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ABSTRACT 

Effective communication of thoughts and feelings plays a critical role in developing and 

maintaining the emotional intimacy that contributes to satisfying committed relationships.  When 

one partner is affected by acquired hearing loss (AHL), verbal communication may no longer be 

an effective means for intimate communication, resulting in deterioration of the relationship. 

This mixed methods case study explored the use of two shared art-making interventions as a 

means of communication focused on fostering emotional intimacy within a couple affected by 

AHL.  Results from a quantitative instrument, the Couples Satisfaction Index-4 (CSI-4; Funk & 

Roggee, 2007), administered before and after the study showed a slight increase in the level of 

warmth and comfort of the relationship by both partners.  A narrative analysis of the art and 

written work of the interventions, along with responses to the qualitative questionnaire, revealed 

themes of self-awareness, intimate sharing, and interest in creating new meaning within the 

relationship.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

In committed relationships, communication between partners plays an important role in 

developing and maintaining emotional intimacy.  In hearing couples, the familiar process of 

verbally sharing thoughts and feelings is affected when one partner develops acquired hearing 

loss (AHL; Hallam, Ashton, Sherbourne, & Gailey, 2008; Yorgason, Piercy, & Piercy, 2010). 

Misunderstandings and conflict may arise, resulting in decreased attempts and desire to verbally 

share with one’s partner (Hallam et al., 2008; Yorgason et al., 2010).  If the usual form of 

communication becomes problematic and avoided, couples dealing with hearing loss can be left 

without a viable means to share their thoughts and feelings with each other.  Consequently, the 

need for intimate communication may no longer be met, which may contribute to distancing 

between partners and potential deterioration of the relationship.  Interest in addressing this issue 

was prompted by the researcher’s personal experience of being in a relationship with a partner 

who has AHL.  It was hoped that this study would introduce the potential of shared art-making 

experiences to increase the level of closeness in couples who are living with the relational effects 

of AHL. 

This study introduces nonverbal art experiences that provide an opportunity for intimate 

communication between partners in a relationship affected by AHL.  Art-making provides a 

creative form of self-expression that can allow couples to share intimately and create new 

meaning within the relationship (Malchiodi, 2012; Wadeson, 2010).  To date, the use of art 

therapy to supplement or replace intimate verbal communication when one partner has AHL has 

not been explored.  
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The study is rooted in positive psychology, social construction theory, and narrative 

therapy.  Positive psychology focuses on positives, rather than on repairing psychological 

functioning that is deemed problematic (Wilkenson & Chilton, 2013).  In this study, the 

individual’s and couple’s strengths are utilized to elicit positive feelings and interaction between 

partners.  Wilkenson and Chilton (2013) noted the ability of art therapy to embody a positive 

approach as art therapy has been shown to promote positive emotions, induce flow, and create 

meaning.  

Social constructionist theory invites one to actively create in engagement with others to 

construct new, mutually beneficial outcomes (Gergen & Gergen, 2004).  Narrative therapy 

provides a therapeutic tool or process that “motivates persons to continuously construct and 

‘restory’ their lives” (Dunne, 1992, p. 2) by presenting the opportunity to think creatively about 

reality.  The narrative approach externalizes patterns of thinking, challenging one’s perception of 

reality and offering an opportunity to creatively construct an alternate view.  This study utilizes 

nonverbal recognition and expression of positive feelings about oneself and one’s partner, which 

can potentially promote the development of a new story of the relationship.  

A single case study design was selected in order to gather in depth information about the 

experience of shared art-making and its effects on feelings of closeness between partners.  A 

convergent mixed methods design was utilized in which qualitative and quantitative data were 

collected in parallel, analyzed separately, and then merged.  In this study the results of the 

Couples Satisfaction Index 4 (CSI-4; Funk & Rogge, 2007), completed by both partners were 

used to test the theory that shared art experiences can increase the level of emotional intimacy 

within the couple.  Artwork created in session and questionnaire responses from both partners 

helped explore the experience of shared art-making and its effect on the couple’s relationship.  
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Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected to develop a more complete understanding 

of the experience and the effect of the art-making experience on levels of emotional intimacy 

between two partners when one has AHL.   

Problem Statement 

In couples, communication between partners plays an important role in developing and 

maintaining emotional intimacy. AHL has a detrimental effect on verbal communication, often 

causing ineffective verbal communication and distancing between partners (Hallam et al., 2008; 

Yorgason et al., 2010).  The use of shared art-making as a process for couples to nonverbally 

meet the need for intimate communication has not yet been explored.  

Research Question 

This study is guided by the question: Will shared art-making experiences increase 

relationship satisfaction by fostering emotional intimacy between two partners when one has 

AHL? 

Basic Assumptions 

 Couples in which one partner has AHL can no longer rely on effective verbal 

communication (Hallam et al., 2008; Yorgason et al., 2010).  Effective communication is a 

critical component in maintaining emotional intimacy within a partnership.  Emotional intimacy 

and feelings of closeness are key components of relationship satisfaction 

Shared art-making experiences can provide an opportunity to communicate nonverbally. 

Because art-making is a creative process that involves original thought and unique expression of 

oneself it can allow couples to share intimately in a nonverbal way.  
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Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between shared art-making 

experiences, levels of emotional intimacy, and relationship satisfaction between two partners 

when one has AHL.   

Hypothesis  

 It was hypothesized that the process of shared art-making would provide a means for 

nonverbal self-expression and intimate communication between two partners when one partner 

had AHL. It was expected that after two shared art-making sessions both partners would report 

higher levels of closeness and relationship satisfaction. 

Definition of Terms   

Acquired hearing loss (AHL). AHL is a hearing loss that appears after birth (American 

Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2016). 

