

spouse became apparent when co-researchers discussed feeling judged by others in the 

community.  

The spouses in this study wanted to connect with their community but struggled with 

inaccurate assumptions about who they were and how they lived. They explained that civilians 

did not understand their lifestyle. Prior research by Borah and Fina (2017) indicated that military 

spouses often struggled to find professionals who understood military life. However, no research 

stated that the lack of knowledge extended to other civilian individuals, as described in the 
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current research. Other notable barriers to social connection were spouse values, parenting styles, 

and avoidance of military spouse drama. One co-researcher expressed frustration with spouse 

drama within the military community and chose to keep her distance, as in research by Ziff and 

Garland-Jackson (2020). This co-researcher was the oldest in the group and had been an AD 

military spouse the longest, indicating that a mature identity may play a part in how this spouse 

socially related to the other spouses in the community (Page, 2018; Ziff & Garland-Jackson, 

2020). 

Identity development through self-exploration to find new interests or reassess old beliefs 

and values provided opportunities for identity adaptation for co-researchers. Incorporating new 

aspects of identity into existing concepts influenced experiences of perceived community 

support, feelings of connectedness, and positive mental health strategies and behaviors. The 

hobbies and activities the co-researchers enjoyed were part of whom they identified as but also 

served as coping skills. Becoming part of the military caused them to adjust their activities and 

hobbies. Still, some struggled to find new hobbies, which could be due to too many significant 

life changes, such as moving and having multiple children, in a relatively short time. The hobbies 

and interests the co-researchers illustrated were depicted as being a large part of how they 

identified, suggesting that the military significantly influenced the development of their 

identities. 

AD military spouses needed to adapt to new places and people. However, adapting was 

specific to individual co-researchers and their related community. Co-researchers agreed that the 

experiences in the military and the people they met helped them grow and change because they 

could see different perspectives, supporting Gur and Mathias (2021) and Ickes et al. (2012), 

research that indicated broad experiences helped develop identity. Some spouses experienced 

easy transitions, and others struggled to adapt to the military lifestyle and community. One co-
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researcher notably illustrated her experiences in a liminal space (Beaumont, 2018; Sibbett, 2005) 

after having multiple children and becoming a military family. She indicated she was still trying 

to find her place and discover herself.  

Co-researchers indicated that identity was developed through social experiences over 

time, as Fantuzzi (2020) and Rogers (1980) suggested. Their descriptions suggested that 

military-related experiences influenced the activities they chose to handle stress and the social 

connections they formed. The experiences that influence identity also influence feelings of 

belonging, helpfulness, and community acceptance, echoing Leung's (2017) work with 

immigrants and community building. Like Leung's (2017) research with immigrant populations, 

the co-researchers maintained social connections with their communities of origin and attempted 

to develop a sense of community at their current location. Some of the co-researchers also 

included their community of origin in their artwork.  

The family was an essential part of most of the identities described by the co-researchers 

and impacted how they connected with their community. Some co-researchers found that their 

military community became an extension of their family; others looked to connect with families 

like their own. It was challenging to determine what influenced more robust identification with 

family from the current data. Interestingly, the co-researchers who held strong feelings towards 

and identified with family were the two AD military spouses who were also military members. 

These findings may not accurately portray family aspects of AD military spouse identities 

because family concepts were not the focus of the present research, indicating a new area to 

expand on in the future. 

Adapting to new social environments meant incorporating new aspects of identity or risk 

feeling isolated and experiencing mental health issues like depression and anxiety. One of the 

four co-researchers indicated struggling with depression and anxiety; research has shown higher 
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rates of mental health issues in military spouse populations (Corry et al., 2019; Cutter, 2021; 

Howie, 2017; Walter et al., 2021). She dedicated nearly half of her collage to her mental health 

struggles and a large portion of her reflective writing. The same co-researcher also indicated it 

was hard to find time to develop social connections and engage in self-care between her work 

and her husband's work demands, supporting previous findings (Borah & Fina, 2017; Corry et 

al., 2019; O'Neal et al., 2020; Page, 2018). 

