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ABSTRACT 

Drawing assessments that relied on creative expression instead of verbalization have been 

considered less threatening than traditional psychological surveys.  This study investigated 

correlations between the Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND), the Bird’s Nest Sculpture (BNS), the 

bird’s nest story, the bird’s nest questionnaire, and the results of the Attachment to Mother scale 

(ATM) to determine the accuracy of these attachment assessments.  Twelve college students 

were engaged in a mixed method study that used quantitative analysis of the ATM scores and 

hermeneutic phenomenological analysis of the BND, BNS, the bird’s nest story, and the bird’s 

nest questionnaire.  This form of analysis was critical to understanding the original meanings 

behind the data collected.  The study’s results indicated correlations between these assessments, 

and indicated that BND and BNS were effective tools to determining attachment schema. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Problem Statement  

Art therapists administer projective drawing assessments to determine current levels of 

functioning, explore conflicts and concerns, and diagnose and screen clients (Kaiser, 1996; Oster 

& Gould, 1987).  Since drawing assessments have relied on creative expression instead of 

verbalization, they have been considered less threatening than traditional psychological surveys, 

and have generated more authentic responses (Oster & Gould, 1987).  A significant body of 

research has been conducted on the Bird’s Nest Drawing (BND), a well-known projective 

drawing assessment designed to indicate attachment security (Goldner, 2014; Harmon-Walker & 

Kaiser, 2015; Kaiser, 1996; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  While preliminary studies have shown the 

value of the BND to assess attachment style, more research was necessary to test for reliability 

and validity.  

Research Questions  

The goal of this study was to investigate the correlations between the Bird’s Nest 

Drawing (BND), the Bird’s Nest Sculpture (BNS), the bird’s nest story, the bird’s nest 

questionnaire, and the results of the Attachment to Mother scale (ATM).  This study proposed 

that the BND, BNS, and the bird’s nest story were key to the evaluative process, and that using 

these non-threatening projective assessments for diagnosis and treatment could increase the 

therapist’s understanding of clients’ experiences of attachment.  The research was guided by the 

following questions:  

1. What was the nature of attachment security or insecurity as expressed in the 

BND and the BNS? 
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2. How does the BND, BNS, the bird’s nest story, and answers to the bird’s nest 

questionnaire reflect attachment schemas?  

3. How do the themes and qualities of the BND, the BNS, and the bird’s nest 

story correlate?   

4. How does attachment categorization indicated by the ATM correlate to the 

BND, BNS, bird’s nest story, and answers to the bird’s nest questionnaire?  

Rationale 

According to Kaiser (1996), and Oster and Gould (1987), art therapists have learned 

significant diagnostic and background information through administering projective drawing 

assessments.  Kaiser (1996) believed that innovative projective assessments, such as the BND, 

could tap into the unconscious to reveal the developmental level, emotional challenges, and the 

perception of the self and the world.  More authentic responses may also emerge through less 

threatening artistic evaluations that unlike verbal evaluations could activate personal defensive 

mechanism.  The BND accomplishes this task because the bird’s nest imagery can elicit 

information by evoking the experience of attachment between the self and the primary 

caregivers.  The symbolism, the overall composition, and the story associated with the BND can 

reveal the attachment style of clients (Kaiser, 1996).  Additionally, utilizing the BNS as part of 

the evaluative process along with the BND was key since the creation of a three-dimensional 

bird’s nest could tap into sensory and tactile experiences that would add to the understanding of 

attachment experiences (Sheller, 2007).  The information gleaned through these assessments 

could help therapists gain history and develop treatment plans.  Due to the many benefits 

associated with the use of the BND and the BNS, furthering research was imperative.   
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Statement of Purpose  

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry was to explore late-

adolescent attachment styles as projected through their BND and BNS with a sample of college 

students between the ages of 18 to 22 years old at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College, Indiana.  

Using the scope of the postpositivist worldview, the intent of the pilot study was to investigate 

the correlations between the BND, BNS, bird’s nest story, the bird’s nest questionnaire, and 

results of the ATM scale.  Methods of inquiry included a mixed method approach using 

quantitative analysis of the ATM score and hermeneutic phenomenological analysis on all the 

data collected from the participants.  

Hypotheses  

 The bird’s nest metaphor explored through the BND projective assessment facilitated the 

exploration of attachment schema and indicated attachment style without triggering personal 

defenses (Kaiser, 1996; Sheller, 2007).  The utilization of the BND, BNS, the bird’s nest story, 

and the bird’s nest questionnaire as an assessment process provided extensive data.  By 

administering the ATM to determine the attachment category, it was hypothesized that the data 

emerging from the BND, BNS, the bird’s nest story, and the bird’s nest questionnaire would 

correlate to the results of the ATM attachment scale.  By providing opportunities for participants 

to create two and three-dimensional bird’s nests, and write stories and answer questions about 

their bird’s nests, more accurate data regarding attachment schema was gathered and was 

supported by the ATM attachment rating.  

Operational Definitions 

Attachment.  An emotional bond between one person and another person (Bowlby, 

1982a). 
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Attachment to Mother.  Part one of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment, a self-

report inventory developed to measure the relationships to the mother as well as attachment, self-

esteem, environment, and emotional state (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). 

Attachment Theory.  Explained the intimate bonds between individuals grounded in 

childhood and adolescence, and established a model that described interpersonal relationships 

based on the theoretical work of John Bowlby (1978) and the experimental designs of Mary 

Ainsworth (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). 

Bird’s Nest Drawing.  A projective drawing assessment developed by Kaiser (1996) to 

evaluate attachment style through drawing a bird’s nest.  

Bird’s Nest Sculpture.  A three-dimensional art directive developed by Sheller (2007) to 

enhance understanding of attachment schema though the creation of a three-dimensional bird’s 

nest. 

Defense Mechanisms.  Unconscious coping tools used to reduce anxiety.  

Graphic Indicators.  Specific symbols in drawings that represented emotions and 

experiences. 

Hermeneutic Phenomenological Inquiry.  A philosophical approach used by the 

researcher to explain and interpret individual’s experience with a particular phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2014).  

Postpositivism.  A deterministic philosophy that evaluates causal relationships and 

reduces ideas into small parts in order to understand them (Creswell, 2014).  

Projective Drawing Assessment.  A creative and nonverbal assessment that showed the 

unconscious attitudes and emotions, determined current levels of functioning, and explored 

conflicts and concerns (Kaiser, 1996; Oster & Gould, 1987). 
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Reliability.  The degree to which approaches were accurately followed and produced 

consistent results (Creswell, 2014).  

Schema.  A representation of a theory reflected by sign, symbol, or model.  

Validity.  The degree to which the data was an accurate representation of what the study 

aimed to measure (Kapitan, 2010).   

Qualitative Analysis.  An exploratory and interpretive research approach employed by 

the researcher to analyze data into themes based on inductive reasoning (Kapitan, 2010).  

Justification of the Study  

Over the last 20 years, researchers have provided evidence for the use of the BND as an 

important art therapy tool for assessing adult and child attachment styles.  Though studies have 

demonstrated some interrater reliability and construct validity of the BND, replicating and 

extending BND research studies was necessary to show consistency or inconsistency in the 

results across populations as well as to draw new correlations between new or less understood 

variables (Brooke, 2004; Goldner, 2014; Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015; Kaiser & Deaver, 

2009).  The majority of BND studies have used standardized measures aimed to assess signs and 

symbols or overall impressions of BNDs.  While the results have been varied, there has been 

some evidence that specific signs and symbols, and overall impressions correlate to attachment 

styles.  Extending current BND research to include mixed method approaches and different 

populations was necessary to support its continued usage as an assessment tool in clinical 

settings (Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015).  The mixed method approach of this study provided 

qualitative self-report data that explored the symbolism in the BNS and the BND through 

creative writing and reflection questions to assess attachment style as well as quantitative 
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assessment results on attachment styles.  Incorporating these approaches offered a new 

perspective and added to the existing body of BND research. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Attachment Theory 

John Bowlby (1982a), the founder of attachment theory, made significant contributions to 

developmental psychology and psychopathology.  According to Kaiser (1996), Bowlby’s theory 

evolved as he observed the level of distress children experienced when separated from their 

parents.  He found that attachment behaviors were most apparent when children were threatened 

with separation (Follan & Minnis, 2009).  He assumed that the bond between primary caregiver 

and child directly related to the child’s healthy social and emotional development and his or her 

behavioral capacity to form long-lasting attachments with other individuals in the future 

(Bowlby, 1982a; Follan & Minnis, 2009; Kaiser, 1996).  He believed that for children to develop 

normally, they must have caring and consistent nurture from their caregivers (Elkins, 2016).  If 

caregivers were inconsistent or avoidant in their care, they placed their children at risk of 

developing abnormally or worse, developing psychopathology (Van Rosmalen, Van der Horst, & 

Van der Veer, 2016).  The period from birth to two years old was therefore a critical period and 

largely influenced brain development in the limbic system, the hub of attachment behavior 

(Bowlby, 1982a; Van Rosmalen et al., 2016). 

Mary Ainsworth (1979), the co-founder of attachment theory, validated Bowlby’s theory 

through her research on attachment organization.  One of her most noteworthy contributions to 

attachment therapy was the development of the Strange Situation Procedure in which a child’s 

attachment style was measured and classified.  The laboratory procedure involved a child being 

taken with his caregiver to a strange environment (Van Rosmalen et al., 2016).  While in the new 

environment, a stranger entered the room with the mother and child.  Over the course of eight 
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episodes, the mother and stranger entered and left the room.  At one point, the child was left 

alone.  During the assessment, the child’s behavior was closely observed as to how comfortable 

he was exploring the new environment and sought contact with the stranger or the new toys in 

the room (Van Rosmalen et al., 2016).  As a result of her seminal work, Ainsworth’s Strange 

Situation Procedure influenced attachment categorizations commonly used today: secure 

attachment, insecure-avoidant, insecure-ambivalent, and insecure-disorganized (Ainsworth, 

Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Follan & Minnis, 2009).   

Secure Attachment.  This attachment was shown in infants who were distressed by 

separation.  When reunited to their primary caregivers, they were able to be comforted.  Securely 

attached infants who experienced the nurture and care of their caregivers developed into 

individuals who could trust others, experience comfort in intimacy, and develop strategies to deal 

with stress (Goldner, 2014).  Additional studies on attachment have shown that securely attached 

infants grew into well-adapted children who exhibited greater emotional intelligence, behavior 

adjustment, cognitive functioning, and social competence (Goldner, 2014; Granot & Mayseless, 

2001).  Secure children developed reliable internal working models or mental schemas of self 

and others.  Secure attachment informed interactions about relationships and provided emotional 

appraisals and general rules for processing information (Bowlby, 1973; Levy, Johnson, 

Cloutheir, Scala, & Temes, 2015).  

Insecure Attachment.  Children with insecure attachment patterns were more likely to 

be aggressive and depressed, and have poor behavior adjustment, while ambivalent children were 

socially inept and fearful.  Both attachment organizations resulted in negative working models.  

These findings reflected the impact of attachment relationships on shaping children’s working 
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models and their abilities to individuate and separate from the caregivers as well as develop into 

healthy and functional adults (Goldner, 2014; Granot & Mayseless, 2001; Levy et al., 2016). 