Couples.  For the purposes of this study, the use of the term couples relates to two 

individuals in a committed relationship defined by cohabitating and interacting on a daily basis. 

Emotional intimacy. Emotional intimacy refers to a situation when  “two persons can 

comfortably share their feelings with each other or when they empathize with the feelings of the 

other person, really try to understand and try to be aware of the other person’s emotional side” 

(University of Florida Counseling and Wellness Center, Types of Intimacy, para. 4). 

Narrative therapy. Narrative therapy separates people from their problems, recognizes 

that people are “experts of their own lives,” and possess “many skills, abilities, values, 

commitments, beliefs and competencies that will assist them to change their relationship with the 

problems influencing their lives”  (Narrative Therapy Centre, About Narrative Therapy, para 1).   
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Narrative therapy encourages individuals to think creatively and “continuously construct and 

‘restory’ their lives” (Dunne, 1992, p. 2). 

Positive psychology.  

Positive Psychology is the scientific study of the strengths that enable individuals and 

communities to thrive.  The field is founded on the belief that people want to lead 

meaningful and fulfilling lives, to cultivate what is best within them, and to enhance their 

experiences of love, work, and play. (Trustees of the University of Pennsylvania, 2016) 

Social constructionist theory. Social construction is defined by Gergen and Gergen 

(2004) as “the creation of meaning through our collaborative activities” (p. 7).  The theory is that 

those within a relationship create its meaning. 

Justification of the Study 

  To date there have not been any studies located that explore alternate means of intimate 

communication for couples affected by AHL.  The seminal work of Jones, Kyle, and Wood 

(1987) showed that the loss of intimate talk was the main component that affected levels of 

intimacy in couples affected by hearing loss.  With over 48 million Americans reporting hearing 

loss (Lin, Niparko, and Ferrucci, 2011) a large number of relationships may benefit from the 

ability to reconnect in a nonverbal emotionally intimate way.  It is hoped that the information 

gathered in this study prompts future research that can help art therapists have a positive impact 

on this population.  

 

 

 

 



SHARED ART-MAKING AS INTIMATE COMMUNICATION                                            11 

CHAPTER II 

Review of Literature 

Prevalence of Hearing Loss 

A recent study by Lin, Niparko, and Ferrucci (2011) showed that 48.1 million or 20.3% 

of Americans reported hearing loss, with almost a fifth of all Americans aged 12 and older 

reporting a loss severe enough to make communication difficult.  The 2007 National Health 

Interview Survey showed that almost a third of men with AHL report that the loss began between 

the ages of 20 and 39 years, and another third report the loss began between the ages of 40 and 

59 (National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders Epidemiology and 

Statistics Program [NIDCD], 2012).  For women, 20% of those with AHL began to lose their 

hearing between the ages of 20 and 39 and 30% between the ages of 40 and 59 (NIDCD, 2012).   

Effect of Hearing Loss on Relationships 

Studies have shown that acquired hearing loss affects not only an individual’s quality of 

life but also their significant other’s (Scarinci, Worrall, & Hickson, 2008; Wallhagen, 

Strawbridge, Shema, & Kaplan, 2004).  An early study by Hétu, Riverin, Lalande, Getty, and St-

Cyr (1988) studied 61 workers with occupational hearing loss and their spouses and found that 

both partners reported increased efforts in communication, avoidance of interactions, and 

difficulties in their relationship resulting from the hearing loss.  Subsequent studies have 

confirmed the use of avoidance as a coping strategy employed by both partners, with participants 

noting specifically a reduction of intimate talk (Hallam et al., 2008; Scarinci et al., 2008).  Both 

genders have been shown to report a negative impact on relationship resulting from hearing loss, 

but, Wallhagen et al. (2004) found the “negative impact of husbands’ hearing loss on wives’ 

well-being appears stronger than the reverse” (p. S190). 
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Jones et al. (1987) interviewed 123 people with hearing loss age 20-60 years and their 

close partners and/or family members.  Responses showed the loss of intimate talk was the main 

component that affected the levels of intimacy in couples.  Forty percent of couples in the study 

reported that their relationship had changed negatively as a result of the hearing loss (Jones et al., 

1987).  Piercy and Piercy (2002) suggested that the negative attributions resulting from unclear 

communication with one’s partner decreased perceived levels of support and marital satisfaction.  

Piercy and Piercy recommend cognitive, environmental, and behavioral adaptations to support 

better communication in couples dealing with hearing loss.  However, the recommended 

interventions utilize verbal communication, a process that has already been deemed problematic 

within the relationship. 

Hallem, Ashton, Sherbourne, Gailey, and Corney (2007) noted “the rate of 

separation/divorce has been found to be associated with severity of AHL” (p.103).  Hallam et al. 

(2008) interviewed 25 people with profound AHL and their close companions and found the 

presence and effects of hearing loss increased the relationship’s vulnerability to failure.  

Marital Research 

Based on multiple studies on marital relationships, Gottman and Silver (2015) recognized 

that intimate knowledge of one’s partner and attunement to a partner’s emotions support 

satisfying relationships.  Gottman and Krokoff (1989) found that a partner’s withdrawal from 

conflictual interactions was found to contribute to the deterioration of relationships.  In Greeff’s 

(2000) study of marital characteristics of well-functioning families, effective communication 

between partners was found to be the most important factor. 
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Efficacy of Art Therapy 

The process and the product of art-making may benefit couples seeking a nonverbal 

mode of intimate communication because art-making is recognized as a creative form of self-

expression and meaning making (Malchiodi, 2012; Wadeson, 2010).  Mutual engagement in the 

creative process can allow couples to share intimately in a nonverbal way and create new 

meaning within the relationship.  In addition, art-making has been shown to improve mood (De 

Petrillo & Winner, 2005; Wadeson, 2010) which may result in positive feelings associated with 

partners’ engagement with each other.  Not only can the focus on nonverbal communication 

eliminate potential negativity, but the silence itself can be beneficial. Regev and Chasday (2016) 

investigated the silent use of art media in therapy and found that silent engagement in art making 

contributed to a more positive experience. 