The Workshop Experience with Co-Researchers  

Art therapy has been utilized for identity development through self-portraits and collages 

by incorporating symbols, metaphors, and meanings to better understand one's identity (Morgan, 

2018; Sibbett, 2005). Working in a supportive social environment created a place of trust where 

co-researchers used art to reaffirm experiences (Furman et al., 2019; Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017; 

Morgan, 2018) while forming narratives about their identities (Truusa et al., 2021). I further 

supported the group by presenting myself as authentic, receptive, empathetic, and validating; 

while engaging in the workshop procedures (Howie, 2013; Rogers, 1980).  

Co-researchers said they enjoyed the research study activities and found them helpful. 

Co-researchers described the benefits of participating in this research study as relaxation from 

artmaking, related to self-care, and a break from other obligations and responsibilities. Co-

researchers also indicated that the activities served as an introduction to personal growth, a new 

method of self-expression, and a way to find personal meaning in self-portrait making 

(Beaumont, 2018; Carr, 2020; Pivac & Zemunik, 2020). Incorporating collage into the artmaking 

did appear to help co-researchers take an in-depth look at themselves and create imagery full of 

symbolism and meaning (Beaumont, 2018; Chilton & Scotti, 2014, Moon, 2014; Munday et al., 

2017; Raffaelli & Hartzell, 2016). Self-exploration would support identity development as the 
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co-researchers continued to adapt and incorporate new experiences presented by the military 

lifestyle. 

Strengths 

Providing a group structure for the co-researchers did encourage micro-community 

building through social bonding (Howie, 2017). Co-researchers responded to each other with 

validation and support while engaged in the workshop. Using multiple modes of data collection 

helped the co-researchers form more complete descriptions of experiences and identities because 

they had various ways to convey their perspectives. Finally, utilizing the Expressive Therapies 

Continuum (ETC) did provide insights into emotionally expressed material related to identity 

and structure for translating visual data to textual data for analysis (Haeyen et al., 2018; Hinz, 

2020). The subjective material developed and described through these processes illustrated ideas, 

perspectives, and identities, adding to the pool of available arts-based research (Chilton & Scotti, 

2014; Leavy, 2020). 

Limitations 

Many AD military spouses are familiar with one another. Building social connections is 

encouraged by the military to develop social support for the military family unit and the spouses 

individually. Strong social support has been shown to help adjust to new duty stations, 

fluctuating active duty working hours, and other life stressors that military spouses encounter 

(Howie, 2013; Howie, 2017; Page, 2018). However, the social support structure limited 

confidentiality aspects within this research. Limitations of confidentiality were covered in the 

informed consent documentation and reiterated throughout the research study.  

Social media allows AD military spouses to stay connected to military communities. 

However, not all spouses utilize social media or have the desire to be connected. Though a 

diverse sample is desired, not all AD military spouses are members of the local Facebook 
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groups, and many may not be interested in either artmaking or writing. Some social media-based 

groups are exclusive to squadron members and their families and were not accessible to me. I 

relied on other AD military spouses to share information about the proposed research. For these 

reasons, though convenient, reliance on social media created limitations in the recruitment 

process and possibly limited the population representations to only those spouses on social media 

spaces I had access to during recruitment. 

Additionally, this research study had a 33% attrition rate. Demographic data were not 

gathered on the individuals who gave verbal consent but did not attend the workshop. Collecting 

this information before the study may have provided additional data relevant to the study 

(Dunville et al., 2006). These factors may have over-represented certain groups and others 

underrepresented. These limitations may cause skewing of the results and undermine the 

significance of results (Dumville et al., 2006). 

Outside influences may also impact group participation and self-expression, creating 

limitations. Opening and closing practices to set a clear boundary between the research study 

group and external events may help. However, separating outside events from influencing co-

researchers' attitudes and emotional states, which may affect their data, may not be possible. The 

mental health status of co-researchers was also not gathered and may have impacted their 

artwork, descriptions, or focus during the group discussion.  

The group discussion was not recorded due to time constraints. Instead, field notes were 

utilized to document important aspects of the conversation and quotes from co-researchers, 

limiting data accuracy from the group discussion. Field notes and researcher reflections were 

compiled directly after the study concluded and added to during the data familiarization process 

as memories of the conversation emerged to reduce inaccuracies. Due to time constraints, data 

sets were analyzed as a whole and not broken down by data type or creator and cross-referenced. 
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Additional information could be found by comparing image data to written and verbal data. 

