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Abstract 

This qualitative phenomenological research study investigates the potential of art therapy 

interventions that integrate positive psychology theory to instill contentment with the past, hope 

for the future, and happiness and well-being in the present in a geriatric population. The 

character strengths and virtues of gratitude, love, wisdom, hope, and courage are presented in a 

three-week single-subject art therapy group. The participants include five female residents of an 

assisted living and skilled nursing facility. Each participant participated in group discussions and 

individual interviews that reflected their personal experiences in the five group art therapy 

sessions. Thematic analysis is used to organize and analyze the qualitative data collected. The 

limitations of this study, namely the small self-selected sample size and the lack of quantitative 

measures, raise further questions and are the basis for recommendations for future research.  

 Keywords: art therapy, aging, positive psychology theory, phenomenology 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Older adults often experience a wide variety of physical and cognitive impairments, 

pervasive impoverishment of affect and lifestyle, and overwhelming loss of psychosocial and 

occupational roles (Shore, 1997). Sadness, loneliness, change, illness, death of loved ones, fear 

of abandonment by family, and boredom are some of the problems that many older adults face. 

Age-related vulnerabilities can also include sensitivity to their perceived deficits, and self-esteem 

can be low among this population (Buchalter, 2011). Cohen (2006) expressed that the arts can 

provide some of the best opportunities to experience a new sense of control or mastery, which 

can create a sense of empowerment and satisfaction. Other potential benefits include: stress 

reduction, self-awareness development, talent development, strength acknowledgment, and an 

increase in self-esteem through successful completion of projects and social interactions 

(Buchalter, 2011).  

Buchalter (2011) noted that even though older adults have many challenges, they also 

possess a multitude of strengths. According to Seligman (2002), “Psychology is not just the 

study of disease, weakness, and damage; it also is the study of strength and virtue. Treatment is 

not just fixing what is wrong; it also is building what is right” (p. 4). Seligman and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2000) believe that building human strengths can contribute to the 

development of resilience against psychiatric problems and future stressors.  

Statement of the Problem  

Based on the 2012 national projections, the United States will experience considerable 

growth in its older population, and in 2050, the population aged 65 and over is projected to be 

83.7 million, almost double the 2012 estimated population of 43.1 million (Ortman, Velkoff, & 

Hogan, 2014). Kojetin-Harris, Sengupta, Park-Lee, and Valverde (2013) estimated that the 
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number of people utilizing nursing facilities, alternative care places, or home care services would 

rise from 15 million in 2000 to a projected 27 million in 2050. Orr (1997) indicated that in 

addition to a complexity of medical setbacks, the older adult may face other life stressors, 

including the loss of family and friends, and the decrease in normal functions associated with 

aging, which can lead to depression. Kerr (1999) explained that for the elderly depression can 

lead to a decrease in self-esteem, as self-esteem can be considered a personally generated 

evaluation of worthiness. Buchalter (2011) explained that self-esteem affects all areas of life and 

that focusing on positive self-esteem can promote openness, honesty, cooperation, independence, 

creativity, and flexibility. Trusting in one’s own personal abilities and developing an attitude of 

self-worth is at the core of an elevated sense of self-esteem (Franklin, 1992). 

In terms of treatment and prevention, Mruk (2006) believes that work on increasing self-

esteem should be of considerable interest to any form of positive psychology. According to 

Mruk, self-esteem has motivational power that can drive behavior in a way that forces us to 

master life’s challenges. When we do so, we feel valued and respected by ourselves and by 

others. Art can become a safe place in which the old self can be confronted and the new self can 

be rehearsed (Franklin, 1992). 

Research Question 

 This study is guided by the following research question: Will art therapy with an 

emphasis on character strengths and virtues instill contentment with the past, hope for the future, 

and happiness and well-being in the present in a geriatric population?   

Rationale/Basic Assumptions 

The geriatric population is growing rapidly, and additional effective methods are needed 

to treat an aging population that experiences a variety of physical-biological and psychosocial 
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losses. The unique benefits of the art therapy process include producing mastery and flow, 

improving mood, spotlighting strengths, and creating positive meaning and purpose (Wilkinson 

& Chilton, 2013). Art therapy can help older adults to increase their self-worth by discovering 

their own positive characteristics and strengths, as well as to come to understand the significance 

of accepting themselves unconditionally (Buchalter, 2011). Wang, Lin, and Hsieh (2011) believe 

that art therapy groups aimed at promoting wellness in older adults can assist these individuals to 

realign their sense of self to embrace the wisdom that comes with the changes in thoughts, 

feelings, and behavior that occur in later life.   

Purpose of the Study 

 Inspired by positive psychology theory, this single-subject research study with a geriatric 

population aims to investigate whether art therapy will instill contentment with the past, hope for 

the future, and happiness and well-being in the present, with particular attention paid to art 

therapy interventions that emphasize character strengths and virtues.  

Hypothesis   

 It is hypothesized that older adults who engage in five group art therapy sessions focused 

on character strengths and virtues will experience a greater sense of contentment, hope, and 

happiness, as evidenced by group discussions and individual interviews.   

Operational Definitions  

Assisted Living: The philosophy of assisted living emphasizes personal autonomy and 

privacy by providing private rooms or apartments, meals, house-keeping services, social 

activities, and 24-hour over sight (McCall, 2001).     
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Dementia: A person with dementia experiences a decline in memory, language, problem-

solving, and other cognitive skills that affects the ability to perform everyday activities 

(Alzheimer’s Association, 2016). 