The artwork itself provides a tangible product that may be easier to relate to than one’s 

partner or oneself (Wadeson, 2010).  Artwork can also serve as a permanent reminder of the 

shared creative experience, providing opportunity for further insight when revisited (Wadeson, 

2010).  

Positive Approach in Art Therapy for Couples 

To date, studies of a positive psychology approach to utilizing art therapy for intimate 

communication within a couple have not been located.  Art therapy with couples has focused on 

the interactive process of art making and the use of images to discover and resolve conflict or 

problems in the relationship.  Specifically, research has examined family of origin issues, 

pictorial phenomena of joint paintings, and the dynamics of couple interactions in creating 

artwork (Riley, 1991; Snir & Hazut, 2012; Snir & Wiseman, 2013; Snir & Wiseman, 2016).  
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Wilkenson and Chilton (2013) support the ability of art therapy in the practice of positive 

psychology and contend that “art therapists can elevate the meaning-making capacity of art by 

mining for positive meaning and purpose” (p. 8).  Ricco (2007) found that engagement in art 

therapy increased couples’ marital satisfaction.  

In summary, millions of Americans develop AHL which impacts their lives and 

relationships.  Research shows that many couples in which AHL is present experience 

difficulties in communication that negatively affect their relationships.  Intimate communication, 

a critical component of satisfying marital relationships often becomes problematic and is 

subsequently avoided.  In couples affected by AHL, the loss of intimate talk, specifically, has 

been shown to have the most impact on the relationship.  

The process and products of art-making provide a means for creative self-expression that 

can be shared between partners and has been shown to effectively increase marital satisfaction.  

Since art-making can be engaged in and shared non-verbally, it presents a viable procedure for 

couples affected by AHL to communicate intimately and potentially increase their relationship 

satisfaction. The aim of the present study is to provide a deeper understanding of the experience 

of one couple affected by AHL as they engage in two shared art-making sessions. It is expected 

that the art-making experiences will foster emotional intimacy and contribute to an increase in 

relationship satisfaction reported by both partners. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Participants 

Participants were solicited through a chapter of the Hearing Loss Association of America 

(HLAA; http://www.hearingloss.org).  An invitation to participate in the study was included in 

the club newsletter.  The invitation provided basic information about the study, including time 

commitment, meeting time and place, that the couple would be engaging in art-making, and that 

the study focused on the emotional intimacy of the couple.  Couples interested in participating 

were asked to email or phone the researcher.  

One couple responded to the invitation by phone and was screened for meeting study 

qualifications that included (1) the couple was comprised of one partner with AHL and one 

hearing partner; (2) the couple’s relationship began prior to the presentation of the AHL; (3) at 

least one partner reported a decrease in the amount of communication within the couple; (4) both 

partners agreed to participate; and (5) the couple was available to meet for two sessions. The 

couple, Wendy and Ray, (pseudonyms) met the qualifying criteria as they had been married 

nearly 30 years, Ray’s hearing loss developed approximately ten years ago, and Wendy reported 

a decrease in communication.  Wendy and Ray agreed to participate and the two meetings were 

scheduled.  

The small sample of one couple was supported by the study’s purpose of providing 

detailed and in depth information regarding the experience and results of the art interventions 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Leavy, 2015).  Yin (2014) supports the 

value of a single critical case study in providing information that supports or disproves a 

hypothesis and can lead the way to more relevant study of the phenomenon. 

http://www.hearingloss.org/
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Research Design 

A convergent, parallel, mixed-methods design was utilized for this pilot case study, as it 

was believed that collecting and analyzing both quantitative and qualitative data would help 

provide a better understanding of the dynamics involved in using art therapy to communicate 

intimately in couples affected by AHL.  Quantitative and qualitative data were collected 

concurrently.  Quantitative data informed whether there was a difference between the spouse’s 

relationship satisfaction before and after the intervention.  Qualitative data was gathered to help 

gain an understanding of the couple’s experience of shared art-making and the effects art-making 

had on their relationship.  In accordance with the parallel convergent method, quantitative and 

qualitative data were collected and analyzed separately and then compared. 

The participating couple met for two sessions of art-making, scheduled one week apart, 

administered by the researcher.  At the initial meeting, the aims of the research were explained, 

and participation and media consent was obtained (see Appendix A & Appendix B).  The 

participants agreed to allow their artwork to be photographed but declined video and audiotaping 

of the sessions. 

This study utilized two different art interventions.  The first art intervention was a collage 

of inner and outer self (see Appendix C), presented at the first session.  Collage is an art activity 

that provides a comfortable entry into art-making for those who are unfamiliar with using art 

media (Moon, 2010).  Collage is a highly structured activity that involves cognition in making 

choices in image selection and placement, and the process can symbolize an organization of parts 

of self.  The self-collage directive asked participants to select images that represented their outer 

selves (parts of themselves that they show to the outer world) and arrange them on one half of 

the paper and select images representative of their inner selves (parts of themselves that they 
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keep private and hidden from the outside world) and arrange them on the other half of the paper. 

When complete, they were asked to write a short description of their artwork.  Next, spouses 

exchanged artwork and written descriptions as a form of intimate communication. They were 

then asked to respond in writing to their spouse’s work.  This procedure for sharing after 

completing the artwork was implemented for both sessions. 