However, further analysis that would be required for this is beyond this study's scope.  

Finally, personal bias may have created limitations by interfering with the selection of 

data recorded from the group discussion and field notes as I determined what to include in the 

notes. I included as much information as possible, trying not to leave out data that might be 

important while also trying to record statements made during active conversations. These 

discussions moved quickly from one topic to the next. Some data could have been missed during 

the process. Recording the session or an additional note taker would have helped to record more 

accurately by cross-referencing for analysis.  

Implications 

The current research suggested that AD military spouses still adjusting and learning to 

navigate military challenges and stressors may benefit from identity development and 

mentor/mentee-type programs. These programs could focus on developing new coping skills and 

match spouses with others sharing similar parenting styles, values, goals, hobbies, interests, 

professions, or other common factors. Counseling services from knowledgeable professionals 

could provide new spouses with information on seeking help and adjusting to the military 

lifestyle during their transitions. 

Directions for Future Research 

 Arts-based research focused on AD military spouses would benefit from the replication 

of this study on a broader scale with larger cohorts. Specifically, new research could focus on the 

family aspects of identity and its effects on the level of social connection within the community 

for AD military spouses. Continuing to explore and develop identity constructs and development 

of AD military spouses may aid in creating social programs and therapeutic approaches that 
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target AD military spouses and help them navigate through adjusting to the military lifestyle, its 

challenges, and stressors. 
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Appendix A Demographic Survey 

The information gathered on this form will be used as representative of the active-duty 

military population and will not be linked to you personally. This information will not be shared 

with other participants in this research study. All personal identifying information will be 

removed to protect participant confidentiality. You may choose not to answer any or all of the 

question(s) presented. Not answering questions will not affect your participation in this research 

study. However, data gathered from your responses will help determine an accurate 

representation of the population being studied. 

1. Please indicate your age by placing a mark next to the appropriate age bracket. 

18-29 years ______ 30-39 years ______ 40-49 years ______ 50+ years ______ 

2. What gender do you identify as? ____________________________________________ 

3. At what age did you become an active-duty military spouse? ______________________ 

4. What is the total amount of time you have spent as an active-duty military spouse? 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

5. Are you currently serving in the military? ______________________________________ 

6. If not, are you employed? __________________________________________________ 

7. Are you a student enrolled in higher education or hold a degree? ______________________ 

8. Do you have children? ________ If so, how many? _________ 

Please indicate their ages by placing a mark to the right of the appropriate age bracket. 

0-5 years ________ 6-11 years _______ 12-18 years _______ 19-22 years _______ 
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Appendix B Research Workshop Activity Procedures  

1. Icebreaker Activity 

Materials: 

Beachball with numbers one through ten written on it, 

Printout of corresponding questions one through ten 

Directions 

 A beach ball with numbers one through ten written on it will be tossed from one person 

to another for this activity (Vogel, 2018). Participants will sit or stand in a circle, facing in. The 

researcher will begin by tossing the ball to a participant. The person catching the ball will choose 

the number under their left or right thumb (Vogel, 2018). They will then respond to the 

corresponding verbal prompt given by the researcher. Once they have responded, they will toss 

the ball to another participant. This process will continue until everyone responds to at least five 

questions. The researcher will keep track of how many responses each participant has completed 

on a separate paper by drawing a circle with x’s indicating each participant’s position and tally 

marks next to each one to show the number of responses. Questions will be printed on a piece of 

paper and are included below. This activity will last no more than 15 minutes. 

Questions 

1. What is your favorite hobby or pass time? 

2. What is your favorite animal? 

3. Name something you have done that makes you feel proud. 

4. Do you have any pets, and what are their names? 

5. My favorite song is? 

6. My favorite color is? 

7. The best snack is? 
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8. Tell us something you are good at doing. 

9. What is the most beautiful place or thing you have ever seen? 

10. Name one thing you would like to do that you have never done. 

 

2. Abstract Self-Portrait Collage Activity 

Materials: 