Insecure-avoidant infants did not show signs of distress when their caregivers departed and they 

ignored them when reunited.  Insecure-avoidant attachment was associated with intense 

discomfort with closeness and over reliance on the self (Goldner, 2014).  Insecure-ambivalent 

infants became extremely distressed when separated from their caregivers and had difficulty 

being soothed.  These children had an insatiable need for closeness and could not tolerate 

separation (Goldner, 2014).  Infants with insecure-disorganized attachment demonstrated a range 

of confusing behaviors when separated.  When reunited with their caregivers, their behaviors 

were identified as anxiety, helplessness, depression, and fluctuations of approach and avoidance 

(Follan & Millinis, 2009; Goldner 2014; Main & Solomon, 1990).   

Adolescent Development  

The adolescent stage of development was marked by dramatic physical, cognitive, and 

emotional changes.  While the physical signs of adolescence had been marked between the ages 

of 10 and 18 years old, more psychologists considered that the phase extended into the early 

twenties since brain development and growth continued to age 25 (John Hopkins Bloomberg 

School of Public Health, 2009).  Gender experiences of adolescents also have marked 

differences.  While girls had growth spurts around 10 years old and have begun puberty by 12 

years old, boys began growth spurts around 12 years old and experienced puberty by 14 years 

old.  During puberty, male and female hormones were produced, sex organs developed, and 

menstruation or ejaculation started (Feldman, 2001).  

Cognitively, adolescents made rapid gains in abstract thinking, reasoning, organizing 

information, memory capacity, problem solving, increasing knowledge, and verbal, 
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mathematical, and spatial perceptual abilities.  They also used metacognition to assess and 

evaluate their thoughts and behaviors (Feldman, 2001).  However, the adolescent brain was still 

in a process of development.  Areas of the brain were still incomplete which may have accounted 

for the adolescent’s limitation in speed accuracy and psychosocial immaturity (Luna & Wright, 

2016).  Adolescents’ sense of self evolved from other’s views as well as their views of 

themselves.  Though they were more self-aware at this stage, they showed emotional immaturity 

as they felt invulnerable to risks and believed their challenges were unique.  Self-esteem was 

strongly influenced by gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity (Nagel et al., 2016). 

According to Erikson (1956), the adolescent psychosocial stage was identity-versus-

identity confusion where their identity crisis compelled them to focus on their individuality.  

While adolescents strived for individualism, high priority was placed on relationships with peers 

and belonging.  They may have also demanded privacy, withdrawn from family, and showed 

increased interest in sexuality (Miller, 2012).  Acting out behaviors and egocentrism may surface 

due to limited emotional maturity resulting in challenging authority figures, ignoring criticism, 

and rejecting societal rules (Feldman, 2001; Miller, 2012). 

Adolescents commonly deal with four developmental and social challenges that related 

to their mental health development.  If these challenges were not explored and addressed, they 

may increase or lead to a pathological state.  These issues included abandonment, anger, 

identity, and depression and may be exacerbated if adolescents have insecure attachment 

(Miller, 2012).  

Abandonment.  Adolescents may have experienced anxiety due to unmet attachment 

needs, absence or death of a parent, feelings of being misunderstood, and concern about taking 

care of siblings and oneself (Miller, 2012).  Symptoms of trauma- and stressor-related disorders 
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such as Reactive Attachment Disorder (RAD) or anxiety disorders such as Separation Anxiety 

Disorder (SAD) may be displayed (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013).   

Anger.  Due to increased physical and emotional development, adolescents may be 

more inclined to experience strong feelings of anger and aggression (Miller, 2012).  Feelings of 

rage, resentment, and suffering may be indicators of disruptive, impulse-control, and conduct 

disorders and personality disorders.  Though difficult to diagnose and not often diagnosed, 

personality disorder traits may be exhibited.  Adolescents were more likely to be diagnosed 

with conduct disorders (APA, 2013).   

Identity.  As adolescents determined who they were and where they fit into the world, 

personality and self-awareness were solidified (Miller, 2012).  Identity exploration was critical 

and essential part of growing into a healthy and thriving adult.  This process allowed 

adolescents to formulate their values, beliefs, and goals (Dhayanandhan & Bohr, 2016). 

Depression.  Symptoms of gender dysphoria or neurodevelopmental disorders related to 

communication or specific learning disorders may have been exhibited however, and altered 

normal identity development (APA, 2013).  It may have been difficult to determine if 

adolescents were experiencing genuine depressive symptoms or normal mood swings that 

accompanied this stage.  If adolescents revealed self-harming behaviors, suicide ideation, or 

experienced constant feelings of hopelessness and despair, mood disorders may have been the 

root cause (APA, 2013).  Several depressive episodes may have contributed to eventual food 

and eating disorders or substance-related and addictive disorders (APA, 2013).  Additionally, 

research has shown that environmental factors such as family relationships, parenting styles, 

marital status of parents, and family conflicts could influence the mental health of adolescents 

(Nagel et al., 2016). 
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Adolescent Attachment  

While the parent-child relationship was key in establishing the child’s initial attachment 

style, attachment development was considered an ongoing process in adolescence.  Healthy 

parenting of adolescents involved switching roles between being nurturing, and promoting 

exploration and individuation (Dubois-Comtois, Cyre, Pascusso, Lessard, & Poulin, 2013; Ratto, 

Doyle, & Markiewicz, 2016).  Through communication and emotional attunement, the parent-

child relationship was redefined, and ensured secure attachment and individuation.  

According to Dubois-Comtois et al. (2013), the individuation process was marked by the 

adolescent’s need for independence from the parents.  Securely attached adolescents realized that 

that their parents were available in times of need, but felt confident exploring uncharted territory 

apart from parental support.  Parents who attuned to the adolescents encouraged physical and 

emotional distancing.  This instilled a sense of trust in the adolescents and allowed them to 

internalize secure attachment.  As adolescents developed new and close relationships outside of 

the parents and had opportunities to explore new ideas and concepts, their attachment pattern 

was transformed from relational to more individualistic.  Individualistic attachment became an 

internalized state that informed the adolescent’s thoughts, behaviors, and coping mechanisms 

(Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013). 

Ratto et al. (2016) found strong interrelations between adolescents’ attachment patterns 

and cognitive, emotional, and social changes.  Since adolescents had emerging abstract thinking 

skills, they could reevaluate their attachment figures to determine who could best meet their 

attachment needs.  Though if insecurely attached, they were more likely to experience 

metacognition problems and hold distorted views of others.  Emotionally, the adolescents were 

in the process of developing emotional intelligence and as a result, experienced emotional swings 
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that effected their attachment organization.  If overwhelmed by their problems and securely 

attached, they would likely seek out parental support.  Insecurely attached adolescents were 

likely to experience emotional liability and would need more parental support to guard against 

the development of mood and behavior disorders (Ratto et al., 2016).  

Socially, the shift from attachment to parent to attachment to peers was poignant as 

adolescents sought out intimate friendships and romantic relationships.  The healthiness of these 

relationships was reflected in the adolescent’s attachment pattern.  More securely attached 

adolescents were able to turn to parents for exploration needs, to friends during times of stress, 

and to romantic relationships for security.  In contrast, adolescents with insecure avoidant 

attachment had a positive view of the self and a negative view of others, and reported being 

uncomfortable in intimate and close relationships.  They may have distanced or withdrawn from 

others or shown other kinds of avoidance behaviors, and had a tendency to become easily 

angered and hostile (Ratto et al., 2016). 

According to Bowlby (1982b), there were four types of cognitive processes directly 

supporting attachment categorization: flexible integration, defensive exclusion-deactivation, 

defensive exclusion-cognitive disconnection, and defensive exclusion-segregated systems. 

Adolescents with flexible integration had secure attachment reflected in positive and trustworthy 

relationships with their parents, an integration of positive and negative emotions, and 

metacognitive ability to evaluate attachment relationships (Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013; Ratto et 

al., 2016).  

Defensive exclusion deactivation was associated with insecure-avoidant attachment and 

was characterized by discomfort with close and intimate relationships (Dubois-Comtois et al., 

2013; Ratto et al., 2016).  Adolescents who deactivated were not aware of their emotional and 
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personal needs.  As a result, they minimized the importance of attachment relationships.  When 

triggered, these adolescents can become angry and hostile, and had a greater likelihood to 

develop substance abuse, delinquency, and behavior disorders (Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013; 

Ratto et al., 2016).  

Cognitive-disconnection was presented by adolescents with ambivalent attachment.  

These highly anxious individuals had a poor sense of self and a high view of others.  They 

neglected personal relationships and were preoccupied with their sense of abandonment and 

rejection.  With low emotional intelligence, these adolescents tended to exaggerate their 

emotional experiences and often suffered from depression, anxiety, stress, and loneliness 

(Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013; Ratto et al., 2016).  

Adolescents with defensive exclusion segregated systems had typically experienced 

severe trauma due to their attachment relations and disorganized attachment patterns (Dubois-

Comtois et al., 2013; Ratto et al., 2016).  Although adolescents were usually unaware of the 

magnitude of their trauma, if the event was brought to memory, emotional flooding characterized 

by fear and hopelessness or disassociation was common.  Since the attachment figures have 

proven to be untrustworthy, adolescents lacked stress regulation strategies.  There was a strong 

likelihood that the adolescents would develop psychopathologies (Dubois-Comtois et al., 2013; 

Ratto et al., 2016).  

Projective Drawing Assessments 

 During the late 1800’s and early 1900, it was assumed that the drawings of those with 

mental illness reflected their diagnoses, particularly schizophrenia (Malchiodi, 1998).  In the 

1920’s, Hans Prinzhorn, the curator of art from mental institutions, believed art making could 

play an important role in the client’s healing (Prinzhorn, 1972).  Jung (1959) also recognized the 
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significant role of creative expression and postulated that client’s artwork reflected important 

traits of the personality.  He found that signs and symbols in artwork could be reflections of 

universal representations and archetypes.  As a result of the interest of art making in the 

treatment of mental illness, projective drawings assessments were developed in the 1940s as a 

way to evaluate emotions, intelligence, and personalities (Malchiodi, 1998).  

 The assumption that the inner psyche could be represented through drawings spurred the 

creation of multiple projective drawing tests including sentence completion tests and picture tests 

such as the Rorschach and the Thematic Apperception Test (TAT).  One of the earliest art 

therapy assessments, the Draw-A-Person test was designed to convey the impulses and conflicts 

of clients (Malchiodi, 1998).  Koppitz (1968) developed a scoring system for figure drawings to 

assess children’s intellect, development, and emotions (Malchiodi, 1998).  Another well-known 

assessment, the House-Tree-Person test (H-T-P), was designed to connect unconscious 

associations with conscious associations as clients drew three drawings: a house, a tree, and a 

person.  These drawings were treated as important screening tools to evaluate the client’s 

personality.  The potential benefits of projective art assessments encouraged art therapists to 

develop a range of assessments such as the Kinetic Family Drawing and the Bird’s Nest 

Drawing.  

 Despite the popularity of projective drawing tests, there have been multiple criticisms.  