The second intervention, presented at the second session was the construction of a clay 

animal symbolic of self (see Appendix D).  Clay was utilized for this intervention as it has been 

shown to facilitate rich and deep expressions, the expression of emotions, and reveal 

unconscious materials (Sholt & Gavron, 2006).  The symbolic nature of the intervention can 

integrate aspects of the personality and promote discovery or rediscovery of parts of self (Hinz, 

2009).  Both interventions focused on one’s sense of self, and provided an opportunity for a 

formation and contemplation of a new sense of self, which could then be shared with one’s 

spouse to create new meaning within the relationship.   

Research instruments 

 Couples Satisfaction Index (CSI; Funk & Roggee, 2007).  A short version of the CSI 

(see Appendix E) was utilized.  The CSI is a self-report scale used to measure individual 

satisfaction with a relationship.  The CSI-4 is a shortened version that eliminates some of the 

more specific questions in the CSI and measures an individual’s general view of feelings and 

view of their relationship. The CSI-4 asks participants to rate (1) degree of happiness of the 

relationship, (2) whether the relationship is warm and comfortable, (3) how rewarding the 

relationship is, and (4) how satisfying the relationship is on a scale from zero to five or six, with 

lower numbers indicating dissatisfaction and higher numbers indicating a higher level of 
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satisfaction.  The writer believed the CSI-4 would sufficiently measure each spouse’s level of 

relationship satisfaction pre- and post-study. 

 Questionnaire.  Both spouses were asked to complete a questionnaire (see Appendix F) 

after each session of art-making.  The questionnaire asked participants to describe what the art 

they created expressed, to record any thoughts and feelings about themselves and their partner 

during the session, and to describe the session’s effect on the level of closeness felt towards their 

partner. 

 Researcher field notes.  The researcher observed the couple throughout both sessions 

and recorded field notes about each participant’s individual actions, behaviors, and comments, as 

well as interaction between spouses, and the mood of the participants.  To support systemic data 

collection, a form was used to record field notes (see Appendix G).  

 Art interventions.  The artwork and written work produced by participants in response 

to each art intervention was collected after each session and reviewed after completion of the 

study. 

Data Collection 

Quantitative data was collected from the CSI-4 from both participants pre- and post-

study. Qualitative data from the questionnaire, as well as artwork and written work that was part 

of the art directive was collected from both participants after each session.  Qualitative data 

supplied by the researcher in the form of field notes was recorded during and after each session.  

Multiple sources of qualitative data were utilized to enhance validity and contribute to a better 

understanding of the participants’ experience (Baxter & Jack, 2008).  In addition, in accordance 

with Baxter and Jack’s (2008) recommendation, supervision was utilized by the researcher to 
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support fair interpretation of data.  This was especially important due to the inherent potential 

biases of the researcher whose spouse has AHL. 

Data Analysis   

Quantitative analysis.  Responses from CSI-4 (Funk & Roggee, 2007) were recorded.  

Data from each spouse’s pre-study CSI-4 was compared to their post study CSI-4 to see if there 

was any change in the level of relationship satisfaction reported.  Pre- and post-data was 

compared individually, as well as between spouses. 

Qualitative analysis.  Qualitative data was analyzed by the researcher using a narrative 

approach for the purpose of extracting themes (Leavy, 2015).  Similarities and differences 

between partners were noted.   

Convergence of data.  Compiled results of qualitative and quantitative data were 

compared to see if the qualitative themes support quantitative results and vice versa.  

Quantitative data was used to evaluate the effectiveness of the art interventions in increasing the 

level of relationship satisfaction reported by the couple.  Qualitative data was used to discover 

what specific experiences of the shared art-making experience affected their level of closeness.  

Validity and Reliability 

 Despite low external validity due to the use of one single couple, the minimal number of 

subjects supports the research design as a pilot study that provided an opportunity for detailed 

and in depth exploration of the participants’ experience.  Internal validity was low as there were 

no controls of variables; however, the purpose of the study was to gather information about the 

participants’ experience that might provide a baseline for further research. Reliability is low as 

the study provided a case study of one couple’s experience which may or may not indicate the 
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experience of others.  Construct validity was increased by utilizing participant review of the 

research, thereby decreasing the potential for researcher bias (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2014). 

Ethical Implications 

 Due to the hearing impairment that existed within the couple there was an emphasis on 

written communication and an attempt to utilize minimal verbal communication in administering 

the sessions.  When communicating in person, it was necessary at times to interact verbally, and 

at those times the researcher made a conscious effort to provide the participant with AHL a clear 

view of the researcher’s face, to allow for the reading of lips and best sound reception.  

Complete, detailed written directions were provided on data collection forms and for both art 

directives.  The selected setting provided an environment with acoustics conducive to verbal 

communication and was free of background noise.  In support of the positive theoretical basis of 

the study, the researcher maintained that the focus of the study was to examine the relationship 

between the experience of shared art making and the couple’s relationship, rather than a focus on 

the effects of the hearing impairment.  

Researcher Bias 

The researcher’s interest in this topic originated from personal experience with her 

husband, who acquired hearing loss about 12 years into their marriage and has now been a factor 

for over 15 years of their married life. Because of this, supervision was utilized by the researcher 

throughout the study to bring awareness to and reduce potential bias, assumptions, and 

projections.  In addition, to eliminate researcher bias, participants reviewed the research for 

accuracy. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Quantitative Data 

Both spouse’s responses to the CSI-4 (Funk & Roggee, 2007) were recorded before and 

after the study.  Both spouse’s responses were exactly the same on the pre-study form, selecting 

a three on every question which indicated mid-range levels of satisfaction.  The first question 

inquired about degree of happiness within the relationship, and both spouses selected a three on a 

scale of zero to six, indicating they were happy.  The remaining three questions presented a scale 

of zero to five, and both spouses chose a three in each question, signifying that it was mostly true 

that their relationship is warm and comfortable, their relationship is mostly rewarding, and that 

they are mostly satisfied with their relationship. 