11 x 14 184lb. Mixed Media Paper, 

Crayola Watercolor paint, 

Brushes, 

Cups for water, 

Magazines for collage, 

Pre-cut images of animals, people, plants, and objects, 

Glue sticks, 

Washi tape, 

Colored pencils, 

Sharpies, 

Water-based markers, 

Tempera Paint Sticks, 

Scissors, 

Rulers, 

Collage paper, 

Newsprint paper to protect the work surface 

Instructions 
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Begin by introducing the available art materials and an abstract self-portrait overview. A 

self-portrait is an image of the artist created by the artist, and an abstract image, for this directive, 

illustrates ideas rather than reality. An abstract portrait should include aspects of both without 

focusing on representing the realistic physical forms of the artist. Participants will create an 

abstract self-portrait focused on personal identity for this directive. 

 Discuss what identities people might have (ex. Familial identities, professional identities, 

social identities, political identities, cultural identities, ethnic and national identities, disability 

identities, gender identities, and religious identities). Participants may need time to brainstorm 

how these identities might look. Include in the discussion time for expansion on the directive as 

needed. 

Introduce collage:  

“Collage uses different elements arranged in a way that depicts meanings and symbolism 

the artist wants to convey. Collage between resistive and fluid is generally a safe, nonthreatening 

mode of artmaking for most people. Consider what you want for your background and what 

images and materials you want to use. Practice arranging them on the background until you find 

one that is pleasing.”  

Pass out the 11x14 paper to each participant and state these instructions to the 

participants:  

“Using lines, shapes, colors, and any materials provided create an abstract self-portrait 

collage of your identities according to how they look to you. Think about how much each 

identity impacts your life and how they might overlap or blend.” 

This activity will take one and a half to two hours to complete. The participants can take 

breaks as needed and talk with each other. Soft music can be played as background music. 
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3. Reflective Writing Activity 

Materials 

• One printout of the lined copy paper with the writing prompt "I am" for each participant 

Directions 

First, fill in the participant code at the top of each paper with the corresponding code 

from the participant's artwork. 

Next, the researcher states: 

 “Please use the space provided on the paper you have been given to write a reflective 

response about your artwork. Use the writing prompt "I am" to begin your response. You are 

encouraged to dialog or have a conversation on paper with your image as if it were a separate 

person from yourself. You may also include descriptions of your work and its meaning in the 

response.” 

The time allowed for this activity is 30 to 45 minutes. 

Lined Copy Paper with Writing Prompt 

Code # ______________ 

I am … 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Group Discussion  

 Have the participants gather in a circle with their writing and art. Begin by stating:  
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“This portion of the workshop will be a group discussion. You will have the opportunity to talk 

about what you created and will discuss five guiding questions. I will begin the discussion with 

this first question now.” 

Additional questions should be read to participants when the previous question responses 

have been exhausted, and participants are ready to move on. 

Questions 

1. Can you describe any insights you gained today? 

2. How do these insights relate to your experiences as a person who is the spouse of an active-

duty military person? 

3. How do you make sense of your identity between military and civilian community demands 

and expectations? 

4. What aspects of your personal identity did you find most relevant to you? 

5. How might today impact your identity in the future as you navigate between civilian and 

military communities? 
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Appendix C Closing Procedures 

Closing Procedures 

1. Thank the participants for donating their time and energy to the research study.  

2. Explain the process for collecting the remaining data (photographing artwork and collecting 

reflective writing papers). 

3. Photograph artwork next to a sticky note with code written on it from the back of the 

artwork. 

4. Place the sticky note on the corresponding reflective writing paper and place the page in a 

manila folder in the lockable case for transport. 

5. Once materials are gathered and recorded, the workshop will conclude.  

6. The researcher will write notes about the group discussion and final reflections on the 

workshop in the field notes before locking the data in the case and gathering art materials for 

transport. The researcher’s final note should include as much information about the 

discussion as possible and can be added when additional things are remembered. 

7. The researcher will clean any messes and put away any site materials before leaving. 
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Appendix D Figures 

Figure 1 

Expressive Therapies Continuum 
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Figure 2 

Co-Researcher "Julia's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 
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Figure 3 

Co-Researcher "Sara's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 
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Figure 4 

Co-Researcher "Anna's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 
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Figure 5 

Co-Researcher "Paul's" Abstract Self-Portrait Collage 

 