Clinicians have questioned if projective drawings could effectively capture the multidimensional 

aspects of their clients.  Many assessments were based on personality theory and biased by 

limiting evaluation from other perspectives (Gantt, 2011; Malchiodi, 1998).  The lack of 

standardized administration of the assessment was also problematic.  Differing procedures 

coupled with the use of various media could skew results.  The scoring systems were varied and 
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usually relied on matching processes or coding manuals.  Test and test-retest reliability and 

interrater reliability were often low because rating terminology was subjective.  Furthermore, no 

definite consensus that certain signs and symbols reflected one overarching meaning had been 

determined (Malchiodi, 1998).  Adding to the concern was the assumption that the complexity of 

artistic expression could be interpreted and broken down into singular parts and coded (Gantt, 

2011; Goldner, 2014).  The lack of validity and reliability research added to the distrust of 

projective assessments (Brooke, 2004; Gantt, 2011; Malchiodi, 1998).  While many therapists 

ceased using projective assessment due to these concerns and instead apply more informal 

approaches, others believed that further research studies with better analysis would be necessary 

in order to have access to scientific instruments (Gantt, 2011).  

Family Drawing 

 Multiple drawing tasks have been designed to elicit children’s internal models of 

attachment based on their early attachment relationships.  While most assessments have been 

designed for school-aged children, the same assessments have been administered to adolescents 

and adults.  The first drawing assessment for attachment was Kaplan and Main’s family drawing 

(Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015).  Four categories of characteristics were determined that 

demonstrated child attachment patterns:   

• Secure attachment was associated with whole figures, individual differences, and an 

overall sense of happiness within in the picture. 

• Ambivalent attachment was represented by extremely large or small people who 

overlapped or were separated by lines. 

• Avoidant attachment was reflected by impressions of vulnerability, exaggerated 

happiness, or limited movement. 
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• Drawings that were incomplete or contained bizarre components were considered 

reflections of disorganized attachment (Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015). 

Fury, Carlson, and Sroufe (1997) devised a global scales coding system consisting of two 

positive dimensions and six negative dimensions.  The positive dimensions measured for 

vitality/creativity and family pride/happiness, while the negative dimensions rated vulnerability, 

emotional distance/isolation, tension/anger, role reversal, bizarreness/dissociation, and global 

pathology.  Fury et a1.’s global scales showed good reliability and validity with indicating 

attachment styles.  

Bird’s Nest Drawing 

Influenced by the theory of Bowlby, the research by Ainsworth, and the development of 

Kaplan and Main’s family drawings, Donna Kaiser designed the Bird’s Nest Drawing as a tool to 

measure attachment-related pathology (Goldner, 3014; Kaiser, 1996; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  

Unlike the family drawing that elicited similar information, the BND allowed for greater 

emotional-distancing and was often preferred by clients (Kaiser, 1996).  The approach to 

administering a BND involved giving participants one sheet of 8 ½” x 11” white paper and a 

pack of eight thin-line markers.  Participants were requested to “draw a bird’s nest” (Kaiser, 

1996).  Later additions of the assessment included asking participants to title and write a story 

about their BNDs (Francis, Kaiser, & Deaver, 2003).  The BND was rated with Attachment 

Rating Scale (ARS) which identified qualities such as the contents, the support, the structure, and 

the direction of the nest.  Formal elements such as space, color, line quality, placement, and size 

were also noted in the evaluation (Kaiser, 1996).  

To initially test the validity and reliability of BND, Kaiser (1996) collected BNDs and the 

Attachment to Mother (AMT) inventories from 41 mothers.  Three raters blinded to the 
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hypotheses used the ARS to evaluate the characteristics in the BNDs.  While there was no 

statistical significance between the results of the ARS and the AMT, several interesting 

correlations emerged.  BNDs that included birds were correlated to secure attachment, while 

BNDs that included bottomless nests and poorly supported nests correlated to insecure 

attachment (Kaiser, 1996; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  

 Francis et al. (2003) built upon Kaiser’s (1996) seminal work by studying the BNDs of 

adults with substance abuse (SA) disorders.  Since Kaiser’s (1996) study only indicated 

differences between high and low attachment, Francis et al. (2003) aimed to show the difference 

between attachment styles.  The study was composed of a control group with no known history 

of SA and a second group of individuals with SA disorders.  Both groups completed BNDs, 

wrote stories about the BND, and filled out Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) Relationship 

Questionnaire.  The questionnaire helped to differentiate between adult attachment styles 

(Francis et al., 2003; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  As a result, Francis et al. (2003) found that more 

members of the SA group reported insecure attachment, and used less colors and drew tilted 

nests than the control group.  They also discovered that the bird’s nest stories related to five 

themes regarding family, nature, food or hunger, abandonment, and personal experiences. 

While the bird’s nest stories with family themes were often written by individuals with a 

range of attachment styles, stories about nature were often written by individuals with secure 

attachment.  Stories related to abandonment and anger were more likely written by the group 

with SA disorder (Francis et al., 2003).  The results of Francis et al.’s (2003) study provided 

support for BND indicators of secure attachment and stressed the importance of incorporating 

the BND, the bird’s nest story, and a self-report assessment tool to be analyzed in future studies 

(Kaiser & Deaver, 2009). 
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 Overbeck replicated Francis et al.’s (2003) BND study with a group of at-risk pregnant 

women.  While there was no statistical significance between attachment security and BND 

indicators, the BND story themes were similar (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  New story themes were 

also noted such as stories about eggs, poor drawing ability, and general discussion on drawing.  

While many of the women self-reported as secure, their BNDs and bird’s nest stories indicated 

insecure attachment.  The inconsistency between the results may have been biased due to the 

women’s defensiveness toward revealing their attachment experiences through the self-report 

questionnaires.  Overbeck’s study showed the necessity for the use of non-defensive attachment 

style assessments in future studies (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009). 

 Hyler (2002) took a different approach to studying the BND with a group of elementary 

school children.  Since it was not possible to attain self-reports of the children’s attachment style, 

Hyler collected family drawings from the children and rated them using Kaplan and Main’s 

manual to determine their attachment styles.  The results of the family drawings were compared 

to the results of the children’s BNDs.  Hyler’s (2002) analysis differed from the results of other 

researchers.  Children with ambivalent attachment drew BNDs that revealed vulnerable qualities.  

While their trees were drawn to support the nests, the nests often rested preciously on a single 

limb or were exposed.  Brown was also the main color choice amongst the group of children 

categorized as ambivalent, while green was the main color choice amongst children categorized 

as secure.  Hyler’s (2002) study focused on the child population, included the family drawing as 

an approach to determining attachment styles, and found important data on BND indicators of 

secure and insecure attachment in children’s drawings.   

Kaiser and Deaver (2009) highlighted Trewartha who administered BNDs to 14 

adolescents in foster care.  After completing the BNDs, the adolescents wrote titles and stories 
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about their BNDs, and completed the Adolescent Relationship Questionnaire.  While the 

Adolescent Relationship Questionnaire had a strong internal discrepancy check, four of the 10 

adolescents had internal checks that were inconsistent to their ratings.  As suggested from 

Overbeck’s study, strong defenses toward providing honest answers on the Adolescent 

Relationship Questionnaire may have biased results.  The BNDs were rated using Kaiser’s 

revised checklist and were placed in attachment categories based on indicators from previous 

BND research (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  Due to the small sample size, differentiating between 

attachment styles was challenging.  It was questionable that any of the adolescents had secure 

attachment.  However specific qualities noted in the drawings such as the lack of birds or the 

presence of single birds, the lack of color, and the impoverished qualities of the drawings as 

indicators of insecure attachment correlated to Kaiser’s (1996) results.  The story themes were 

also similar to prior research.  Trewartha’s research was the first to include adolescents in foster 

care and bring credence to the use of stories to analyze attachment (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  

Similarly to Hyler (2002), Goldner (2014) collected family drawings and BNDs from 81 

elementary school children.  She also administered the Attachment Security Scale to the children 

to assess security in the mother-child relationship (Kerns, Kelpac, & Cole, 1996).  The family 

drawings were rated with Kaplan and Main’s manual focusing on attachment classifications and 

Fury et al, (1997) eight global scales.  Family drawings were then sorted into attachment 

categories.  The BND checklist as well as four global scales derived from Kaiser’s (1996) study 

and Francis et al.’s (2003) study were created as tools to rate the children’s BNDs.  The BNDs 

were then sorted into secure or insecure categories based on general scales (Goldner, 2014).  She 

found associations between the children’s self-report on the Attachment Security Scale, and the 
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BND and global ratings.  There were also important connections between the rating of the family 

drawings and the BND ratings using both the global scales and the checklist.  

In the recent published study by Harmon-Walker and Kaiser (2015), 136 BNDs from 

college students were collected.  BNDs were rated using a revision of Kaiser’s checklist, the 

Bird’s Nest Drawing Two Category Checklist (BND-TCC) and the Bird’s Nest Drawing Four 

Category Overall Impression Form (BND-OIF; Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015).  The students 

also completed the Experience in Close Relationships Questionnaire (ERC) which related to how 

attachment style may impact romantic relationships, and the Inventory of Parent and Peer 

Attachment (IPPA) which indicated adolescents’ self-reported attachment styles (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987; Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015).  The results of the study showed strong 

interrater reliability and provided a good introduction to overall impression scoring.  

Additionally, high correlations between a secure BND-OIF and a high IPPA score were found.  

Though associations between the BND-TCC and IPPA scores were inconsistent, drawings that 

contained a bird family were associated with high IPPA scores and nests without bottoms were 

associated with low ERC scores (Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015).  Harmon-Walker and Kaiser 

suggested that future studies consider how the variable of drawing developmental levels and 

bird’s nest stories may impact overall results. 

Sheller (2007) deviated from other researchers’ studies and approached her BND 

research from a phenomenological perspective.  In her study, four children diagnosed with 

insecure attachment completed BNDs and bird’s nest sculptures (BNSs).  Sheller incorporated 

the BNS based on the assumption that using sensory and flexible media would allow children to 

take more risks, focus more intently, and develop a broader perception of their attachment 

experiences.  After the children completed the art, they were interviewed using Epoche, a 
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phenomenological process (Sheller, 2007).  Based on the children’s self-report and Sheller’s 

observations, the BNS provided the opportunity for the children to have increased reflective 

distance which enhanced their communications.  Sheller also found that themes of abandonment, 

vulnerability, and lack of protection arose in the conversations with the children and were similar 

to the research findings of Francis et al. (2003).  Sheller’s research showed that a 

phenomenological approach demonstrated the children’s experiences of insecure attachment and 

provided another lens to understanding their emotions, beliefs, and behaviors.  While her study 

deviated from standardized measures, she noted that the children’s artwork contained graphic 

indicators associated with insecure attachment which were also found in previous studies 

(Francis et al., 2003; Kaiser, 1996).  

Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment  

The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) developed by Armsden and 

Greenberg (1987), was a three-part self-report questionnaire designed to measure attachment 

security in adolescents ages 16 to 20 years old.  Inspired by Bowlby’s attachment theory, the 

inventory explored the adolescent’s perceptions of parent and friend relationships though 

examining three positive and negative emotional and cognitive dimensions: degree of mutual 

trust, quality of communication, and extent of anger and alienation.  The trust scale calculated 

the amount of mutual respect in attachment relationships.  The quality and amount of 

communication was assessed in the communication scale.  The anger and alienation scale 

measured feelings of anger and interpersonal isolation (Gullone & Robinson, 2005).  

The IPPA response format had a five-point likert scale and was divided into three parts; 

Attachment to Mother (AMT), Attachment to Father (AMF), and Attachment to Peers (ATP). 

Each part was composed of questions focusing on the relationship with the mother, the father, 
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and peers.  The scores of each section were added though a reverse scoring method and were 

used on negatively worded items (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987).  The IPPA was later revised in 

order to assess the attachment relationships to mother and father separately (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1987). 