Comparison of pre- and post-study responses of both spouses showed movement toward 

couple unity.  On the second question, Ray, the partner with AHL, selected a four, which was 

one number higher than his pre-study response and indicated a higher level of warmth and 

comfort within his relationship.  Wendy indicated one-half to one number higher on all questions 

post-study, indicating a higher level of happiness within the relationship, warmth and comfort 

within the relationship had increased, the relationship was more rewarding, and an increase in the 

satisfaction of the relationship.  Although both spouses indicated a positive change, the hearing 

partner, Wendy indicated a change in all areas, while Ray only reported a change in the warmth 

and comfort of the relationship. 

Qualitative Data 

 Qualitative data was analyzed and findings were shared with participants for review. 

Participant feedback provided clarification of data. 
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 Questionnaire.  There were two main themes that emerged from the questionnaire data: 

self-awareness and sharing. Self-awareness surfaced in the many “I” statements used by 

participants that focused on thoughts about themselves, who they are, how they are seen, what 

they value, what they enjoyed about the experience, and appreciation for their partner’s intimate 

sharing.  For example, Ray stated “I[t] helped me think about what I really value…” and Wendy 

noted “I like to work with my hands” and “I focused on how people see me for the “OUTER”. 

 The theme of sharing surfaced in two forms: comments about sharing with their spouse 

and comments about their spouse sharing with them.  Ray, the participant with AHL, noted 

repeatedly his appreciation of Wendy sharing her thoughts and feelings with him. In the first 

session, Wendy noted “The “inner” is what the “real” me is that I wanted Ray to know.  One 

must be careful though-I can see where the inner could be a “negative”.  She also expressed 

interest in learning more about Ray’s reasoning behind selecting his images.  After the second 

session, she noted she enjoyed finding out what Ray had made and why. 

 A third theme that surfaced was the couple’s shared Christian faith, which both 

mentioned as an important part of their life together. Other individually noteworthy comments 

include the following: Ray wrote “I think I better understand what concerns Wendy has & what 

she would really like to do” and Wendy explained their active commitment to their relationship 

by stating “we are always trying to be a better marriage partner to each other.” 

 In rating the level of closeness before and after each session, Wendy reported that there 

was no change in the level of closeness she felt with her spouse after the experience and 

explained after the first session that she “really wanted to know “HIS” inner thoughts more.” 

After the second session she noted that she enjoyed learning about what Ray made and why. 
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 Ray reported that he felt closer to his spouse after each session because “through the art 

Wendy expressed what is important to her and her concerns [and] fears” and “Wendy shared 

some of her inner feelings & thoughts & faith in our Savior with me.” 

 Researcher field observation.  Wendy and Ray arrived at the first session eager to get to 

work. They were pleasant and displayed a positive regard for each other.  They immediately and 

playfully engaged in the warm-up activity, exhibiting ease in interacting with one another. 

During the session, they focused on their own work, appeared to be engaged in contemplation, 

and occasionally interacted with their spouse.  At the end of the session, after completing the art 

and writing exchange, they expressed interest in continuing the exchange by verbally discussing 

their art and writing.  They were advised to do what they felt comfortable doing and began to ask 

each other questions about their work in order to better understand one another.  However, most 

of the discussion focused on Wendy questioning Ray about what his images represented and why 

he chose them. 

 When Wendy and Ray arrived at the second session they engaged in friendly 

conversation with the researcher, sat down, and appeared ready to start the session.  After 

instructions were given, Wendy and Ray sat silently for a few minutes while considering what 

they would create, then selected and began working with the clay.  They both began to work 

silently and appeared to be completely absorbed in their work.  As time went on, they began to 

alternate between working intently and playfully interacting with each other, giggling to each 

other as if in conversation, and occasionally guessing each other’s animal.  When they completed 

their clay animals, they set them in the middle of the table facing each other. 
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Art interventions.  

Artwork.  Both spouses engaged in completing the artwork as directed.  For their 

responses to the first session’s inner- and outer-self collage directive, both spouses used a 

combination of words and images.  Wendy filled an entire sheet of paper with the inner-self 

portion of her collage (Figure 1) and another with the outer-self portion (Figure 2).  Ray attached 

several images that expanded beyond the boundary of the paper, and there was not a clear 

separation between inner- and outer-self sections (Figure 3).  

 

       Figure 1. Wendy’s “Inner Self.”                        Figure 2. Wendy’s “Outer Self.” 

             

 

                                Figure 3. Ray’s “Inner and Outer Self.” 
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In response to the second session’s clay directive both spouses created free standing 

sculptures of real animals.  Wendy created a sheep (Figure 4) and Ray created a dog (Figure 5). 

Both animals were completely formed, with their heads forward facing.  Wendy created a base 

for her sheep, and when Ray observed her work he began to create a base for his dog.  Ray also 

created a dog bowl full of food and a dog bone, which he placed on the base near the dog’s head.  

 

    Figure 4. Wendy’s “Sheep.”           Figure 5. Ray’s “Dog.” 

                

      

Written work.   Written work included the artist’s description of their artwork and a 

response to their spouse’s art and written description.  In the descriptions of their collages from 

the first session, both spouses noted values of family, friends, and faith.  Wendy noted personal 

interests such as “flowers,” “summer time in [our state],” and having “fun with the family.”  

In addition, both spouses noted they were interested in spending time with each other. 

