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Abstract: There is a scarcity of literature written about body mapping as a method to understanding 
mindfulness practice, and even fewer examples of how to undertake this type of research in a 
tangible way. In this article, we discuss how body mapping was used as part of a qualitative study 
investigating working mothers' mindful practices. We present a novel approach to integrating 
mindfulness-based techniques with SOLOMON's body mapping method. We illustrate our 
experiences by 1. sharing an overview of body mapping as a method, and 2. reviewing practical 
issues we encountered including: a) ethical issues, b) how to approach analysis, and c) body 
mapping within social research. Body mapping can be a fun and expressive experience for 
participants of social research. It can also be a confusing and overwhelming experience for 
researchers and participants new to the method. Through the article, we offer some insights and 
assurances about how to proceed with body mapping projects, including details such as how to 
generate questions for body mapping sessions, and a thorough consideration of steps to consider 
for analysis.
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1. Introduction: The Body in Qualitative Research 

"My body has always been a question mark. Never quite knowing what it means. To 
be alive" (SURESH, 2016, §810).

As this opening statement suggests, the body is an oft-neglected entity. The body 
in qualitative research is particularly absent, with many qualitative methods 
relying on cerebral and intellectual data collection and analysis (PROSSER, 
2011). Additionally, projects are commonly designed to either emphasize the 
mind (i.e., cognitive and linguist representations) or the physical body (i.e., 
objective biologically based scientific exploration), but the lived body, also worthy 
of serious philosophical and empirical investigation, is ignored (MUNHALL, 2012). 
Further, the body as a source of investigation is often an add-on to interview-
based data methods rather than the primary source of data (DREW & 
GUILLEMIN, 2010). Alternatively, the lived body offers the opportunities to attune 
to ways humans think, feel, taste, touch and hear the world (MUNHALL, 2012). 
Body map storytelling (SOLOMON, 2002) is a research method that might access 
these experiences and is our focus in the remainder of this article. [1]

As a child, Lisa the first author could spend hours combing through old photo 
albums. Being drawn to images is perhaps part of what makes us human. Not 
surprisingly then, she selected a visual method, body-map storytelling, for her 
PhD dissertation. The study was a phenomenological investigation about what 
mindfulness practice means to working mothers with young children. We had a 
particular interest in how mindfulness practices support the health and well-being 
of working mothers and their families. Lisa and Sandra, the second author and 
project supervisor, met with seven women to better understand what it is like to 
mother young children while crafting interesting and meaningful careers. We are 
both acutely aware of social institutions and discourses that can make mothering 
while working complicated. [2]

Each of the women had a mindfulness practice, cultivated through formal 
intentional focus (e.g., seated meditation) or more informally through noticing 
daily life (WISE & HERSH, 2012). Mindfulness can be thought of as the process 
of "paying attention in a particular way; on purpose, in the present moment, and 
nonjudgmentally" (KABAT-ZINN, 2005, p.145). Our aim in this project was to 
understand how mindfulness is implicated in working mothers' day-to-day lives 
and we had many "lived body" questions. For example, how does mindfulness 
allow mothers to see their children and their work differently? How does it make 
them touch or move differently in the world? How do their experiences get 
expressed in their bodies? Further, we were aware that gaining an appreciation 
for how mindfulness is expressed in the body could lend additional insight into its 
value as a practice and wanted to select a method worthy of this potentiality. [3]

We have two aspirations in this article. First, we aim to foster the uptake of body 
map storytelling within qualitative health research. Second, we illustrate our 
experiences with body mapping by specifically, sharing an overview of body 
mapping as a method (Section 2), describing our study procedures (Section 3), 
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reviewing practical issues encountered during the project (Section 4), considering 
ethical issues unique to body mapping (Section 5), exploring how we approached 
analysis (Section 6), and situating body mapping within social research (Section 
7). [4]

2. Body Mapping

Body maps are life-size human body images created by

"[u]sing drawing, painting or other art-based techniques to visually represent aspects 
of people's lives, their bodies and the world they live in. Body mapping can be a way 
of telling stories, much like totems that are constructed with symbols that have 
different meanings, but whose significance can only be understood in relation to the 
creator's overall story and experience" (GASTALDO, MAGALHAES, CARRASCO & 
DAVY, 2012, p.5). [5]

In the study described in this article we used body maps as storytelling 
(SOLOMON, 2002); as a way of illuminating working mother's experiences with 
mindfulness. Rather than privileging cerebral activity, body mapping elevates 
emotion and somatic experience in understanding the workings of "mind" and 
consciousness. This is particularly true during the body mapping creation phase 
of the process. Rather than elicit cognitively filtered answers from participates, 
body mapping encourages non-cognitive responses from participants (see 
Illustration 1 for a sample body map from this study). Body maps can be 
completed by individual research participants or collectively in groups 
(CORNWALL, 1992). The body maps become springboards for discussion to fully 
understand the lived experiences depicted. These discussions can take place 
while the maps are being drawn, or afterwards through either one to one 
interviews or in larger focus groups. In this study we used a combination of all 
three approaches to develop an understanding of the women's experiences. 
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Illustration 1: Sample body map [6]