Armsden and Greenberg’s (1987) original research on the psychometric qualities of the 

IPPA discovered marked inter-correlations between all the scales.   Gullone and Robinson (2005) 

untilized the IPPA and found that the trust and communication scales had a positive correlation 

of r = 0.70 while the alienation scale had an inverse correlation with communication of r = 0.76 

for mother and father, and r=0.40 for peers, and with trust of r= 0.76 for mother and father, and r 

= 0.46 for peers (Gullone & Robinson, 2005).  There were also studies done that reflected 

moderate to high correlations between the father and mother scores of the IPPA to the Family 

and Social Self score from the Tennessee Self Concept Scale, some subscales of the Family 

Environment Scale, as well as the scores on FACES (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Fitts, 1965).  

Previous research has also shown the strong association between high self-esteem and life 

satisfaction with trusting and warm relationships with parents demonstrating the usefulness of 

this tool (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Greenberg, Siegal, & Leitch, 1983; Papin & Roggmen, 

1992).  Good internal consistency has also been shown between the three subscales (Guarnieri, 

Ponti, & Tani, 2010).  Additionally, the IPPA has been shown to be a valid measurement of 

attachment for late adolescence making it a pertinent tool for this research study (Gullone & 

Robinson, 2005). 

Relationship Questionnaire 

 Based on the assumption that romantic love was a biosocial process in which adults 

formed strong affectional bonds that mirrored the affectional bonds formed between children and 
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parents, Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed the love-experience questionnaire, a three-item 

questionnaire measuring adult attachment styles expressed through romantic relationships.  The 

3-items on the questionnaire described the three adult attachment styles: secure, avoidant, and 

anxious/ambivalent.  Secure relationship styles were described as relationships marked by happy, 

trusting, accepting, and long lasting romantic relationships.  Avoidance styles were characterized 

by fearfulness of intimacy, emotional liability, and jealousy.  Anxious/Ambivalent styles were 

presented as relationships with obsessive needs for reciprocity and affirmation, and marked with 

emotional liability and strong libido.  Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed their questionnaire 

based on the theories of Bowlby and the attachment categorizations of secure, avoidant, and 

anxious/ambivalent derived from Ainsworth’s work to explore how the attachment behaviors of 

adults resembled their primary attachment experiences.  After conducting studies using the 

questionnaire, Hazan and Shaver found that the same attachment styles exhibited in infancy were 

exhibited in adulthood romantic relationships.  

 Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) reworded and restructured the love-experience 

questionnaire to develop the Relationship Questionnaire (RQ).  Unlike the original that required 

participants to choose one of the three relationship styles, the updated RQ allowed participants to 

rate their personal experiences of each relationship style using a seven-point likert scale.  

Preoccupied replaced the second attachment schema of anxious/ambivalent since individuals 

with this schema exhibited a sense of unworthiness and strived for self-acceptance. Since 

feelings of unworthiness and the expectation that others would be untrustworthy and rejecting 

was often described by individuals with the avoidant attachment, Bartholomew and Horowitz 

(1991) added fearful to more fully describe this experience as fearful-avoidant attachment. 

Finally, dismissive-avoidant attachment was added as a fourth attachment schema to explain the 
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experience of individuals that strive to protect themselves against disappointment by avoiding 

intimate relationships and being overly independent.   

Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) conducted a study to test the relevance of their four-

category model of adult attachment as described in the RQ.  In the first study, college students 

were randomly selected in groups of two or four friendship pairs.  Subjects were interviewed 

about their friendships, romantic relationships, and interpersonal relationships.  Three raters rated 

the subjects on four 9-point scales explaining the subject’s exhibiting each of the four attachment 

categorizations (secure, fearful-avoidant, preoccupied, or dismissive-avoidant).  The subjects 

were then instructed to take self- and friend- reports:  a demographics questionnaire, the 

Friendship Questionnaire, the Rosenburg Self-Esteem Questionnaire, the RQ, the Fey Self-

Acceptance Scale, the Sociability Scale, and the Inventory of Personal Problems.  The study 

showed that interviews and self- and friend reports could successfully assess the four attachment 

categories.   

Summary 

Bowlby’s (1982a) attachment theory and Ainsworth’s (1979) research demonstrated the 

critical role the primary caregiver played in the life and development of his or her child.  The 

child’s experience of attachment would predict his or her feelings of safety and security as an 

infant, be critical in his or her identity formation as an adolescent, and have a critical role in the 

future success of romantic relationships in adulthood.  The importance of attachment experiences 

revealed the necessity for assessment tools such the BND, the IPPA, and the Relationship 

Questionnaire.  While there has been research on the reliability and validity of these tools to 

assess attachment style in children and adults, the art therapy BND tool needed more focused 

study.  
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Through studies have demonstrated some interrater reliability and construct validity of 

the BND, its rating scale had little statistical significance (Goldner, 2014; Harmon-Walker & 

Kaiser, 2015; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  However, the bird’s nest story appeared to provide 

insight into attachment style.  Additionally, the introduction of the BNS in Sheller’s (2007) study 

allowed a more tactile and sensory experience and provided compelling information on children 

with insecure attachment.  For areas of future research, a qualitative approach using standardized 

and reliable assessment tools such as the IPPA as compared to the BND, the BNS, the bird’s nest 

story, and questionnaires to gather data to analyze the reliability and validity of the BND would 

be valuable to the field of art therapy. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Participants  

 Both female and male college students between the ages of 18 to 22 years old at Saint 

Mary-of-the-Woods College, Indiana were eligible to participate in this research study.  Students 

were informed about the opportunity through flyers (Appendix A) posted throughout the campus 

and announcements made by the researcher in art and psychology classes.  Twelve participants 

were chosen based on their availability and interest in participating.  Eleven females and 1 male, 

all self-identified as white between the ages of 18-21 participated in the study.  The researcher 

obtained signed voluntary consent forms (Appendix B) addressing the purpose of the study, the 

research design, potential risks in involvement, participants’ rights to terminate participation at 

any time, the protection of the participants’ confidentiality, and the intent of the AMT self-report 

scale.  Release forms (Appendix C) to photograph participants’ artwork were collected that 

explained the necessity of having digital images to analyze and compare the nature of attachment 

security or insecurity to the participants’ BNDs and the BNSs.  Participants received the original 

signed consent forms and their original artworks at the completion of the study.  All digital 

photographs of the artwork and scanned copies of the consent forms were saved in a password 

protected file on the researcher’s computer.  As incentive for participation in the study, the 

participants placed their names in a lottery generated by the researcher to receive $50 cash cards.  

In a random drawing, two of the 12 participants received $50 cash cards as incentives for 

participation in the study.  
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Research Design 

 By utilizing a mixed methods design applying qualitative hermeneutical 

phenomenological inquiry and quantitative data analysis, the researcher was able to examine the 

participants’ attachment patterns portrayed in their BNDs, BNSs, bird’s nest stories, and bird’s 

nest questionnaires as compared to their ATM attachment rating (Creswell, 2013).  The 

hermeneutic approach was selected so that the intention and meaning behind of the bird’s nest 

symbol could be explored and understood.  In this study, the researcher used the lens of 

hermeneutic phenomenology to observe participants as they expressed the phenomenon of their 

attachment experiences through art making and writing (Kapitan, 2010).  This systematic process 

of uncovering the intended meaning of the participants’ expressions began with seeking to 

understand what was happening as the participants made and interpreted their art. (Kapitan, 

2010; Van Manen, 1990).  The ATM, (Appendix D), part one of the IPPA, a self-report survey 

with strong reliability and validity, was administered to the participants to identify their 

attachment organization (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987; Gullone & Robinson, 2005).  After 

gathering data, plausible insights and interpretations about attachment organization found in 

BNDs, BNDs, the bird’s nest stories, and the bird’s nest questionnaires, as well as in their ATM 

attachment rating were presented.  This qualitative approach provided a platform to explore and 

describe attachment patterns represented through the BND and the BNS thereby supporting 

attachment theory and demonstrating the relevance of the BND as a diagnostic and assessment 

tool (Creswell, 2014). 

Data Collection 

After gaining permission from Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College, the researcher posted 

flyers and made announcements in specific classrooms about recruiting students to participate in 
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this research study.  The researcher contacted interested students about the details of the study. 

Small groups of participants were scheduled to participate for the hour-long study in a designated 

classroom.  After the researcher discussed all the content in the consent and release information, 

the participants were given the opportunity to ask questions before signing the forms.  

The researcher gathered five forms of qualitative data during the study including: 

demographics forms (Appendix E), BNDs, BNSs (Appendix F), bird’s nest stories (Appendix F), 

and bird’s nest questionnaires (Appendix G).  The participants were requested to complete 

demographics forms followed by the ATM. Participants were then invited to create BNSs and 

BNDs.  After completing the art, participants were asked to write descriptions and stories about 

their BNDs.  Finally, bird’s nest questionnaires were administered. At the conclusion of the 

session, the artwork was photographed.  Digital photos and written records were assigned a 

numerical and alphabetical code to protect each participant’s identifying information.  

Research Instruments 

 The researcher was responsible for distributing consent forms and demographic forms, 

and explaining the directions for the BNS, BND, the bird’s nest story, bird’s nest questionnaire, 

and ATM to all participants for each hour-long session.  The consent and the demographic forms 

were developed by the researcher and derived from standard forms commonly used in studies.   

The ATM, part one of the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment, a strongly valid and 

reliable self-report to assess attachment security was administered.  The AMT was used as the 

primary quantitative tool similarly to other BND research studies since the bird’s nest imagery 

was often associated with the relationship between the primary caregiver, the mother, or a 

mother-like figure (Kaiser, 1996).  The researcher rated all the ATMs by following the 

prescribed process suggested by Armsden and Greenberg (1987) to insure accuracy.  Since there 
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was limited information on the specifics for interpreting the scores of the ATM, the researcher 

developed an approach for interpreting the scores though other studies appear to suggest a 

similar approach (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987).  

The BNS was presented similarly to participants as in Sheller’s (2007) study.  

Participants were given the option of using the same media including clay, twigs, and Spanish 

moss to create the BNS.  The BND was administered based on recommendations by Donna 

Kaiser (1996), designer of the BND projective drawing assessment to evaluate attachment 

security or insecurity.  Each participant was given one sheet of 8 ½” x 11” white paper and a 

pack of eight thin-line markers and asked to “draw a bird’s nest” (Kaiser, 1996).   

Once the BND was completed, participants were asked to describe the drawing in detail 

(subjects, environments, and colors), write a story about the bird’s nest drawing, and title the 

drawing to allow for more in-depth reflection of the bird’s nest metaphor and its relationship to 

family dynamics.  A questionnaire developed by the researcher was given to the participants as a 

means for them to process the bird’s nest drawing imagery and any associations to primary 

caregivers and family dynamics.  The Relationship Questionnaire developed by Horowitz and 

Bartholomew (1991) was incorporated into the questionnaire and used to determine the 

participants’ self-reported attachment styles and was compared to their interpretations of their 

artwork.  

Data Analysis  

 After gathering the data as represented through the participants’ artwork, bird’s nest 

stories, bird’s nest question forms, and ATM attachment rating, a convergent parallel mixed 

methods analysis combining quantitative analysis and phenomenological hermeneutic analysis 

was conducted.  This form of analysis was critical to understanding the original meanings behind 
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the data collected.  With this approach, the researcher collected both sets of data, analyzed them 

separately, and then compared the results (Creswell, 2014).  