Wendy expressed a wish regarding travel and “to be with you [Ray] only & to have fun together 

& away from your 24/7 work.”  Ray expressed an interest in trying something new and making 

an effort to focus on engaging in activities he and Wendy enjoyed.  In his collage description, 

Ray wrote “Let’s try something new…Together,” “Let’s do more of what we really love to 

do…Why not? Out of the box…” and “Are we spending our time doing what is really 

important?” 
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Both Wendy and Ray responded to each other’s work by complimenting their spouse’s 

artwork and their spouse.  Wendy also expressed interest in Ray’s reasoning in choosing the 

images he selected, and noted that she liked it when Ray provided a more detailed verbal 

description of his thoughts behind his choices. Ray suggested in his response “Let’s do 

something you like…I loved Hawaii…That’s what your pictures reminded me of.” 

In the second session, participants wrote descriptions of the clay animals they created as 

self-symbols.  Wendy wrote that she created a sheep “because I need a Shepard in my life” and 

referenced how Ray and her “Savior” fulfilled that role.  She also noted that “being a sheep-

means you belong to a big family.”  Ray also related his animal to his role in their family, noting 

that he originally began to create a wolf “because it can be alone or travel in packs (like our 

family)” and his role of being “the ‘leader’ of the pack.”  However, Ray noted that as he worked, 

his wolf transformed into a “domesticated dog” and pointed out the bone and bowl of dog food. 

Similar to the responses to the first intervention, Wendy and Ray complimented each 

other and their spouse’s artwork.  They expressed appreciation for each other. Ray thanked 

Wendy for sharing her thoughts with him, and Wendy expressed to Ray that she was “glad you 

are the leader of our family.”  Wendy also noted that Ray’s “wolf looks like a dog that’s ready to 

play & have some fun!” 

Convergence of Data 

 Quantitative data showed that both Wendy and Ray reported an increase in the level of 

comfort and warmth in their relationship after the art-making sessions.  Wendy also reported an 

increase in relationship happiness, relationship satisfaction, and how rewarding she found the 

relationship.  
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Researcher observation noted both partners engaged in individual contemplation, 

displayed a willingness to engage in the activity and share with their partner, and appeared 

comfortable communicating with their partner through art, written word, eye contact, and verbal 

communication.  Qualitative data gathered from participants showed that the couple experienced 

and expressed self-awareness, engaged in intimate sharing with their partner, and appreciated 

their partner intimately sharing with them, which confirmed researcher observation. 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

It was expected that the quantitative data collected from the couple before the study 

would not show significant dissatisfaction within the relationship, as the study required both 

spouses to participate together and it was assumed that couples highly dissatisfied with their 

relationship would not likely volunteer.  Results of the pre-study CSI-4 were consistent with this 

expectation as Wendy and Ray reported identical mid-range levels of satisfaction, indicating they 

were happy, mostly satisfied with their relationship, and that it was “mostly true” that their 

relationship was warm and comfortable.  

It was hoped that comparison of pre- and post-study quantitative data from both spouses 

would show an increase in their relationship satisfaction level, similar to Ricco’s (2007) work 

with hearing couples that found art therapy increased marital satisfaction.  Comparative analysis 

of pre- and post-study results of the CSI-4 showed an increase in the hearing spouse’s level of 

relationship satisfaction and no change in the satisfaction of the spouse with AHL.  However, 

both spouses did report an increase in the warmth and comfort level of their relationship, which 

may be indicative of increased emotional intimacy. 

Interestingly, the qualitative questionnaires showed that Ray, the spouse with AHL, felt 

closer to his spouse after each of the art making sessions, while Wendy responded that she felt 

the same level of closeness before and after each session.  A post-study interview with both 

spouses might have helped gain a better understanding of participants’ reasoning behind their 

responses. 

Narrative analysis of qualitative data found that Wendy and Ray experienced self-

awareness, engaged in creative self-expression, shared intimately with their spouses, and 
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expressed appreciation for their spouses, supporting the idea that art-making can provide a means 

for intimate communication between spouses when one has AHL. 

In addition, qualitative data showed both spouses had an interest in better understanding 

each other and a desire to spend time together doing new things.  In fact, Ray stated after the 

study was complete that he and Wendy would not have discussed some of the things that came 

up had they not participated in the study.  This suggests that the art interventions may have 

contributed to an effort to create new meaning within the relationship. 

The intention of the research design was to focus on increasing levels of closeness 

between partners and not focus on the effects of the hearing loss.  It appears that the study was 

effective in maintaining this focus as after the study was complete, Ray voiced the couple’s 

curiosity about how the study related specifically to hearing loss.  

In addition, the study was designed to avoid vocal communication between partners in an 

effort to avoid the potential communication issues related to hearing loss.  Interestingly, the 

couple did initiate verbal discussion after completing the art interventions, and in his feedback, 

Ray, the partner with AHL, noted that he thought discussion would be a helpful addition to the 

interventions.  

Limitations 

The intimate nature of the art interventions combined with the couple’s unfamiliarity with 

the researcher may have caused participants to censor their responses.  Limited availability of 

time and distance between researcher and participants dictated the low number of sessions in the 

study.  Because of this, and because growth in relationships develops over time, a significant 

change was not expected. 
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The use of one single couple in this study presents low external validity as one couple 

does not adequately represent the population and results could be related to other causes such as 

individual characteristics, couple relationship dynamics, and events between sessions.  However, 

the intent of the study was to provide an initial in depth exploration of the participants’ 

experience that might inform future research of art therapy as a process for couples affected by 

AHL to nonverbally meet the need for intimate communication.   

Recommendations 

A mixed methods study with a larger sample over a longer period of time could identify 

the significance and effects of the art interventions on both the partner with AHL and the partner 

without, providing useful information for determining effective therapeutic interventions for 

couples.  A study that explores the use of a variety of media and techniques over more sessions 

would also be useful to art therapists working with this population.  Future studies should include 

other creative and expressive modalities to help isolate contributing factors specific to art 

therapy.   