Depression: Depression is a mood or emotional state marked by feelings of low self-

worth and a reduced ability to enjoy life. Several symptoms and behaviors are associated with 

depression, including lack of energy, social withdrawal, low self-esteem, feelings of 

hopelessness and worthlessness, unresolved grief issues, loss of appetite, psychomotor agitation, 

sleeplessness, and poor concentration (Jongsma, Peterson, & Bruce, 2006). 

Geriatric Population: This population includes male and female individuals 70 years 

old or older, some of whom have medical needs that must be under constant attention. 

Group Therapy: This approach to therapy can provide people with similar needs mutual 

support, a sense of belonging and identity, and an opportunity to develop latent resources and 

abilities (Liebmann, 2003).   

Positive Art Therapy: Positive art therapy represents the intersection of positive 

psychology and art therapy, and it includes art directives that instruct the artist to focus on 

something positive (Wilkinson & Chilton, 2013). 

Positive Psychology: This is the study of positive emotions, positive character traits, and 

positive institutions (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). 

Self-Esteem: Self-esteem refers to self-evaluation. People with high self-esteem have a 

strong appreciation of themselves (Franklin, 1992).    
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

Psychological Well-Being and the Lifespan 

The characteristics of well-being, such as self-acceptance, positive relations with others, 

autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth, are considered features 

of positive psychological functioning (Ryff, 1989). Ryff (1989) explained that self-acceptance is 

a central feature of mental health and a characteristic of self-actualization, optimal functioning, 

and maturity. Acceptance of the self and one’s past means experiencing a positive attitude 

toward oneself, and this is central in positive psychological functioning (Ryff, 1989). Erikson, 

Erikson, and Kivnick (1986) explained that “old age” is a psychosocial stage of life that focuses 

on integrity versus despair; it is through this last stage that the elder is challenged to consolidate 

a sense of wisdom with which to live out the future, to place oneself in perspective among those 

generations now living, and to integrate more mature forms of hope, will, purpose, competence, 

fidelity, love, and care. Individuals nearing the end of the life cycle find themselves struggling to 

accept the inalterability of the past and the uncertainty of the future; elders must learn to balance 

the consequent despair with a sense of overall integrity, which is essential to carrying on in spite 

of the decline of bodily and mental functions (Erikson et al., 1986). Cohen (2006) explained that 

the latest research on human development is showing that individuals have an inner drive that 

fosters psychological growth throughout the lifespan and that the changing developmental 

dynamics are revealed as a series of developmental phases in the second half of life. The 

summing-up phase manifests during an individual’s late 60’s into the 80’s or beyond and is 

considered the phase in which an individual begins to find larger meaning in the story of one’s 

life as one looks back and sums up what has happened. Cohen (2006) also indicated that during 



Running head: POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY THEORY AND ART THERAPY  12 

this developmental phase an individual may utilize creative new strategies to face unresolved 

conflicts and unfinished business.  

Dementia/Alzheimer’s Disease 

 Dementia affects the majority of aging people who need environmental support (Riley, 

2001). Dementia is a term to describe a wide range of symptoms associated with a decline in 

memory or other thinking skills that is severe enough to reduce a person’s ability to perform 

everyday activities. Alzheimer’s, the most common type of dementia (Alzheimer’s Association, 

2016), is characterized by changes in the structure of the cells of the brain and accounts for an 

estimated 60 percent to 80 percent of cases. In the early stages, difficulty remembering recent 

conversations, names or events is common. As the disease progresses, there is further decrease in 

knowledge of recent events, more problems with leaving familiar surroundings, and 

disorientation regarding time and place. In the late stage of Alzheimer’s disease, the damage and 

destruction of neurons eventually affect other parts of the brain, including those that enable a 

person to carry out basic bodily functions. Vascular disease caused by hypertension and 

successive small strokes, Parkinson’s disease, and Lewy body disease are three other forms of 

dementia that leave an individual with progressively diminishing capabilities (Riley, 2001).   

Art Therapy with Older Adults 

 Safar and Press (2011) suggested that art therapy could have a positive effect on social 

and emotional growth, the rehabilitation of physical problems, and quality of life among older 

adults. As there are various degrees of neural degeneration, stages of disease progression, and a 

mix of personality features in individuals with Alzheimer’s-type dementia, the unique needs of 

each person must be considered when providing specialized care (Tucknott-Cohen & Ehresman, 

2016). Cohen (2001) argued that psychological growth and the need for creative expression 
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continue throughout life, and the more individuals engage in activities such as art, the more this 

type of engagement can contribute to vibrate cell life in the brain. Art therapy is useful for older 

adults who are experiencing cognitive impairments or brain damage because art therapy is a 

process that can be expressed nonverbally (Perry Magniant, 2004). A case in point is Stephenson 

(2013), who directed a community art therapy program that provided opportunities for day-

program adults with late-stage Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia, and for 

residents of a large cooperative housing complex living in New York. The group objectives were 

to focus on the older adults’ sense of purpose, social connectivity, and self-esteem. According to 

Stephenson, the artwork created in the Creative Aging Therapeutic Services (CATS) group was 

often personal, containing powerful images or stories about the participants’ lives. Moreover, the 

practice of art helped participants accept getting older, building a sense of purpose, self-

acceptance, and self-confidence.     