Quantitative analysis was conducted after the researcher rated the ATMs.  After each 

report was scored, the ATM scores were labeled with an attachment categorization.  In order to 

determine attachment categorizations, maximum and minimum scores were determined and then  

divided into three categories: high attachment (92-125), mid attachment (59-92), and low 

attachment (25-59).  High attachment was associated with attachment security while low 

attachment was related to attachment insecurity.  Participants with scores indicating mid 

attachment were deemed as inconclusive attachment.  

During phenomenological hermeneutic analysis, the researcher recognized the process of 

ongoing interaction between three key elements of hermeneutic research: lived experience, 

expression, and understanding.  The starting point of the research was the participants’ lived 

experiences of attachment in close relationships.  The expressions of their attachment patterns 

were portrayed in artwork, stories, written interviews, and self-report results.  Finally, the 

process of understanding involved the multiple interpretations generated through data analysis 

(Kapitan, 2010).  

Utilizing the hermeneutic circle, an interpretive process that required self-awareness, 

revision, and elaboration, the data and researcher dialogued back and forth to come to thoughtful 

and thorough conclusions (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007; Kaptian, 2010).  In order to maintain a state of 

mindfulness, the researcher purposely made a connection with the data, asked open-ended 

questions about the data, and reflected upon the information attained.  As a result more questions 

and answers were generated leading to the creation of joint constructs of meaning (Kapitan, 

2010).  In order to interpret the data, thematic analysis was used following six basic steps:  
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1. Immersion.  All data derived from the study including the artwork, stories, written 

interviews, and IPPA data were organized into groups by participant.  The researcher 

spent time immersing herself in the data to get a sense or preliminary interpretation of 

the data.  Emerging thoughts and questions were written in a log about each set of 

data.  

2. Understanding.  Data was carefully read and observed to determine overall meaning.  

Special emphasis was given to the participant’s descriptions on their art work.  More 

notes and questions were generated by the researcher. 

3. Abstraction.  The researcher created codes based on her theoretical and knowledge 

base by segmenting text and images into categories.  Categories were then labeled.  

4. Synthesis and Theme Development.  Based on the codes and data from step one and 

two, themes and subthemes were determined as part of the major findings of this 

study.  

5. Illuminating phenomena.  A discussion was provided explaining how the themes 

were interconnected to the research questions and as well as the theoretical 

framework of attachment.  

6. Integration.  Interpretation of the learning and the meaning of the themes and 

descriptions were provided in the conclusion to this study (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007; 

Creswell, 2014).  

Validity and Reliability 

To ensure validity and reliability for this qualitative research study, several checks were 

incorporated into the framework of the study.  Validity strategies were integrated to ensure 

accuracy including triangulation of themes, presentation of discrepant information, provision of 
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rich and thick accounts, and clarification of researcher bias.  Using triangulation, the researcher 

searched for a convergence of themes from all sources of data including the artworks, the stories, 

the question forms, and the ATM scores instead of relying on a single data point (Creswell, 

2014; Creswell & Miller, 2000).  Discrepant information was provided to show the multiple 

perspectives on the topic and demonstrated the credibility of the study.  Rich and thick verbatim 

accounts taken from the participants’ writings were used as support within the thematic analysis.  

Finally, the researcher identified assumptions and biases that may have inadvertently shaped the 

study and its results to allow the readers to understand the researcher’s perspective (Creswell, 

2014; Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

Efforts were employed to protect this study’s accuracy and reliability.  Detailed accounts 

of the focus of the study were presented including the process for data collection and analysis, 

the researcher’s role, and the researcher’s bias (Creswell, 2014).  Triangulation of data and 

analysis were also conducted as a reliability measure.  In particular, careful attention was given 

to the definition of codes to ensure that the meaning of the codes did not shift throughout the 

analysis.  Finally, three qualified external readers with degrees and experience in art therapy 

and/or mental health were responsible for ensuring that this qualitative research study followed 

standard protocols and the prescribed outline of the study.  

Ethical Implications 

Ethical code of practice and ethical values were foundational to this study’s design in 

order to safeguard the participants and the researcher.  The leading principle, respect for all 

persons, was demonstrated through informing participants of the purpose of the study, the 

design, and structure both verbally and stated in written forms (Kapitan, 2010).  Participants 

were provided the opportunity to ask questions and give informed consent.  After consideration, 
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participants agreed to be involved in the study by verbalizing their consent and signing waivers.  

Participants were assured that their confidentiality would be protected as no identifying 

information would be used in the research report and all other information, forms, and 

photographs of artwork would be stored in a password protected file on the researcher’s 

computer.  A second principle, beneficence, was also practiced with the researcher being upfront 

about the potential risks of participating in the study (Kapitan, 2010).  Since the study focused on 

family dynamics and attachment patterns, there was the risk that participants may experience 

difficult feelings or memories.  To provide them support, a list of counselors and their contact 

information was provided, including those on campus, to help debrief or support participants 

(Appendix H).  

Researcher Bias 

 The researcher assumed a postpositivist worldview which implied a deterministic view of 

the world. (Creswell, 2014).  As a postpositivist, the researcher, stressed the importance of 

identifying the causes or sources of a problem as well as focused on reducing ideas into small 

parts in order to develop questions and test hypotheses.  The knowledge base of the researcher 

emerged from trusting in objective reality and accepting that certain theories and laws govern the 

world.  While this researcher typically abided by rigorous methods and forms of inquiry, there 

was bias evident in this approach.  This extremely objective perspective was challenged by the 

subjective experiences and perspectives of the participants.  As a result, the researcher made 

efforts to suspend her view and embrace a phenomenological approach which illuminated these 

biases to allow her to more clearly understand and interpret the participants’ experiences of 

attachment phenomenon during the course of this study (Creswell, 2014; Kapitan, 2010).  
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Quantitative Data 

Twelve participants completed the Attachment to Mother (ATM), part one of the 

Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPP; Appendix D).  The ATM was the main tool used 

to determine attachment security.  Seven participants (58%) were identified with secure 

attachment based on high scores of 92-125.  One participant (8%) obtained a score of 92 which 

reflected either secure and inconclusive attachment.  Two participants (17%) received scores 

between 59-92 indicating inconclusive attachment.  Two participants (17%) received scores 

between 25-59 pointing to insecure attachment.  

Figure 1. Attachment Categorization

 

Qualitative Data 

 Qualitative data was collected from eight questions on the questionnaire.  The questions 

focused on information about the participants’ relationships to their primary caregiver and 

Secure	58%		

Between	Secure	and	
Inconclusive	8%

Inconclusive	17%

Insecure	17%
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inquired about the associations between the artwork, their experience of attachment, and their 

childhood.  The primary focus was: 

• Identification and description of the most influential person 

• Description of the relationship to the mother 

• BND descriptions 

• BND stories 

• Associations between the BND and to BNS to childhood 

• Associations between the BND and BNS to relationship with the mother or primary 

caregiver 

• Selecting relationship style, part one of the Relationship Questionnaire 

• Associations between the relationship style, the BND and BNS, and the experience of 

attachment 

• Other associations to the BND and BNS 

The results were organized into four groups according to attachment scores of secure, 

between secure and inconclusive, inconclusive, and insecure. The majority of the themes were 

derived from in vivo codes. Images of the participants’ BNDs and BNSs can be seen in 

Appendices I, J, K, and L and were organized by secure, between secure and inconclusive, 

inconclusive, and insecure attachment schemas. 

Secure.  The overall impression of the seven secure participants’ artworks and responses 

was positive and optimistic.  Insight was gained regarding the participants’ relationships with 

their mothers supporting secure attachment categorization.  Six of the seven participants 

identified their mothers as the most influential person in their lives.  The codes supporting the 

theme of positive maternal traits included hard working, smart, strong, supportive, loving, caring, 
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kind, compassionate, warm, generous, and trustworthy.  Other traits described included being 

opinionated, stubborn, loud, and a little crazy.  One participant identified her sister as being the 

most influential person likely due her mother’s illness, lack of maternal support, and a more 

positive relationship to her sister.  

Figure 2.  Secure Bird’s Nest Drawing Examples 

     

   

When asked about the relationship to the mother, positive relationship was the main 

theme.  Six participants described their relationships with their mothers as positive, supportive, 

intimate, trustworthy, filled with humor, and warmth.  Two participants described their mothers 

as being their best friend.  The participant who identified her sister as most influential expressed 

that her mother eventually recovered from her illness and “stepped up so she could focus” on 

her.  
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Participants provided positive and family oriented descriptions of their BNDs as 

evidenced by themes related to positive environment, bird family, feeding, safety and security, 

and vibrant colors.  The codes relating to the theme of positive environment were clean and 

beautiful, calm and cool environment, a suburban neighborhood, a safe environment, a nice, 

summer day, the nest receives sunshine, and a large nest for a large family.  The theme of bird 

family was found in six responses with codes about parent or adult birds with eggs or baby birds 

in the nests.  The exceptional response explained a single bird that was “happy enjoying her 

perch and is happy where [she] is at.”  Feeding was also a common theme explained by codes 

about the birds eating together, a mother bird feeding a baby bird, and a father bird finding food.  

In two responses, codes were identified as a mother bird feeding her babies suggesting the theme 

of nurturing mother.  The theme of safety and security arose with descriptions of a safe a secure 

nest, a safe environment, and the presence of the mother and father bird.  One participant 

expressed that the nest of birds represented her actual family who faced difficulty, but was able 

to find strength and support within the family unit.  Finally, the theme of vibrant colors was 

discovered with three participants describing the colors used in the drawings as bright, warm, 

and vibrant.  

Multiple themes arose from participants’ BND stories including bird family, feeding, 

nurturing and providing, threat removed, and protection and safety.  In five of the seven stories 

the bird families or groups of birds with babies or eggs did a range of activities together 

including taking care of babies, building a nest together, feeding and providing for babies or 

other birds, spending time together, trying to conceive, and fleeing from predators.  Feeding was 

another theme evident in five of the seven stories that described mothers feeding babies, birds 

sharing food, eating breakfast, giving a baby bird its first feeding, and a mother bird feeding her 
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baby birds.  Nurturing and providing were two subthemes that emerged from the theme of 

feeding.  The subtheme of nurturing was captured by codes of a mother bird feeding baby birds, 

birds sharing food with other birds, and a mother bird sitting on her eggs.  Providing was 

represented by birds searching and finding food, and a mother bird and a father bird providing 

food to baby birds.  The theme of protection and safety were represented as the father bird 

protecting the family, a safe nest home, trees providing safety, the title “Safety Nest” and feeling 

“peaceful and at ease, just relaxing.” 

Also evident in four stories were threats that were removed at the conclusions.  In one 

story, a predator caused the birds to flee the nest.  Eventually, the parent birds returned to take 

care of the eggs and hatch the eggs.  Another story accounted the heroics of the father bird to 

ward off an aggressive bird.  Additionally, a personal account was shared about challenges in the 

family that were resolved when the family members came together to be with the mother at the 

hospital.  A final account described an independent, happy bird that missed her family, but was 

happy and safe in her new nest home.  

Positive relationship with the mother, positive childhood experience, positive family 

associations, and safe home environment were the themes related to the BND and BNS.  Codes 

indicating positive relationship with the mother were described as having a protective mother, 

close and intimate bonds to the mother, supportive and providing mother, and a mother who 

prepared her child to be independent.  Codes supporting positive childhood included good 

childhood, a very pleasant childhood, and being close to parents.  Positive family was another 

theme found by codes relating to close and intimate family, importance of family, the fortune of 

having a family, future family, time with family, and the love of family.  Participants expressed 

that “my family has always been close,” “my parents have always provided for me,” and the 
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significance of “the bonds of the four of us.”  Safety was also a key theme shown by to codes 

including having a safe, sturdy home, and the importance of having a comfortable home. 