Conclusion 

This study presents an initial exploration of the effectiveness of utilizing shared art-

making for intimate communication in hopes of increasing relationship satisfaction in a couple in 

which one partner has AHL.  Quantitative results showed that the experience increased both 

spouses’ feelings of warmth and comfort in the relationship with their spouse.  However, an 

increase of relationship satisfaction was only reported by the hearing spouse.  

Qualitative results found both experienced self-awareness and engaged in intimate 

sharing with their spouse.  They suggest the experience prompted a desire in both spouses to 

create new meaning in their relationship.  Results suggest the interventions provided a means for 
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intimate communication which may have positively contributed to their relationship.  The study 

did support the effectiveness of art making to foster emotional intimacy between partners; 

however, whether that contributed to relationship satisfaction was unclear.  Since there are many 

factors related to relationship, it is possible that the CSI-4 was not an effective tool to measure 

relationship satisfaction.  In addition, the effects of the art interventions may not be attributable 

to the intervention activity itself, but might be more indicative of the introduction of time 

devoted to positive interaction. 

It is hoped that this study will help art therapists better understand how non-verbal art 

therapy can be used to foster emotional intimacy in couples affected by AHL and encourage 

future study in this area.  Despite its limitations, this study adds a potential new dimension to the 

recommended therapeutic interventions for couples whose relationship has been negatively 

affected by hearing loss.  Currently, interventions include cognitive, environmental, and 

behavioral adaptations of verbal communication (Piercy & Piercy, 2002).   

In addition, this study responds to Wilkinson and Chilton’s (2013) call for art therapists 

to “focus not only on the relief of suffering but on promoting positive emotions, capitalizing on 

the healing effects of flow, and spotlighting strengths” (p. 8).  Gottman and Notarius (2002) also 

noted the need for research that helps better understand the contribution of positive affect on 

relationship satisfaction.  It is hoped that this pilot study introduces a non-verbal creative method 

that couples affected by AHL can utilize to actively create and sustain positive meaning in their 

relationships.  
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Appendix A 

Consent Form 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

The purpose of the research is to explore the effects of shared art making experiences on 

levels of closeness within a couple in which one partner has Acquired Hearing Loss (AHL). This 

study is a requirement of the class AR 591- Thesis Research and Writing, for Sharon Johnson, a 

student working on her Master of Art Therapy degree at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. 

 

The procedure involves minimal risk for the participants and pseudonyms will be used to 

maintain confidentiality. The benefit for participants is the opportunity to engage in art making 

with their partner that may enhance their relationship. Only the researcher will have access to 

completed surveys, written reflections, and questionnaire responses. Artwork will be 

photographed by the researcher and then taken home by participants after each session. 

 

Participants may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, by notifying the 

researcher. 

 

This study was approved by the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Human Subjects 

Institutional Review Board on June 3, 2016. 

 

If you have questions or concerns about this study, please contact the researcher, the 

researcher’s supervisor, or the chair of the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board. 

 

Researcher 

Sharon Johnson, Student 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

Sjohnson3@smwc.edu 

(715) 340-8553 

 

Co-Researcher 

Dr. Jill McNutt, ATR-BC, ATRL, LPC 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

JMcnutt@smwc.edu 

(812) 535-5160 

 

mailto:Sjohnson3@smwc.edu
mailto:JMcnutt@smwc.edu
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Supervisor 

Dr. Joan Phillips, LMFT, LPC, ATR-BC, ATCS 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

JPhillips@smwc.edu 

(405) 922-7461 

 

Chair, IRB 

Dr. Lamprini Pantazi  

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

Lpantazi@smwc.edu 

(812) 535-5232 

 

 

My signature below indicates that I am 18 years of age or older, I have been informed 

about this study, I consent to participate, and I have received a copy of the consent form.  

 

 

 

______________________________________                 __________________ 

Signature                                                                              Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:JPhillips@smwc.edu
mailto:Lpantazi@smwc.edu
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Appendix B 

Media Consent Form 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

 

CONSENT TO PHOTOGRAPH/VIDEOTAPE/AUDIOTAPE 

 

Thank you for your participation in this research project. As part of this project, you may choose 

to be photographed, videotaped and/or audiotaped. Please indicate below the use of the media to 

which you are willing to consent by placing your initials in the appropriate blank after the item. 

Initial the item that best suits your level of comfort. There will be no negative consequences for 

refusing to be photographed, videotaped and/or audiotaped. The results of this study may be 

presented in educational settings, scientific journals, popular press or newspapers, professional 

conferences, or the media. The researcher agrees to only use the materials in ways to which you 

agree. Pseudonyms will be used in presenting this research. 

                                                                                                                        Please initial 

I give approval for my artwork to be photographed.                       Yes______ or No_______ 

I give approval for my image to be videotaped and audiotaped.     Yes______ or No_______ 

 

I understand that I can withdraw my permission to be photographed, videotaped, and/or 

audiotaped at any time without prejudice and with no explanation required. 

I have read the above and give my consent for the use of the photograph, videotape and/or 

audiotape as indicated. I certify that I am eighteen (18) years of age or older and that I have been 

given a copy of this form for my own records.  

 

Signature    _____________________ 

Date         _____________________ 
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Appendix C 

Art Directive 1 

Title: Collage of Inner and Outer Self 

 

Objectives:  

To gain insight of self through self-exploration and the organization of parts of self.  

     To nonverbally share thoughts, feelings, and identity with partner.  

 

Materials: 12” x 18” white paper, a variety of magazines, colored paper, scissors, x-acto knifes, 

rubber cement, cutting board, black sharpie markers, #2 pencils with erasers  

  

Procedure: Give each participant a copy of the written instructions in that follow. In addition, 

give verbal instructions, answering any questions they may have verbally and/or in writing if 

necessary. 