Creative art therapy can also provide disabled older adults with an opportunity to make 

decisions, which can improve their self-concept and self-image while facilitating the 

development of coping skills and reducing stress. Promoting creativity to validate strengths, 

providing cognitive and physical stimulation, encouraging social interaction, and improving self-

esteem with a focus on clients’ positive qualities are all goals to consider when working with 

older adults (Perry Magniant, 2004). In Doric-Henry (1997), an art therapy intervention utilizing 

an eight-session Eastern Method pottery technique was implemented with 20 elderly nursing 

home residents with the goal of improving psychological well-being. The results supported the 

hypothesis that art intervention can reduce depression and improve self-esteem among elderly 

participants, as Doric-Henry noted that the participants became more independent and displayed 

a sense of accomplishment in their work. 
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Positive Psychology 

The term “positive psychology” was first used in 1954 by Abraham Maslow. Over 40 

years later, Martin Seligman reintroduced the term, proclaiming that more attention needed to be 

paid to the good in people (Lopez & Gallager, 2009). Seligman (2002) indicated that the field of 

positive psychology, at the subjective level, is about positive subjective experience: satisfaction 

and well-being with the past, joy and happiness in the present, and optimism and hope for the 

future. The science of subjective experience, positive individual traits, and positive institutions 

promises to improve quality of life and prevent the pathologies that arise when life feels barren 

and meaningless (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  

Seligman (2002) suggested that a satisfying and meaningful life could be built on the 

happiness that results from utilizing our psychological strengths. On the value of strengths,  

Peterson and Seligman (2004) stated, “A strength contributes to various fulfillments that 

constitute the good life, for oneself and for others. Although strengths and virtues determine how 

an individual copes with adversity, our focus is on how they fulfill an individual” (p. 17). They 

list six virtues (wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence), and then 

identify 24 strengths, which are organized under these six virtues. They suggest that utilizing our 

strengths is one valuable way to achieve high levels of subjective well-being.  

Integrating Positive Psychology with Art Therapy 

 The philosophy underlying art therapy is that of positive intervention, as art therapists 

seek to heal pathology and increase well-being by utilizing the creative strength of individuals 

(Forgeard & Eichner, 2014). Forgeard and Eichner (2014) stated that the discipline of art therapy 

utilizes creative activities to enhance psychological functioning and health. It is less concerned 

with the quality of the creative output and more concerned with the benefits it confers on the 
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well-being of the individual. Chilton and Wilkinson (2013) proposed that the principles of 

positive psychology should be incorporated into the field of art therapy because art therapy has 

unique contributions to offer positive psychology.  

“Flow” is an approach to positive psychology that is gaining more attention within art 

therapy research. According to Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2009), flow is described as the 

experience of complete absorption in the present moment. Chilton (2013) co-facilitated a half-

day workshop for 10 high-functioning adults who created shrines to express love and humanity; 

participants were asked to decorate a tin that could serve as a miniature reminder of the 

participant’s experience of love. Chilton (2013) explained that creativity and improved well-

being have been empirically linked to the flow experience, stating,  “I attribute the attainment of 

flow to the task that challenged the participants’ skills and signature strengths while limiting 

anxiety about techniques” (p.67).  

“Gratitude” is defined as awareness of and thankfulness for the good things that happen; 

gratitude is considered a strength within the virtue of transcendence (Peterson & Seligman, 

2004). To study gratitude, Forgeard and Eichner (2014) suggested the incorporation of a creative 

component into an already positive intervention, hypothesizing that the effect of the intervention 

would be amplified or supplemented by this addition. In the Gratitude Visit exercise (Seligman 

et al., 2005), participants write and deliver a letter expressing their gratitude for an individual 

they would like to thank. The Gratitude Visit is the most powerful positive psychological 

intervention in terms of degree of change; this activity can become meaningful in new ways if 

the participants are asked to deliver their message in creative forms, such as painting or poetry 

(Forgeard & Eichner, 2014; Lomas, Froh, Emmons, Mishra, & Bono, 2014). Lomas et al. (2014) 

noted that numerous studies have highlighted gratitude’s positive relationship to psychological 
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functioning and subjective well-being, such that gratitude is considered foundational to well-

being and mental health throughout the life span. In one such gratitude study (Emmons & 

McCullough, 2003), the participants who were assigned to keep gratitude journals on a weekly 

basis reported fewer physical symptoms, exercised more regularly, felt better about their lives, 

and were more optimistic about the upcoming week compared to the participants who only 

recorded hassles or neutral life events.  

 Ardelt (2004) defines “wisdom” as the cognitive, reflective, and affective dimensions of 

personality, which integrate knowledge, perspective-taking, and compassion. According to 

Ferrari and Guthric (2014), Ardelt’s model of wisdom is one of the most influential in the field 

because Ardelt conducted numerous studies to test this model and to demonstrate that wisdom is 

associated with increased well-being and functioning. These authors suggest that Ardelt’s 

research on wisdom-as-personality established wisdom’s importance in living well. According to 

the VIA Classification of Virtues and Strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), wisdom is 

considered a cognitive strength that entails the acquisition and utilization of knowledge. The 

character strengths that represent wisdom include creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, love of 

learning, and perspective (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 

 “Courage” is described as an emotional strength that involves the exercise of will to 

accomplish goals in the face of opposition, external and internal. The character strengths 

associated with courage include: bravery, persistence, integrity, and vitality (Peterson & 

Seligman, 2004). According to Pury et al. (2014), the study of courage has received limited 

empirical attention, and little to none of the research to date has focused on interventions.  