In contrast however, one participant expressed that the nest represented him as a closed 

off and protected person who felt safe or cozy and warm. His picture symbolized hope, freedom, 

and independence; perhaps reflective of becoming an independent adult.  Though this data did 

not align directly with the aforementioned themes, it reflected a positive connotation supporting 

secure attachment style.  

Figure 3. Secure Bird’s Nest Sculpture Examples 

  

  

Between Secure and Inconclusive.  While the participant with between secure and 

inconclusive attachment expressed that her mother encouraged her, she also stated being “afraid 
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of disappointing her” and as a result, “keep all issues to [herself].”  The theme of fair relationship 

described her relationship to her mother.  

Figure 4. Between Secure and Inconclusive Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawing and Bird’s Nest 

Sculpture Example 

  

The participant provided a minimal description of her drawing that focused on the nest 

location, nest materials, and environment.  The nest was located “in an old tree” and was “made 

from brown twigs and mud with grass.”  The environment was depicted neutrally by the codes of 

fall, fall colored leaves, and an old tree.  The only subjects mentioned were three eggs and three 

feathers supporting the theme of absent birds.  

The main themes from the BND story were bird family, nurturing, protection and safety, 

and threat to family removed.  In contrast to the drawing description, the codes found in the story 

introduced a mother bird, her eggs, and a father bird.  The mother bird appeared nurturing as 

supported by codes of care and concern relating to the mother’s desire for the wellbeing of her 

babies.  When another bird came to torment the nest, the mother bird “used her mother instinct to 

make him leave.”  The father bird was called to help protect which causes the predator to leave 

thereby supporting the theme of protection and safety.  The title of the story was aptly named 
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“The Protector.”  The threat to the family was removed when the father bird “swoop[ed] in and 

[took] on the cardinal” and earned the title “father of the year.” 

The theme of supportive mother and father was the participant’s main association that 

was represented her BND and BNS.  The code of always there for me described the support she 

received from her parents.  The codes described her mother as protector and worried.  The code 

worried may be in reference to concern for family as evidenced by participant’s comment that 

most mothers worry.  The codes relating to positive associations with father included both 

protector and provider.  Also noteworthy was the stress of the environment coded by loving, 

nurturing, and safe.  

Based on the themes derived from the participant’s responses, she appeared to have 

secure attachment though her minimum descriptions of her relationship to her mother and her 

bird’s nest drawing point to being inconclusive or insecure.  The positive themes of bird family, 

nurturing, protection and safety, and threat to family removed were consistent with secure 

attachment as well as positive associations to her parents. 

Inconclusive.  More negative themes were noted in the responses of the two participants 

with inconclusive attachment.  The most influential people identified by the participants differed 

from the previous secure responses identifying the mother.  One participant identified herself as 

making her own decisions and creating her own future.  She had learned from her parents, but 

did not want to be like them.  The other participant noted that her sister was the most influential 

person.  Not surprisingly, both participants expressed having a more challenging relationship 

with their mothers supported by codes describing the mother as worried, over sharing, 

untrustworthy, and non-emotional.  
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Similarly to the participant with attachment between secure and inconclusive, both 

participants primarily discussed the nest location, next materials, and a minimal environmental 

description.  Conflicting themes of absent birds and bird family appeared in the discussion.  

Drawing description was a main theme for one participant who discussed using pen due to 

discomfort or dislike of markers and having more ability to shade.  She also suggested that 

drawing animals was difficult perhaps explaining why the nest was empty.  The other participant 

described a family of birds: a male bird watching over the family, a female bird sitting on eggs, 

and a hungry chick.  

Figure 5. Inconclusive Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawing and Bird’s Nest Sculpture Examples 

    

  

Contradictory themes emerged between the two BND stories.  From one participant 

themes relating to bird family, nurturing and providing, and threat to family removed emerged.  

Bird family was supported by codes of mother bird, father bird, a chick, and eggs.  Codes 

aligning with nurturing and providing were mother’s love, nurture of chick, and father bringing 
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food.  The threat to the family was removed when the cat predator fell from the tree.  In contrast, 

the theme of isolation was found with the other response that depicted a single bird working hard 

to build her nest and the challenges that lie ahead in her future.  In the final responses regarding 

how family relationships and childhood experiences were reflected in the BND and BNS, few or 

no associations were made.  One participant found no associations.  The other participant linked 

the hungry chick to her desire to be understood by her mother.  

Insecure.  Negative themes and associations arose from the two participants identified 

with insecure attachment.  Unlike the participants with secure attachment, participants did not 

identify the mother as being the most influential person.  While one participant identified her 

father and described him positively as kind, soft-spoken, passive, and funny, the other participant 

denied having any one person that had influenced her and expressed that she “tried to be self 

made.”  When describing the relationship to the mother, the main theme that emerged was tense 

relationship.  Codes supporting this theme included mother’s death, hateful girlfriend, mother 

cheating on step-father, mother’s lack of integrity, and the suffering of the step-father.  

The environment, nest location, and nest materials in the drawings were minimally 

described.  There was no mention of birds or bird family being included in the drawings though 

the number of eggs were described supporting the theme of absent birds.  Drawing style as 

supported by codes of creating texture, crosshatching, and drawing realistic was also emphasized 

similarly to the participant with inconclusive attachment.  

BND stories also reflected more negative themes indicative of insecure attachment.  

Themes related to threats and vulnerability substantiated by codes such as difficulty finding food, 

harsh environment, lack of parental supervision and nurture, hatching complications, and 

uncertainty about the future. 
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Figure 6. Insecure Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawing and Bird’s Nest Sculpture Examples 

 

  

Several associations were made explaining how the artworks were symbolic of childhood 

experiences and family relationships.  Isolation appeared as a key theme since the eggs 

symbolized self and siblings, and absent birds reflected absent parents.  A sense of emptiness 

was discussed as relating to negative relationship with a stepmother.  Although one participant 

expressed that the artwork reflected family and indicated that there was always a home (nest) to 

go to, the other participant, discussed having an emotionally unavailable mother and reflected 

that she did not have a caregiver.  

Secure and Insecure Themes.  Further evaluation of secure and insecure themes showed 

stark contrast.  Secure attachment was associated with positive relationship with the mother 

while insecure attachment was related to tense or negative relationship with the mother.  Secure 

artwork presented bird families and represented experiences of positive relationships with the 

mother, positive childhood experience, positive family associations, and safe home environment, 

while insecure artwork lacked bird families and represented isolation and negative parental 
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relationships.  Secure drawing descriptions and story themes focused on feeding, safety and 

security, nurturing and providing, and threats removed.  Insecure drawing descriptions and story 

themes discussed drawing style, and threats and vulnerability.  The distinction between secure 

and insecure themes was marked and consistent with the participants’ attachment experiences 

and schemas. 

Table 1. Comparison of Themes 

Secure Attachment Themes 
 

Insecure Attachment Themes 
 

Mother as most influential person Other as most influential person 
Positive relationship with mother Tense/Negative relationship with 

mother 
Present bird families Absent bird families 
Positive environmental 
description 

Minimal environmental 
description 

Discussion of feeding, safety and 
security 

Discussion of drawing style 

Story themes related to feeding, 
nurturing and providing, threats 
removed, and protection and 
safety. 

Story themes related to threats 
and vulnerability. 

Artwork represented experiences 
of positive relationship with the 
mother, positive childhood 
experience, positive family 
associations, and safe home 
environment.  

Artwork represented isolation 
and negative parental 
relationships. 

 

Associations to the Relationship Questionnaire.  Part one of the Relationship 

Questionnaire (RQ) was administered within the questionnaire with a range of results which 

either supported or conflicted with the ATM attachment categorization.  The tool was primary 

used to allow the participants to reflect on their self-identified relationship style.  Five 

participants had ATM attachment categorizations that were substantiated by the RQ 
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categorization.  Three participants had ATM scores deemed inconclusive and had insecure RQ 

categorizations.  Four of the participants had conflicting ATM and RQ categorizations.  

Table 2. Comparison of ATM and RQ Attachment Categorizations 

 ATM Attachment Categorization RQ Categorization 

1	 Secure Secure 
2	 Secure Secure 
3	 Secure Secure 
4	 Secure Secure 
5	 Secure Fearful-avoidant (Insecure) 
6	 Secure Dismissive-avoidant (Insecure) 
7	 Secure Preoccupied (Insecure) 
8	 Between Secure/Inconclusive Dismissive-avoidant (Insecure) 
9	 Inconclusive Dismissive-avoidant (Insecure) 
10	 Inconclusive Preoccupied (Insecure) 
11	 Insecure Dismissive-avoidant (Insecure) 
12	 Insecure Secure 

 

Inconclusive RQ Data.  There was a strong likelihood that the use and administration of 

the RQ was flawed since to the RQ attachment categorization more frequently conflicted with 

the ATM attachment categorization.  The participants were only able to take part one of the RQ 

which limited their opportunity to investigate, consider, and accurately identify their attachment 

categorization.  The complete RQ contained a follow up question allowing participants to rate 

their personal experience of each attachment categorization on a likert scale. The thematic 

analysis results of this particular data point were varied and disorganized, and only partially 

supported the attachment categorization based on the ATM attachment categorization.  

Four of the seven participants in the secure ATM group identified themselves as having 

secure RQ relationship styles.  The theme of security was reflected by codes such as trusting, 

dependent, accepting, comfortable with intimacy, emotionally invested, stress-free, and 
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supportive family.  The other three participants each selected one of the other insecure 

relationships styles: fearful-avoidant, dismissive-avoidant, and preoccupied.  A theme relating to 

independence and isolation was linked to preoccupied relationship style.  A fearful-avoidant 

relationship was compared to independence. The dismissive-avoidant relationship style was not 

described in detail. 

The participant labeled with between secure and inconclusive attachment organization 

denied any associations between the artwork, and a relationship style of dismissive-avoidant.  

The associations mentioned related to bullying shown by codes related to hypocritical and 

abandonment.  Similarly, themes of emptiness and bullying arose from two responses with 

inconclusive attachment organization.  Emptiness was linked to the code of preoccupied 

relationship style.  Bullying was supported by the codes teased, the threat of falling through the 

nest, and a dismissive-avoidant relationship style.  The two participants with insecure attachment 

also had conflicting results.  In one response, the theme of detachment was noted by codes of 

lack of care and a dismissive-avoidant relationship style.  The theme of isolation arose from the 

other response that linked codes of being alone, an absent mother bird, and contrastingly, a 

secure relationship style.  

While the information derived from part one of the RQ yielded some information that 

was consisted with the participant’s ATM attachment categorization, much of the data was not 

substantial and consistent.  Some participants also seemed confused by the question: how does 

your bird’s nest drawing and sculpture relate to the general relationship style selected in the prior 

question and your experience of attachment growing up in your family?  While the question was 

intended to synthesize attachment categorization to childhood experiences and symbolism in the 



THE BIRD’S NEST DRAWING   56 

artwork, participant’s responses reflected misunderstanding, confusion, or a lack of information. 