 

Collage of Inner and Outer Self 

 

This activity is designed for each person to work independently on their own 

artwork. Once the artwork is finished you will write a short description of your work, you 

will then share it with your partner and provide a written response to each other’s work. If 

you have any questions about the directions, please feel free to ask. 

 

This activity asks you to consider two sides of yourself. There are parts of us that we 

share with the outside world and parts that we keep to ourselves.  

 

 Consider how you present yourself to the world and how other people see you. That 

is your outer self.  

 

 Consider parts of yourself that you keep to yourself, or don’t allow others to see. 

This is your inner self. 

 

Step 1: 

Fold paper in half and draw a line on the fold. 

Label one side ‘Inner Self’ and the other side ‘Outer Self’ 

Look through the magazines and select images that represent each part of you and arrange 

them on the appropriate side of the paper. 

When you are ready, glue your images down. 
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Step 2: 

Please spend a few minutes looking over your collage.  

Then write a few sentences describing your collage on the blank paper provided.  

 

Step 3:  

Please pass your written reflection and collage to your partner. 

Spend a few minutes looking at your partner’s collage.  

Then read their reflection.  

Write a few sentences in response to the collage and reflection your partner has shared 

with you.  

 

Step 4: 

When done, pass the artwork and reflection/response paper back to your partner.  

Read your partner’s response to your work.  

 

This activity is complete  Thank you for your participation.  

Please complete the questionnaire regarding your experience. 

 

 

Collect supplies and written responses. When the couple is finished with the questionnaire ask if 

they have any questions or comments that they would like to share. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SHARED ART-MAKING AS INTIMATE COMMUNICATION                                            43 

Appendix D 

Art Directive 2 

Title: Clay Animal Self-Symbol (Adapted from Self-Symbol in Clay, Hinz, 2009, p. 167) 

 

Objectives:  

To integrate aspects of self.  

To discover/rediscover parts of self, expanding self-knowledge. 

To nonverbally share thoughts, feelings, and identity with partner. 

 

Materials: Plasticine clay in a variety of colors, plastic knives, detail tools, rolling pins, hard 

plastic placemats  

 

Procedure: Give each participant a copy of the written instructions that follow. In addition give 

verbal instructions, answering any questions they may have verbally and/or in writing if 

necessary. 

Clay Animal Self-Symbol 

 

This art activity is designed for each person to work independently on their own 

work. Once you have constructed your clay animal, you will share it with your partner and 

provide a written response to each other’s work.  

 

If you have any questions about the directions, please feel free to ask me at any time. 

 

Step 1: 

Think about the many types of animals on our planet. Consider wild animals, farm 

animals, etc. 

If you were an animal, what would you be?  

Choose one animal that best represents you and create it out of the clay.  

You may add as many details as you like.  

 

Step 2: 

Please spend a few minutes looking over the clay animal you created.  

Then write a 2-3 sentence reflection on the blank paper you’ve been given.  

When complete, please pass your written reflection and clay animal to your partner. 

 

Step 3: 

Please spend a few minutes looking at your partner’s clay animal.  

Then read their reflection.  
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Write a 2-3 sentence response to the animal and reflection they have shared with you. 

When done, pass the artwork and reflection/response paper back to your partner.  

Step 4: 

Read your partner’s response to your work.  

 

This activity is complete  Thank you for your participation.  

Please complete the questionnaire regarding your experience. 

 

Collect supplies and written responses. When the couple is finished with the questionnaire ask if 

they have any questions or comments that they would like to share.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Hinz, L. D. (2009). Expressive therapies continuum: A framework for using art in therapy. New 

York, NY: Routledge. 
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Appendix E 

Couples Satisfaction Index-4 

1. Please indicate the degree of happiness, all things considered, of your relationship. 

0-Extremely Unhappy 

1-Fairly Unhappy 

2-A Little Unhappy 

3-Happy 

4-Very Happy 

5-Extremely Happy 

6-Perfect 

 

2. I have a warm and comfortable relationship with my partner. 

 

0-Not at all True 

1-A little True 

2-Somewhat True 

3-Mostly True 

4-Almost Completely True 

5- Completely True 

 

3. How rewarding is your relationship with your partner? 

 

0-Not at all 

1-A little 

2-Somewhat 

3-Mostly 

4-Almost Completely 

5-Completely 

 

4. In general, how satisfied are you with your relationship? 

 

0-Not at all 

1-A little 

2-Somewhat 

3-Mostly 

4-Almost Completely 

5-Completely 

 

 

 

 

Funk, J. L., & Rogge, R. D. (2007). Couples Satisfaction Index. [Database record]. Retrieved 

from EBSCOhost.  http://dx.doi.org /10.1037/t01850-000 
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Appendix F 

Questionnaire 

Please answer the following questions. Use the back of the form if you need more space. 

1. The art I made today expresses… 

 

 

 

 

2. Please describe any thoughts and/or feelings you noticed while you were working on the 

collage/clay symbol today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Did today’s art making session alter the thoughts and/or feelings you have about your 

partner in any way? If so, please describe. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Please select one of the following: 

___The level of closeness I feel to my partner is the same as before the art making 

session. 

___I feel closer to my partner after the art making session. 

___I feel more distant from my partner after the art making session. 

 

 

5. The reason I selected the answer above is … 
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Appendix G 

Field Note Form 

Date: 

Session Number: 

Actions/Behaviors 

Participant 1 (with HL): 

 

 

Participant 2 (hearing): 

 

Quotes 

Participant 1 (with HL): 

 

 

Participant 2 (hearing): 

 

 

Interaction Between Partners/Mood 

Arrival at session: 

During session: 

End of session: 

Insight/Reflection 

 