 “Love” is a strength within the virtue of humanity and “hope” is a strength within the 

virtue of transcendence. According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), love represents valuing 
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close relations with others, in particular those in which caring is reciprocated, and hope 

represents expecting the best for the future and working to achieve it.    

Summary 

 Ravid-Horesh (2004) mentioned geriatric art therapy as one promising area of art therapy 

research because it tends to focus on quality of life improvement. According to Lomas et al., 

(2014), recent research has indicated several avenues for the therapeutic use of gratitude in 

populations free of mental disorder, but experiencing other distress. Gratitude could assist 

individuals to cope with the stress of lifelong or deadly diseases, which are becoming more 

prevalent due to the growth of the elderly population in society (Lomas et al., 2014). It has been 

suggested that art therapy can be used to facilitate the struggle for successful aging, and severely 

impaired individuals may use the creative process to tap into their capacity for wisdom (Shore, 

1997). The creative process of artistic expression can rekindle energy, increase cognitive and 

perceptual skills, stimulate the senses, regenerate social interaction, bring relief from depression, 

calm anxiety, and tap into undamaged parts of the brain in an Alzheimer’s patient (Perry 

Magniant, 2004; Wald, 2003). The principles of positive psychology and art therapy foster the 

creative strengths of individuals; promoting and developing gratitude, love, wisdom, hope, and 

courage can assist an individual to achieve subjective well-being (Forgeard & Eichner, 2014; 

Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
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Chapter III: Methods 

Research Design 

 This study is a qualitative phenomenological study that investigates the effects of 

integrating art therapy and positive psychology theory among residents of an assisted living and 

skilled nursing facility. Phenomenological research focuses on participants’ perceptions, 

feelings, and lived experiences (Guest, McQueen, & Namey, 2012). This study used a single-

subject design, such that the same group of assisted living residents served as both the 

experimental and the control groups. The researcher obtained approval from the Saint Mary-of-

the-Woods College Human Subjects Institutional Review Board to conduct the art therapy 

research study with human subjects. In addition, the researcher obtained written approval from 

the assisted living and skilled nursing facility at which the research study was conducted.     

Participants   

 This study included five participants who were residents of the assisted living and 

nursing facility at the time the study was conducted. Five residents were invited to a group 

recruiting meeting held in the activity room located at the facility. The researcher verbally 

explained the purpose of the research study and the methods involved, which included five art 

therapy sessions (Appendix C) and five group discussions and an individual interview process 

(Appendix B). Five higher-functioning older adults were recruited to increase the likelihood of 

full participation. During the initial meeting, the informed consent form (Appendix A) was 

distributed, with the understanding that participants had the right to withdraw from the study at 

any time. Participants also signed a consent form allowing the researcher to photograph their 

artwork and to audiotape the group discussions and their individual interview.      
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Procedures for Data Collection  

The five participants were asked to participate in five, one-hour and 30-minute group art 

therapy sessions (Appendix C) over a period of three weeks. After each session, the participants 

were asked to share with the group what they had created, and their responses were audiotaped. 

In addition, after completing the five sessions, the participants were interviewed individually 

(Appendix B). The interview questions, designed by the researcher, consisted of four open-ended 

questions regarding participants’ experiences of the art therapy sessions. The researcher 

scheduled a date and time with each participant in order to conduct the personal interviews 

separately. The rationale for the use of open-ended questions is that they allow research 

participants to talk about a topic in their own words, free from the constraints imposed by the 

fixed-response questions typically seen in quantitative studies (Guest et al., 2012).  

Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) classification of character strengths and virtues was 

utilized within the art therapy interventions to incorporate a positive psychology perspective. The 

virtues of wisdom and courage and the character strengths of gratitude, love, and hope were 

incorporated into the sessions. Four of the five art therapy directives were adapted from 

interventions found in Art therapy and creative coping techniques for older adults (Buchalter, 

2011) and The Wiley Blackwell handbook of positive psychological interventions (Parks & 

Schueller, 2014). The five art interventions were specifically chosen to instill contentment with 

the past, hope for the future, and happiness and well-being in the present through the use of these 

five character strengths and virtues. 

The first art therapy session was adapted from the Gratitude Visit intervention, which 

inspires grateful reflection and acknowledgment in the form of gratitude letters (Lomas et al., 

2014). The participants were asked to create gratitude cards with stamps, watercolors, water 
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color pens, stencils, and markers in order to express appreciation for something or someone in 

their life. The second and third art therapy sessions were adapted from collage art directives 

presented in Art therapy and creative coping techniques for older adults (Buchalter, 2011). 

These collage interventions focused on finding images and words that represented ways to 

soothe, nurture, and show love for oneself, as well as to represent wisdom and strength over the 

years. The fourth art therapy session was adapted from various memory- and hope- themed art 

directives, and it provided an opportunity for participants to fill the inside of a box with elements 

that represented what gave them hope, using personally meaningful objects and photos. The fifth 

and final art therapy session was adapted from “Exploring strengths through masks: Art therapy 

from a positive psychology perspective” (Chilton & Wilkinson, n.d.). The participants decorated 

pre-created masks that visually represented the virtue of courage and how this reflected personal 

feelings regarding the self. The strengths found in Character strengths and virtues (Peterson and 

Seligman, 2004) that are associated with courage include vitality, bravery, persistence, and 

integrity. The participants were asked to choose which strength resonated with them the most 

and were then directed to decorate their mask to reflect this personal strength. According to 

Chilton and Wilkinson (n.d.), masks are universal to art therapy, and from a positive psychology 

perspective, masks can be used to highlight and celebrate strengths. A variety of collage 

materials were offered to the participants during the creation of the Love Myself Collage, the 

Wisdom Collage, the Personal Hope Box, and the Courage Mask. The detailed plans for and all 

art materials utilized in all five sessions can be found in Appendix C. 