Had the complete RQ been administered, more consistent information may have surfaced.  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 This study set out to examine the extent the BND, BNS, the bird’s nest stories, and the 

answers to the bird’s nest questionnaire depicted the attachment schema of a sample of college 

students based on ATM attachment categorization.  The central findings reflected associations 

between scores ATM and, BND descriptions, BND story themes, and the responses to the 

questionnaires.  Qualitative analysis offered more insight into the participant’s perceptions of 

their family, childhood experiences, and attachment organization and the relationship to the 

bird’s nest metaphor as well as provided significant data relating to secure attachment schemas 

reflected in BNDs and BND stories.  This data was substantiated by the results of previous 

studies thereby validating the hypothesis that the data emerging from the BND, BNS, the bird’s 

nest story, and the bird’s nest questionnaire would correlate to the results of the ATM attachment 

scale.  The results of this study provided clinical value of the BND and BNS as assessment tools 

for continued use in professional practice.  

Secure Attachment Correlations 

Correlations were found between high ATM scores, participants perceived positive 

relationships with their mothers, and positive themes emerging from BND descriptions such as 

positive environment, bird family, feeding, safety and security, and vibrant colors.  The 

association of positive environment in the BND and high ATM scoring was also reflected in in 

Harmon-Walker and Kaiser’s (2015) study that used BND overall impression ratings to assess 

BNDs.  Harmon-Walker and Kaiser found significance between high ATM scores and drawings 

that were cheerful, realistic, and/or calm.  The presence of a bird family in the BND was 

consistent with prior research (Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015; Kaiser, 1996; Kaiser & Deaver, 
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2009).  Themes regarding feeding, and safety and security were more prevalent in BND research 

relating to BND story themes (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  While some participants with secure 

attachment identified the colors they used or described the colors as vibrant or warm, green was 

not mentioned as a predominate color as found by Francis et al. (2003) and Hyler (2002).  

Francis et al. (2003) noted that four or more colors related to secure attachment. Based on the 

researcher’s observations, participants use of color in their drawings varied though all secure 

participants used four or more colors.  

Positive family associations were correlated to secure participants’ BND stories which 

included themes relating to bird family, feeding, nurturing and providing, threat removed, and 

protection and safety.  Other studies also found that BND story themes related to home, family, 

and food though the participants’ reported attachment schemas was uncertain (Francis et al., 

2003; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  Furthermore, the participants reported that the BND and BNS 

represented experiences of positive relationship with the mother, positive childhood experiences, 

positive family associations, and safe home environment. 

Insecure Attachment Correlations 

Only two of the 12 participants were conclusively identified with insecure attachment 

which yielded limited results for this study.  Despite the small scope of results, both participants 

described tense or negative relationships with their mothers.  Sheller (2007) found that insecure 

children also descripted negative experiences with attachment figures. 

Themes emerging from BND descriptions were reflected in prior studies though the study 

designs variety.  Insecure participants minimally described the environments of their BNDs 

which was similar to Overbeck’s observation that insecure BNDs lacked environments (Kaiser & 

Deaver, 2009).  Links could also be made between the absence of bird families to Trewartha’s 
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study (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009) which found that insecure BNDs contained solidary birds, or no 

birds.  The presence of eggs without parent birds in insecure BNDs could also be supported by 

Harmon-Walker and Kaiser’s (2015) evaluation that insecure BNDs often appeared empty and 

vulnerable.  While less colors seemed to be used based on the researcher’s observations, the 

association between the use of few colors and insecurity could not be substantiated (Francis et 

al., 2003; Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  

Insecure participants wrote BND stories that were consistent with their experiences of 

attachment.  Themes related to treats and vulnerability were associated with negative attachment 

themes as reflected in prior studies such as themes of aggression and anger noted by Francis et 

al.’s (2003) and themes of abandonment by Trewartha (Kaiser & Deaver, 2009).  In the review 

of literature by Kaiser and Deaver (2009), the Overbeck study discovered themes relating to poor 

drawing ability that were similar to the emphasis on drawing style in this study’s results.  Similar 

to Sheller’s (2007) study, this study’s results were consistent with the participants’ attribution of 

the BND and BNS to isolation and negative parental associations.  Sheller’s (2007) insecure 

subjects indicated that the BND and BNS related to feeling unsafe, negative experiences with 

caregivers, and feelings of abandonment.  Though the participants’ experiences of insecure 

attachment was not described with the same level of severity, the emphasis on threats, 

vulnerability, isolation, and negative parental relationships supported insecure attachment 

categorization as reflected in previous research.  

Secure and Insecure Attachment Theme Comparison 

 This study’s investigation of the BNS and the BND as valid and reliable assessment tools 

for attachment security yielded important results.  The positive associations with secure 

attachment, the relationship to the mother, and security themes resounded in the artwork and 
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responses on the questionnaire.  The emphasis on feeding, nurturing, providing, protection, 

security, safety, and removal of threats related to a positive home environment and positive 

family relationships, particularly with the mother.  Secure artwork was described as and reflected 

by rich environments with bird families.  The negative associations with insecure attachment also 

became evident though the sample size was small.  Insecure artwork was marked with the 

absence of bird families and defensive focus on drawing style.  The mother was not considered 

most influential and instead the relationship with her was seen as tense or negative.  Emphasis 

placed on treats and vulnerability was linked to feelings of isolation and negative parental 

relationships, particularly with the mother.  The distinctive positive themes associated with 

attachment security and more negative or neural themes linked to attachment insecurity emerging 

from the qualitative analysis provided relevant data to extend the body of research on the BND.  

Limitations and Recommendations 

 There were several limitations that arose from this pilot study.  Due to the small sample 

size, the ability to generalize the results to a larger population was not possible.  The 

demographic information showed limited diversity as most the participants identified as female 

and white.  Furthermore, the data only provided the perspectives of this sample of college 

students.  A larger sample with more a more diverse population may yield different results 

though the themes emerging form the qualitative analysis were consistent with previous studies.  

 Due to the lack of raters, the drawings could not be rated using the Kaiser’s rating scales 

for the Bird’s Nest Drawing Two Category Checklist (BND-TCC) and the Bird’s Nest Drawing 

Four Category Overall Impression Form (BND-OIF; Harmon-Walker & Kaiser, 2015).  Having 

the capacity to rate the drawings would provide more in-depth information on the participants’ 
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attachment schemas.  This information could then be compared to the results of an attachment 

inventory such as the IPPA and the qualitative analysis provided through the questionnaire.   

 The tools used to identify attachment security or insecurity was another limitation.  Due 

to time constraints, only the ATM, part one of the IPPA was administered.  The ATM also did 

not provide definitive information on the type of attachment insecurity.  As a result, one 

participant was identified as between secure and inconclusive attachment, and two participants 

were identified as inconclusive attachment.  Furthermore, the self-report style of the ATM may 

have been biased toward positive presentation.  

Another significant issue arose from administering part one of the RQ in the 

questionnaire.  While the RQ was not intended to be used as a main tool to assess the 

participant’s attachment schema, it was expected to allow the participants to express how their 

attachment schemas related to their drawings.  The results of the RQ were inconsistent with the 

prior data leading the researcher to conclude that the RQ was used inappropriately.  In future 

studies, using the RQ as an additional tool to assess attachment and administering part one and 

part two, the complete RQ, may provide more consistent information on attachment schema and 

increase the validity of this study.  

Conclusion 

 Despite limitations, the study’s results revealed correlations between the Bird’s Nest 

Drawing, the Bird’s Nest Sculpture, the bird’s nest story, the answers on the bird’s nest 

questionnaire, and the results of the ATM (Attachment to Mother).  This study provided a 

promising first look at using the BNS and BND as an assessment process to determine 

attachment security.  Future studies replicating this mixed method approach with larger and more 

diverse sample sizes would be recommended.  Incorporating other rating tools such as the Bird’s 



THE BIRD’S NEST DRAWING   62 

Nest Drawing Two Category Checklist and the Bird’s Nest Drawing Four Category Overall 

Impression Form as well as utilizing the complete Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment and 

Relationship Questionnaire would add reliability and validity to the study.   

Since attachment schema strongly influences an individual’s cognitive and socio-

emotional development, attachment assessment tools such as the Bird’s Nest Drawing and Bird’s 

Nest Sculpture can provide therapeutic insight.  The results have shown the merit of the Bird’s 

Nest Drawing and Bird’s Nest Sculpture assessments and demonstrated the bird’s nest as an 

effective metaphor for attachment schema.  Though research on the relevance of projective 

drawing assessments, including the Bird’s Nest Drawing must continue to be explored, the 

Bird’s Nest Drawing and the Bird’s Nest Sculpture have shown to be a window into the client’s 

internal attachment schema and applicable in future art therapy clinical work.  
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APPENDIX A 
Flyer 

 

 

 

 

Recruiting Student Volunteers for a Research Study 

Research Title: The Bird’s Nest Drawing: A Hermeneutic Phenomenological Inquiry 

 
Research Summary: The purpose of this research study is to investigate the Bird’s Nest 
Drawing, the Bird’s Nest Sculpture, and the bird’s nest story as key evaluative processes that 
may extend the therapist’s understanding of clients’ experiences of attachment. The importance 
of the research is to examine the value of the Bird’s Nest Drawing and the Bird’s Nest Sculpture 
to assess attachment style. 
 
Volunteer Information: The researcher is looking to recruit 12 Saint Mary-of-the-Woods 
College students to participate in this study. Student recruits will be requested to create a Bird’s 
Nest Drawing and a Bird’s Nest Sculpture, write a story about the bird’s nest, and complete a 
demographics form, a questionnaire, and the Attachment to Mother scale. All identifying 
information will be kept confidential. The study should last between 60-90 minutes. 

 
Eligibility:  Male or female Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College students between the ages of 18-
22 years of age may participate. No art skills are necessary.  
 
Incentive:  At the conclusion of the study, two participants will be eligible to win $50 cash 
cards through a lottery drawing.  
 
Study Location: The study will occur at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods-College in the Formal 
Parlor in Le Fer Hall on August 30th- Sept 2nd or until 12 participants have completed the 
study.  
 
For More Information: Please contact Melissa Muttiah (571) 239-2673 or 
melissa.muttiah@smwc.edu. 
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APPENDIX B 
Consent Form 

The purpose of this research study is to investigate the Bird’s Nest Drawing, the Bird’s 
Nest Sculpture, and the bird’s nest story as key evaluative processes that may extend the 
therapist’s understanding of clients’ experiences of attachment. Between one to 12 Saint Mary-
of-the-Woods College students will participate on a voluntary basis.  The importance of the 
research is to examine the value of the Bird’s Nest Drawing and the Bird’s Nest Sculpture to 
assess attachment style. This study is a requirement for the class, AR590 Research Methodology, 
for Melissa Muttiah, a graduate student majoring in Art Therapy at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods 
College. The procedures involve minimal risk for participants.  All art materials used will be 
non-toxic and high quality appropriately selected for the art assessments.  

As a participant, I, _________________________________, understand there is a risk to 
sharing personal and confidential information or that I may feel uncomfortable thinking and 
writing about such topics during the research study.  I have the right to choose to not answer any 
questions or participate in any of the study procedures.   I understand that participation in the art-
making process of the Bird’s Nest Drawing and the Bird’s Nest Sculpture, writing a bird’s nest 
story, filling out the bird’s nest questionnaire and demographics form, and completing the 
Attachment to Mother scale, may evoke possible emotions and cognitions that may alter previous 
perceptions. I have been informed of and have been given a list of therapists that I may contact 
for further counseling needs should I need to consult a professional. The benefit of participation 
will be the opportunity to participate in a lottery to receive a $50 cash card and the enjoyment of 
creating artwork.  