In a body mapping session, participants trace their body to document their 
physical and emotional journey (HARTMAN, MANDICH, MAGALHAES & 
ORCHARD, 2011). Body map storytelling has a long history as a therapeutic 
process (CORNWALL, 1992; SOLOMON, 2002). Its research origins are 
arguable and there are relatively few published exemplars compared to other 
visual methods (although exemplars include DEW, SMITH, COLLINGS & 
DILLON SAVAGE, 2018; GASTALDO et al., 2012; MacGREGOR, 2009; 
MEYBURGH, 2006). Traditionally, body mapping has been seen as a means to 
include people who might otherwise be excluded from the research process due 
to limited literacy, difficulty articulating ideas, or general difficulties in 
communicating about complex emotions and topics (DREW & GUILLEMIN, 
2010). Ideas and issues difficult to explore through verbal discussion alone may 
be more readily accessed through body mapping (CORNWALL, 1992). [7]

Body mapping was initially described by CORNWALL in her work with women in 
Zimbabwe where maps of the body were used to explore women's understanding 
of anatomy and physiology. Her work was based on MacCORMACK's (1985) 
seminal research in Jamaica using a drawing technique. Body maps where 
subsequently used as a way of storytelling life experiences (DE JAGER, 
TEWSON, LUDLOW & BOYDELL, 2016). In particular, the method evolved from 
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the Memory Box Project in South Africa, an art-therapy for women living with HIV 
and AIDS (MORGAN, 2004). Body maps were used as a therapeutic way for 
women living with HIV/AIDS to document their stories and provide a keepsake for 
their families after they passed (e.g., MacGREGOR, 2009). It was then 
manualized by the Aids and Society Research Unit at the University of Cape 
Town to better understand women's HIV treatment literacy (CENTRE FOR 
SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH, 2004). SOLOMON (2002) provided training on 
the method for body map storytelling facilitators. [8]

From its origins as a means of bringing attention to women's reproductive and 
HIV-related issues, others have brought the method to diverse populations, and 
with diverse intents. For example, ORCHARD (2017) writes in detail about her 
research experiences with body map storytelling and vulnerable men living with 
HIV and the effects of colonialism in two Canadian cities. CRAWFORD (2010) 
used body maps as a therapy to help adult men in North America better 
understand traumatic events. LAWS and MANN (2004) effectively showed how 
powerful body mapping can be in a focus group, noting that the youth in their 
study named body mapping as a particularly good activity out of a range of 
activities in a day long workshop; the youth shared that they learned a lot, most 
notably that others shared their feelings and had similar experiences. It is also 
typical of the work found in visceral geography which sees the body as the 
geographical space of inquiry and pays particular attention to how bodies feel 
internally—sensations, moods, physical states of being—in relation to 
surrounding spaces and environments within communities (HAYES-CONROY & 
HAYES-CONROY, 2010). DE JAGER et al. (2016) provide a systematic review 
detailing the history, development and uses of body mapping across various 
disciplines. They note, "body-mapping can be used as an interdisciplinary 
research method across diverse cultures to address critical issues in health and 
is amenable to sharing information between researchers and the public" (§49). In 
our study, we used body mapping as a method to understand how mindfulness 
contributes to the health and well-being of working mothers and their children. To 
our knowledge no researchers using body map storytelling have explored 
mindfulness from a phenomenological lens, and this may be a missed 
opportunity. Like many aesthetic works, body maps are created intuitively. 
Phenomenologists assume there are two primary modes of conscious 
processing: the natural attitude and the phenomenological attitude (MORAN, 
2018, p.83). Life as it is experienced, not as it is conceptualized, theorized or 
categorized, is of utmost importance to phenomenologists (MUNHALL, 2012). 
Most of the time one's body is not presented as an intentional object but is 
implicit, tacit, or what phenomenologists calls "pre-reflective" (MORAN, 2018, 
p.83). The body is doubled in the sense that it is both subject and object. 
Mindfulness meditation practices often seek to reach these pre-reflective 
meanings (KABAT-ZINN, 2005). We suggest that body mapping can access non-
cognitive experiences similar to the insights mindfulness and the 
phenomenological attitude can bring. While we briefly considered other methods, 
body mapping struck us as particularly well suited to understand experiences in a 
pre-reflective manner. [9]
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3. Study Procedures and Theoretical Framework

In our phenomenological study we aimed to understand what mindfulness means 
to working mothers with young children. Each of the women had a mindfulness 
practice, cultivated through formal intentional focus (e.g., meditation) and more 
informally through noticing daily life (WISE & HERSH, 2012) (see Table 1 for 
participant details). Mindfulness is about "paying attention in a particular way; on 
purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally" (KABAT-ZINN, 2005, 
p.145). Mindfulness involves cultivating intention (i.e., the choice of where and 
how we direct our attention), a particular type of attention (i.e., productively 
disengaging from moment-to-moment experiences), and particular attitudes—
such as non-striving, acceptance, and curiosity (KABAT-ZINN, 2013; SHAPIRO & 
CARLSON, 2009). The main research question framing this research was, in 
what ways might a mindfulness practice help women navigate their role as a 
working mother with young children? [10]