Ethical Implications 

Participants were made aware prior to signing the consent form of any potential 

psychological risks that could be associated with the research study. The researcher provided a 
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nonjudgmental and supportive art therapy environment that addressed any concerns that arouse 

among the participants during the study. A staff member from the Life Enrichment department at 

the assisted living and nursing facility was available to assist and support the residents 

participating in the art therapy sessions and group discussions. The group art therapy sessions 

were conducted in a spacious activities room that provided an appropriate space for participants 

in wheelchairs. Nursing staff were also on site and available during the five group art therapy 

sessions to support the residents with any physical disability needs.            

The participant’s artwork, signed consent forms, and audiotaped interviews were kept 

confidential; only the researcher had access to them during the study. Upon completion of the 

study, a brief summary report of the results was made available to the participants upon request.                 

Analysis of the Data 

The group discussions and personal interviews were audiotaped and then transcribed. The 

personal interviews (collected individually) comprise the majority of the data presented in this 

study. Thematic analysis was then used to examine the impact of exploring art therapy 

interventions that emphasize character strengths and virtues. The study aimed to answer the 

following research question: Will art therapy with an emphasis on character strengths and virtues 

instill contentment with the past, hope for the future, and happiness and well-being in the present 

in a geriatric population? Key categories, themes, and codes were generated from interviews 

conducted with the five participants. 

The process of thematic analysis involved six steps. First was the process of 

familiarization with the data, which involved reading through the transcripts obtained from the 

interview process. Coding, the next step, involved developing or generating codes that identified 

important features of the data and were relevant in answering the study’s research question. The 
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entire data set was coded, and all of the codes were then extracted for further analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). The third step was searching for themes, which required the development of 

potential themes by examining the codes extracted from the data. Fourth, the themes were 

reviewed by double-checking the developed themes to determine whether they could actually tell 

a story through the data and thereby help answer the research question. Fifth, the themes were 

defined and named. This step involved a detailed analysis of all the themes that would produce 

an informative name for each theme. The final phase of the thematic analysis was the write up, 

which involved narrating the story through the themes using excerpts from the data and, finally, 

answering the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was ideal for this 

study, as it aided in the identification of patterns or themes within the data. The approach collects 

a data set that is detailed and rich, which can help answer the research questions in a given study 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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Chapter IV: Results 

Table 1 

Thematic Codes and Number of Responses from Interviews 

Codes Number of Responses  

Brought back memories 1  

Did more than I thought I could 1  

Felt encouraged 1  

Felt better 1  

Had a sense of completion 1  

Helped to focus on the future 1  

Hoped to help others 1  

Improved my artistic skills 2  

Invoked inner feelings 2  

Had lots of fun 4  

Opened up opportunities 1  

Made me more social 1  

Took mind off personal problems 1  

Had better understanding of people 1  

    

As shown in Table 1, the majority of the participants had a lot fun during the art therapy 

sessions. Two participants also expressed that they had experienced inner feelings and improved 

their artistic skills. The group art therapy sessions also helped some participants to do more than 

they thought they could, to feel encouraged, to bring back positive memories, to focus on the 

future, to be more social, and to have a better understanding of people.  

All of the participants expressed the benefits these sessions brought to them. One 

participant commented, “It was a lot of fun. I have learned a lot of different techniques, and in 

doing so, it has improved my ability for artistic ways.” Another participant said, “Each of them 

brought about something that we could make use of mentally in our lives, and that were 

expressions of the things that we did in our lives, and put us to thinking about some of the things 

that were good, some that needed improving.” Another stated, “Well, overall, it brought back 

memories of when I did oil paintings, and it was interesting and fun to do those things again, 
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although it wasn’t oil paintings. And then to the being with other people, you know, that part of 

it helps, too. Makes you more social, and it’s just fun to do those kind of things.” The analysis 

showed that though the participants had different experiences during the art therapy sessions, it is 

evident that most of them enjoyed them, as they brought back memories of how they had fun 

many years ago. 

Table 2 

Experiences Reported Regarding Character Strengths and Virtues   

Codes Number of Responses 

 Had a sense of completion 1 

 Felt better 1 

 Had lots of fun 4 

 Had better understanding of people 1 

  

As shown in Table 2, the majority of the participants had lots of fun. One participant felt 

better, while another felt a greater understanding of people. Another participant felt a greater 

sense of completion. One participant stated that, “The words we used are some that I try to live 

with every day, and it taught me to be able to be giving, and understanding of people.” While 

another participant commented, “Some was wording, and that was especially interesting because 

we could use words that were suggested, and some of them were exactly what we would like to 

use, but had they not been suggested words, I do not think a lot of us could have come up with 

the words that we really wanted to use, so I found that a big help, and it gave us a feeling of 

completion when we were done.” Another participant expressed similar thoughts: “Well, it made 

you think about all those things, you know, where you wouldn’t if you hadn’t had those words to 

go by. It has been fun, and I have enjoyed it very much.” 
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Table 3 

Types of Art Therapy Sessions Enjoyed 

Codes Number of Responses 

 Wisdom Collage 2 

 Hope Box  2 

 Courage Mask 1 

  

The types of art therapy sessions the participants most enjoyed are shown in Table 3. 