The required demographics form, the Attachment to Mother scale, the bird’s nest story, 
the bird’s nest questionnaire, and photographs of artwork will be coded with an alpha-numerical 
code to maintain confidentiality.  I understand the digital data collected during the research study 
will be stored in a password protected file on the researcher’s computer. All other data will be 
securely stored and locked.  I understand that any personal identification information will be 
protected from disclosure and I have the right to review all content.  Only the researcher will 
have access to the results of the demographics form, the Attachment to Mother scale, the bird’s 
nest story, the bird’s nest questionnaire, and digital photographs of the artwork. All data 
collected will be maintained for a period of one year after publication of the results. 
 I understand that participation in the research study is entirely voluntary.  I understand that 
demographics form, the Attachment to Mother scale, the bird’s nest story, the bird’s nest 
questionnaire, and photographs of artwork are records of this research study, but I have the right 
to withhold them from the study without any repercussions. I have the right to decline 
participation at any time and withdraw from the study without penalty or without fear of 
repercussions by notifying the researcher.  If I choose to terminate my participation, I have the 
right to request all data collected through my participation in this study be destroyed and not 
included in the research results. 
 In the event that my interest in this project is due to its announcement in a college class, my 
willingness or unwillingness to participate will not affect my progress in that class either 
positively or negatively. 

If I have any questions about this research study, I understand that I can ask the 
researcher at any time.  If I choose to make an inquiry to someone other than the researcher or 
need to report any concerns I have with this research study, I have been informed to contact the 
primary researcher or the Chair of the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board. 
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This study was approved by the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Human Subjects 
Institutional Review Board on July 10, 2016. 

 
Primary Researcher 
Jill McNutt, PhD.  
Assistant Professor of Art Therapy/Operations Director of Art Therapy 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College  
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 
jmcnutt@smwc.edu / (812) 535-5160 
 
Co-Researcher 
Melissa Muttiah 
11393 Aristotle Dr. #212 
Fairfax, VA 22030 
melissa.muttiah@smwc.edu / (571) 239-2673 
 
Co-Researcher 
Susan Ridley, PhD. 
Adjunct Professor – Graduate Art Therapy 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College  
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 
sridley@smwc.edu / (908) 938-6079 
 
Chair, Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
Dr. Lamprini Pantazi, PhD. 
Chair, Human Subjects Institutional Review Board 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 
Saint Mary of the Woods, IN  47876 
lpatazi@smwc.edu    (812) 535-5232 

I agree to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have been informed 
regarding my rights as defined above. I also grant permission for the study results to be used for 
educational and publication purposes.  I have been assured that confidentiality and the strict 
adherence to professional and ethical standards outlined by the American Art Therapy 
Association, the Art Therapy Credentials Board, and the Health Insurance Portability and 
Accountability Act will be observed. 

 
Participant’s Signature of Consent ________________________ 

Printed Name of Participant _____________________________  Date _____________ 

  By placing my initials here, I acknowledge that I understand the contents of this 
document and I have received a copy of this informed consent. 
 
Researcher’s Signature ________________________________  Date _____________ 

Printed Signature ____________________________________________  
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APPENDIX C 
Consent to Photograph Artwork 

Thank you for your participation in this research project.  As part of this project, you may 
choose to have your artwork photographed.  Please indicate below if you are willing to consent 
by placing your initials in the blank in front of the item. Initial the item that best suits your level 
of comfort.  There will be no negative consequences for refusing to have artwork photographed. 
The results of this study may be presented in educational settings, scientific journals, popular 
press or newspapers, professional conferences, or the media.  The researcher will 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: ______    No________ 
 
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission to have my artwork photographed at any time 
without prejudice and with no explanation required. 
 

I have read the above and give my consent for the use of the photography 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 ___________ 

 

Printed Signature _________________________________________________ 

 

Researcher’s Signature _____________________________________  Date __________ 

 

Printed Signature _________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D 
Attachment to Mother (ATM) 

Part One of the IPPA 
 (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) 

This questionnaire asks about your relationships your mother. Please read the directions to each 
part carefully. 

Some of the following statements asks about your feelings about your mother or the person who 
has acted as your mother. If you have more than one person acting as your mother (e.g. a natural 
mother and a step-mother) answer the questions for the one you feel has most influenced you. 

Please read each statement and circle the ONE number that tells how true the statement is for 
you now. 

Almost Never/                 Not Very                    Sometimes       Often       Almost Always/ 
Never True                      Often True                 True                 True       Always True 
1                            2                            3                    4            5  
 
1. My mother respects my feelings. 1 2 3 4 5 

2.  I feel my mother does a good job as my mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

3.  I wish I had a different mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. My mother accepts me as I am. 1 2 3 4 5 

5.  I like to get my mother’s point of view on  

 things I’m concerned about. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I feel it’s no use letting my feelings show around 

 my mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. My mother can tell when I’m upset about something. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. Talking over my problems with my mother   

 makes me feel ashamed or foolish. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. My mother expects too much from me. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. I get upset easily around my mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. I get upset a lot more than my mother knows about. 1 2 3 4 5 

12.  When we discuss things, my mother cares  

 about my point of view. 1 2 3 4 5 

13.  My mother trusts my judgment. 1 2 3 4 5 

14.  My mother has her own problems,  

 so I don’t bother her with mine. 1 2 3 4 5 
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15. My mother helps me understand myself better. 1 2 3 4 5 

16. I tell my mother about my problems and troubles. 1 2 3 4 5 

17. I feel angry with my mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

18. I don’t get much attention from my mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

19. My mother helps me talk about my difficulties. 1 2 3 4 5 

20. My mother understands me. 1 2 3 4 5 

21. When I am angry about something,  

 my mother tries to be understanding. 1 2 3 4 5 

22. I trust my mother. 1 2 3 4 5 

23. My mother doesn’t understand what I’m going through 

 these days. 1 2 3 4 5 

24. I can count on my mother when I need to get something 

  off my chest. 1 2 3 4 5 

25. If my mother knows something is bothering me,  

 she asks me about it. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

ATM Scoring Instructions 

Scores are calculated by (1) reverse-scoring the items whose numbers are listed below and (2) 
summing all 25 items for each scale. 

Attachment Scale  Items to be Reversed Scored 

Mother    3 6 8 9 10 11 14 17 18 23 

 

ATM Scoring Interpretation 

High (Secure) Attachment  92-125 

Mid Attachment   59-92 

Low (Insecure) Attachment  25-59
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APPENDIX E 
Demographics Form 

Participant Code ______________                 
 
 
Gender: Male   or    Female 
 
 
What is your age? _______________ 
 
 
Ethnicity:  
________     Asian / Pacific Islander 
________     Black or African American 
________     Hispanic or Latino 
________     Native American or American Indian 
________     White 
________     Other (Please Specify)______________ 
 
 
Who was your primary caregiver(s) growing up?  
________     Mother 
________     Father 
________     Mother and Father 
________     Grandparent 
________     Adopted Parent 
________     Foster Parent 
________     Other (Please Specify)_______________ 
 
 
Parent’s Current Marital Status:  
________     Married 
________     Divorced  
________     Never Married 
________     Unknown 
 
 
If your parents divorced, how old were you when they divorced? __________________ 
 
If you were adopted, how old were you when you were adopted? __________________  
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APPENDIX F 
Art Assessment Procedures 

 
Art Assessment: Bird’s Nest Sculpture (Sheller, 2007) 

Materials: Clay, twigs, and Spanish moss 

Administration: The researcher instructs the participant to “sculpt a bird’s nest using 

any of the available materials”.  

 

Art Assessment: Bird’s Nest Drawing (Kaiser, 1996) 

Materials: One sheet of blank, white 8.5 x 11 paper, 8-color pack of fine-point markers 

Administration: The researcher instructs the participant to “draw a bird’s nest.” When 

the drawing is completed, the participant will be requested to “describe the drawing 

(environment, subjects, colors), write a short story with a short beginning, a short middle 

and a short end about the bird’s nest and title the drawing.”   
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APPENDIX G 
Bird’s Nest Questionnaire 

 
1) Name and describe the person who has influenced your life the most. 

 
 
 
 
2) Describe your relationship to your mother or one person that has acted as your mother? 
 
 
 
 
3) How does your bird’s nest drawing and sculpture reflect your childhood experience? 
 
 
 
 
4) How does your bird’s nest drawing and sculpture reflect your relationship to your 
mother or primary caregiver?  
 
 
 
 
5) The following are four general relationship styles that people often report. Place a 
checkmark next to the letter corresponding to the style that best describes you or is 
closest to the way you are. 
 
____ A. It is easy for me to become emotionally close to others. I am comfortable 
depending on them and having them depend on me. I don’t worry about being alone or 
having others not accept me. 

____ B. I am uncomfortable getting close to others. I want emotionally close 
relationships, but I find it difficult to trust others completely, or to depend on them. I 
worry that I will be hurt if I allow myself to become too close to others. 

____ C. I want to be completely emotionally intimate with others, but I often find that 
others are reluctant to get as close as I would like. I am uncomfortable being without 
close relationships, but I sometimes worry that others don’t value me as much as I value 
them. 

____ D. I am comfortable without close emotional relationships. It is very important to 
me to feel independent and self-sufficient, and I prefer not to depend on others or have 
others depend on me. 

(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) 
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6) How does your bird’s nest drawing and sculpture relate to the general relationship 
style selected in the prior question and your experience of attachment growing up in your 
family?  
 
 
 
 
7) What else does the bird’s nest drawing and sculpture represent to you?  
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APPENDIX H 
Therapist Information 

SMWC Therapeutic Support 
 

The Saint Mary-of-the Woods Student Counseling Center offers free services to currently 
enrolled students. These services include confidential individual, couples, and group 
counseling, crisis intervention, and consultation services.  
 
Kalista Lawrence, M. Ed. 
SMWC Campus Counselor 
(812) 535-5102 
kalista.lawrence@smwc.edu 
 

Local Therapists 
 

Dawn Castner-Rector, Ph.D., HSPP 
Associate Psychologists and Counselors 
2901 Ohio Boulevard 
Suite 202 
Terra Haute, In 47803 
(812) 232-2144 
 
Melissa Dreher, LMHC 
Healthy Connections & Wellness 
405 South 6th Street  
Terre Haute, Indiana 47807 
(812) 610-4836  
 
Rhonda Earl, MS, LMHC 
Associate Psychologists and Counselors 
2901 Ohio Boulevard 
Suite 202 
Terra Haute, In 47803 
(812) 232-2144 
 
J. Mark Trusler, MS, LMHC 
Alliance Behavioral Health Services, PC 
1400 E Pugh Drive  
Suite 25 
Terre Haute, Indiana 47802 
(812) 250-8980  
 
  By placing my initials here, I acknowledge that I have received a list of therapist 
information. 
  



THE BIRD’S NEST DRAWING   81 

APPENDIX I 
Secure Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawings and Bird’s Nest Sculptures 
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APPENDIX J 
Between Secure and Inconclusive Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawing and Bird’s Nest 

Sculpture 
 

  

 
  



THE BIRD’S NEST DRAWING   85 

APPENDIX K 
Inconclusive Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawings and Bird’s Nest Sculptures 
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APPENDIX L 
Insecure Attachment Bird’s Nest Drawings and Bird’s Nest Sculptures 

 

 

  

 

   

 