When it comes to the art therapy interventions, one participant felt that each one of them had a 

special meaning; however, the majority agreed that the Personal Hope Box and the Wisdom 

Collage was the most meaningful for them. One participant felt that the Courage Mask was the 

most important:  

I found for expression, the final mask that we made, I think I selected four or five words, 

just single words that expressed my inner feelings. The fact that I released those feelings 

through the words that I put on the mask made the mask a very worthwhile project for 

me, because it’s something that I can keep, and through the years I’m sure, as I look back 

on that, I’m going to pleasantly think about the whole class, and the things that I learned 

and didn’t realize really meant that much to me, until I saw them reflected on my mask 

Two of five participants felt that the Personal Hope Box had the most meaning for them. 

One noted, “The Hope Box, it was something that I can always keep, and put my things in it that 

I want to keep.” Another participant stated,  

I think the artwork making the Hope Box. I’ve done some things that I’m going to put 

into that. I see that more as a usable item than any of the rest of them and I think that’s 

probably why I’m leaning in that direction. 

Two of five participants chose the Wisdom Collage. Those who selected the Wisdom 

Collage did not refer as much to personal meaning when compared to those who chose the 
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Personal Hope Box and the Courage Mask. The Wisdom Collage comments ranged from, “Well, 

I’d say the wisdom burlap thing,” to “The wisdom burlap canvas turned out better than the 

others.” 

Table 4 

Expressions of Contentment with the Past, Hope for the Future, Happiness in the Present 

   Codes Number of Responses 

 Did more than I thought I could 1 

 Felt encouraged 1 

 Felt better 1 

 Helped to focus on the future 1 

 Hoped to help others 1 

 Took mind off personal problems 1 

 Invoked inner feelings 2  

 

As seen in Table 4, when it comes to contentment with the past, hope for the future, and 

happiness and well-being in the present, the participants felt differently than they did before 

beginning the five art therapy sessions. They expressed feeling that they could do more than they 

thought they could, and noted that the group art therapy sessions were encouraging and made 

them feel better. Other participants expressed that they are now focusing on the future and 

hoping to help others, and they are trying to take their mind off of personal problems by thinking 

positively 

One participant stated,  

I at one time was real upset and depressed, but then I moved into assisted living, and my 

outlook has changed, and even now my experience in art therapy, it also has encouraged 

me to go on. I’m almost 89 years old, and I’ve lived a good life. I hope I can continue to 

praise the Lord and help in the artistic way of the world, and help others. 

Another participant felt that the art therapy sessions led to expression of inner feelings.  

She commented, 
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When I got through with all of these, I more or less felt that a tiny bit of myself, had 

expressed in different ways the inward feelings that I had while I was there. We saw an 

outward expression of our inward feelings that we would never have had, had we not had 

this class. I feel it was very worthwhile; it was worth a lot to have with us in the future, to 

reflect on, and remember where we brought out these things. 

Another participant felt that the group art therapy sessions helped her take her mind off 

her personal problems:  

Well, I feel somewhat better, and you know, these things are good to take your mind off 

of your personal problems, and sometimes I tend to worry too much about things that are 

not really all that important, and so this has helped with that. 

Another participant became aware that she could do more than she had expected: “I 

found out that I can do more than I thought I could. Looks like it has opened windows at least for 

me to try as soon as I get myself back in schedule a little bit.” And one participant commented on 

the future: “I enjoyed it very much. It helped me look to the future. You need to look toward the 

future.” 

The group discussions that took place after each group art therapy session were also 

audiotaped and transcribed, along with the personal interviews. Enjoyment and fun were 

prevalent themes during group discussion times, and this was expressed most frequently in 

Sessions 3, 4, and 5. The participants also began to offer more personal details about the artwork 

that they had created during these three sessions. Session 3 asked the participants to reflect upon 

their own feelings of wisdom through the use of collage materials, examples of which can be 

seen in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Examples of Wisdom Collage art responses. 

During group discussion, one participant commented, “This is something that I wrote 

down, with the fact I was thinking in my mind, telling me to slow down, shut up, and listen to 

somebody else instead of my speaking.” Another participant expressed, “I enjoyed it. This was a 

different type of artistic work I’ve done.” 

Session 4 asked participants to design a box to express what gave them hope or made 

them feel hopeful. They were also asked to bring in small, personally meaningful objects or 

photos to incorporate into their box (see Figure 2).  

   

Figure 2. Examples of Personal Hope Box art responses. 

One group participant explained, “The box that I made today is for saving things for my 

grandchildren, special things for special people. I am lucky to have them.” Another participant 

commented, “I enjoyed making my whole box. It was different, and I think I will enjoy it in the 

years to come.” 
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Session 5 asked participants to view a list of words that represented the various character 

strengths associated with the virtue of courage. Participants were then asked to choose the 

character strengths that most resonated with them and to design their mask to represent how 

these words reflected their personal feelings toward the self (see Figure 3). 

   

Figure 3. Examples of Courage Mask art responses. 

One participant commented,  

I have thoroughly enjoyed this time spent in here, and I just feel like I have put a part of 

me out into that mask, and so it is pleasant to look at. My words I have put on my mask 

are sincere, meaningful, and truthful. I think it will be fun to use. 

Another participant stated, “I chose the words ‘strength,’ ‘survivor,’ and ‘fair.’ These words 

appealed to me, and I think that those are good things to live by.” 
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Chapter V: Discussion 

The results of this research study appear to support the hypothesis that the five group art 

therapy sessions with a focus on the character strengths and virtues presented in positive 

psychology theory showed promise in instilling contentment with the past, hope for the future, 

and happiness and well-being in the present in a geriatric population. Happiness and well-being 

in the present appeared to be more deeply affected than contentment with the past and hope for 

the future. A majority of the participants expressed that the five sessions were a lot of fun; this 

theme developed early and remained consistent throughout the study. A positive response to the 

overall experience was expressed through the participants’ personal interviews.  

  The art therapy session that focused on creating cards to express gratitude did not 

produce a strong response with any of the five participants. In Emmons and McCullough (2003), 

weekly gratitude journals created by participants were successful in producing optimism and 

well-being. The gratitude cards were included in the study based on the evidence for gratitude’s 

positive relationship to psychological functioning and well-being, as well as to incorporate an 

already established positive intervention with a creative component. The variety of art materials 

provided and the timeframe could have represented limitations to the gratitude card intervention. 

The gratitude card art intervention took place during a 90-minute art therapy session, and this 

was also the first group art therapy session for the participants. The majority of participants 

found it challenging to begin their gratitude card due to the great variety of art materials to 

choose from. The art materials became the focus of the session, and less attention was paid to 

expressing gratitude. However, as participants became more comfortable with the various art 

materials during the other four art therapy interventions, personal expression became more 

apparent. 
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The majority of the art therapy interventions included in the five sessions are similar to 

Chilton’s (2013) workshop, which focused on creating shrines to express love and humanity, 

serving as a reminder of one’s experience of love. The workshop used a variety of collage 

materials to create artwork with a focus on positive psychology theory, expressing the virtue of 

humanity through the creative process. However, I did not include the study of flow within this 

research study. The flow experience in art therapy interventions that focus on character strengths 

and virtues could be a topic for future study with a geriatric population, as this would contribute 

to the idea of integrating positive psychology theory and art therapy.  

Limitations and Recommendations 

 The limitations of this study are the small self-selected sample size and the lack of 

quantitative measures. The researcher worked with five female residents of an assisted living and 

nursing facility whose age range was 80 years and up. Only participants who had the ability to 

communicate thoughts and feelings through group discussions and personal interviews were 

selected due to the qualitative nature of the study. In future studies, randomized sampling 

techniques could ensure that the population would be unbiased, in contrast with the self-selected 

sampling implemented here (Kapitan, 2010). Open-ended questions, designed by the researcher, 

were used to collect the data. According to Kapitan (2010), a better solution is to include at least 

one standardized measurement in a study design, in addition to creative art assessments, 

interventions, and activities. In addition to these limitations, only two of the five participants 

were able to participate in all five group art therapy sessions. This was due to health concerns 

among some of the participants and to the fact that one art therapy session was scheduled on a 

holiday.  
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 This project may serve as the grounds for future studies integrating positive psychology 

theory and art therapy with a geriatric population. In order to gain validity and reliability of 

results, statistical data could be collected alongside qualitative data. A larger sample size and a 

longer study period could also be implemented. Future studies could also measure the effects of 

art therapy interventions with a focus on character strengths and virtues on the self-esteem of 

residents of an assisted living and nursing facility. The self-disclosure of the physical difficulties 

expressed by some of the participants could indicate a loss of self-esteem. Creating artwork that 

focuses on character strengths and virtues could support self-esteem, with a focus on the positive 

aspects of life and how to cope with and adapt to physical disabilities.  

Conclusion 

 Common themes emerged from both the personal interviews and group discussions. The 

most common themes found in both the personal interviews and group discussions of the five art 

therapy sessions were enjoyment and fun, improvement of artistic skills, and the expression of 

inner feelings. Although this research study does not provide statistical data, as do quantitative 

studies, the aim was to produce a holistic understanding through various sources of qualitative 

data. According to Kapitan (2010), such findings can be complex and are not intended to be 

generalized to a larger population.  

Perry Magniant (2004) argued that promoting creativity to validate strengths, 

encouraging social interaction, providing cognitive and physical stimulation, and improving self-

esteem with a focus on positive qualities are all goals to consider when working with older 

adults. The five group art therapy sessions, which focused on the character strengths and virtues 

of gratitude, love, wisdom, hope, and courage, provided an opportunity for five assisted living 

and nursing facility residents to experience contentment with the past, joy in the present, and 
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hope for the future through the integration of art therapy and positive psychology theory. 

Although not all of the five art therapy interventions focusing on character strengths and virtues 

had a personal impact on the participants, the results of the study show that the group art therapy 

sessions were at least enjoyable. The group process of artistic creation also produced moments of 

positive memories from the past, hopeful feelings, and expression of positive feelings toward the 

self. 
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Appendix A: Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Consent Form 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

The purpose of this research study is to investigate whether art therapy will instill contentment 

with the past, hope for the future, and happiness and well-being in the present by exploring art therapy 

interventions that emphasize virtues and character strengths. This study will involve five 90-minute group 

art therapy sessions provided once a week over a three-week period at an assisted living and skilled 

nursing facility. The art therapy interventions are inspired by positive psychology theory and will include 

an emphasis on gratitude, courage, hope, wisdom, and love. Participants will be interviewed about their 

personal experience after the completion of the five art therapy sessions. The participants’ interviews and 

group discussions will be audiotaped and all responses will be kept confidential; any direct or indirect 

identifying characteristics will not be used in any report regarding this research. This study is a partial 

requirement of the class, AR591 Research, for Jonna Mace, a student majoring in Art Therapy at Saint 

Mary-of-the-Woods College.  

The procedure involves minimal risk for the participants involved, which could include the 

potential for psychological distress. Some imagery, group processes, and areas of reflection could remind 

the participants of good or bad memories which may produce strong or unpleasant feelings. The potential 

benefits of participating in this study may include: Social interaction and connectivity, cognitive and 

physical stimulation, stress reduction, optimistic thinking, and acknowledgement of personal strengths. 

Only the researcher will have access to the information obtained during this study. A brief summary 

report that provides the results of the study will be available to the participants upon request. 

You are being asked to participate in this research study because you are a resident of the assisted 

living and skilled nursing facility. Should you choose not to participate, or to withdraw from the study 

before its completion, you will still be entitled to all services that you currently receive.  

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

Review Board on May 24th, 2016.  

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

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

Contact Information 

Dr. Jill McNutt, Principle Researcher 

Assistant Professor of Art Therapy/Operations Director of Art Therapy 

Guerin Hall 115 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

jmcnutt@smwc.edu 

(812) 535-5160 

 

Jonna Mace, Co-Researcher 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Graduate Student 

mailto:jmcnutt@smwc.edu
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4300 East CNTY Rd. 50 South 

Fillmore, IN 46128 

jmace@smwc.edu 

(765) 720-7823 

 

Joan Phillips, Co-Researcher 

Adjunct Professor- Graduate Art Therapy 

Guerin Hall 115 

Saint Mary-of-the Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

(908) 939-6079 

jphillips@smwc.edu 

 

Dr. Lamprini Pantazi, PhD. 

Chair, Human Subjects Institutional Review Board 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

(812) 535-5232 

lpantazi@smwc.edu 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

What was your personal experience of the five art therapy sessions? 

 

How do you feel about creating artwork that focused on the virtues and character strengths of 

gratitude, hope, courage, wisdom, and love? 

 

Which art therapy session had the most meaning for you and why?  

 

How do you currently feel about your contentment with the past, hope for the future, and 

happiness and well-being in the present compared to how you felt before beginning the five art 

therapy sessions?  
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Appendix C: Five-Session Art Therapy Plan 

 

Session One: Gratitude 

Title: Gratitude Cards 

Materials: Full size watercolor cards, watercolors, watercolor pens, paintbrushes, fine point 

markers, stencils, stamps, stamp ink pads. 

Procedure: Participants are asked to create a thank-you card that displays appreciation for 

something or someone in their life. The gratitude card can provide each participant an 

opportunity to express gratitude for someone in their life or something that makes them feel 

thankful. 

Rationale: 

 Grateful reflection and acknowledgement can promote an appreciation of others and 

encourage a grateful orientation (Lomas et al., 2014). 

 Increase positive affect 

 

Session Two: Love 

Title: Love Myself Collage (Buchalter, 2011) 

Materials: Cardstock, magazines, pre-cut images and words, tissue paper, glue sticks, Mod 

Podge, Mod Podge brush, scissors, scrapbook scissors, foam stickers 

Procedure: Participants are asked to find images that represent ways to nurture, soothe, and 

show love and respect for oneself. Participants can emphasize thoughts and feelings with the use 

of images and words selected from magazines or choose pre-cut images and words. Tissue paper 

can be incorporated into the collage to express thoughts and feelings through color.  

Rationale:  
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 Increase self-esteem and positive affect 

 Promote the identification of ways to cherish and accept oneself 

 

Session Three: Wisdom 

Title: Wisdom Collage (Buchalter, 2011) 

Materials: 10” x 10” burlap canvas, acrylic paint, sponge brushes, stamps, stencils, magazines, 

vintage books, buttons, lace ribbon, scissors, fabric adhesive, Mod Podge, Mod Podge brush 

Procedure: Participants are asked reflect upon their own feelings of wisdom through the use of 

collage materials. The participants are guided to represent their own words of wisdom that they 

have collected over the years.  

Rationale:  

 Increase self-esteem and self-awareness 

 Increase positive affect 

 

Session Four: Hope 

Title: Personal Hope Box 

Materials: White craft school box, acrylic paint, sponge brushes, paint brushes, scissors, fabric, 

fabric adhesive, ribbon, stencils, glitter, Mod Podge, Mod Podge brush, meaningful objects, 

personal photos 

Procedure: Participants are asked to design a box to express what gives them hope or makes 

them feel hopeful. The participants are asked to bring in small, personally meaningful objects or 

photos to incorporate into their hope box.  

Rationale: 
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 Increase awareness of joyful and positive aspects of one’s life 

 Increase optimism for the future and positive affect 

 

Session Five: Courage 

Title: Courage Mask (Chilton & Wilkinson, n.d.) 

Materials: Pre-made papier-mâché masks, acrylic paint, sponge brushes, paint brushes, Mod 

Podge, Mod Podge brush, glitter, feathers, scissors, pre-cut words 

Procedure: Participants are given a list of words that represent the various character strengths 

found in Character Strengths and Virtues by Peterson and Seligman (2004) that are associated 

with the virtue of courage. Participants are asked to choose character strengths that resonate with 

them and to design their mask to represent how these words reflect their personal feelings toward 

the self. The character strengths that represent courage include bravery, persistence, integrity, 

and vitality.  

Rationale:  

 Increase positive self-image and self-awareness 

 Increase positive affect  
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