We married critical feminist thought with phenomenological inquiry (COHEN, 
KAHN & STEEVES, 2000; MUNHALL, 2012). Phenomenology is arguably a 
critical practice, seeking to separate tradition from lived experience where, 
"[p]henomenology has the potential to offer a critique of normative perspectives, 
of master narratives, or of dominant discourses" (PARK LALA & KINSELLA, 
2011, p.204). Each wave of feminist thought also provided substantive support to 
our project (GILLIS, HOWIE & MUNFORD, 2007). First wave feminists or 
suffragists, those involved in the nineteenth-century women's movement, arose 
as a reaction to gendered exclusion from political, social, public and economic 
life. The next generation of feminists, in the 1960's and 1970's focused on issues 
which significantly impacted women's lives: reproduction, mothering, sexual 
violence, expressions of sexuality, and domestic labor. The third wave, and 
increasingly in the fourth wave, intersectionality, or layers of oppression, 
constitutive of many women's lives is highlighted as critical to equality (ibid.). We 
align ourselves with these latter waves of feminists (e.g., BUCHANAN, 2013; 
HEYWOOD, 2005; WALKER, 1995) who suggest that working mothers are in an 
impossible situation brought about by their social and political realities. Women 
often abandon self-care as a way to reconcile their personal and economic 
ambitions while meeting societal expectations of unwavering commitments to her 
children. Women continue to assume the bulk of childcare responsibility and are 
often exhausted, conflicted by competing demands, and experience social and 
economic marginalization (ASHER, 2012). Further, working mothers often find 
themselves in a rather unfortunate paradox. Working mothers are commonly 
seen as uncommitted employees and second-rate mothers; yet, women are also 
criticized if they chose to stay home with their children or opt to not have children 
at all (BUCHANAN, 2013). [11]

Mindfulness practice has the potential for women to reconsider their social 
realities and disengage from harmful societal expectations. We completed this 
research with seven women over the course of 4 months. These women were all 
white, middle class, and lived in a Canadian urban context in Southwestern 
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Ontario. The participants are reflective of the many thousands of women in 
developed countries who may relate to the stories they shared.

Participant 
Name 
(Pseudonym), 
Age 

Children Work Status Marital 
Status

Mindfulness 
Practice (formal 
and informal)

Sally 

31 years old

Daughter 19-
months old, 
expecting 
second child 

Works fulltime 
in a social 
services 
position

Married, and 
spouse works 
fulltime

Meditation 
practice 5-30 
minutes, 4-5 days 
per week since 
she was a child

Loja 

48 year old

Son 11 years 
old and 
daughter 13 
years old

Works a few 
jobs that equal 
fulltime work in 
social services 

Divorced and 
remarried, 
has primary 
shared 
custody

Various forms of 
meditative 
practices for 36 
years; some form 
of daily practice 5-
60 minutes

Sonyia 

40 years old 

Son 7 years old 
and daughter 4 
years old

Works fulltime 
in a flexible 
career in both 
academia and 
health care

Married, 
spouse works 
full time

Daily meditation 
practice 10-45 
minutes per day 
for 11 years

Alicia 

41 years old

Daughters 7 
and 5 years old

Works fulltime 
in a flexible 
position in 
healthcare

Married, 
spouse works 
full time

Seated meditation 
5-7 days per 
week for 15 years

Joanne 

40 years old

Son 7 and

Daughter 5

Part-time in 
health care

Married, 
spouse works 
full time

Seated meditation 
20 minutes per 
day for 10 years 

Nina 

39 years old

Twin girls 6.5 
years old

Works part time 
in education for 
13 years

Married, 
spouse works 
fulltime

Daily 20-60 
minute seated 
mindfulness 
meditation for 4 
years

Siobhan 

39 years old

Daughters 8 
and 5 years old 

Fulltime 
reduced in 
health care

Married, 
spouse works 
fulltime

Daily seated 
meditation for 15-
20 minutes for 15 
years

Table 1: Description of study participants [12]

After gathering relevant demographic information, body-mapping sessions 
typically begin with participants marking their body outline on large paper, and 
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responding to researcher's questions with markings (refer to Table 2 for the body-
mapping questions used in this study). To create these questions, we narrowed 
and adapted the steps offered by SOLOMON (2002) and GASTALDO et al. 
(2012). 

1. Participant(s) trace their body in a position 
that says something about their lives as 
women who practice mindfulness, and then 
highlight their body shape in a material of 
their choice (e.g., paint, chalk).

7. Drawing a self-portrait: Participants 
asked to draw a self-portrait on the face of 
their body tracing that represents how 
mindfulness shapes the way they face the 
world

2. Participant(s) highlight their body shape 
and hand/foot prints in paint as a way to 
demonstrate their presence in the world

8. Creating a personal slogan: Participants 
create a personal slogan about the 
strength they receive from their 
mindfulness practice as a working mother.

3. Drawing where you come from and where 
you are moving towards: Participants chose 
and drew a symbol to represent where they 
are coming from and what their dreams are 
for the future as a working mother

9. Marks on the skin: Participants draw on 
marks that they have on their skin 
(physical) under their skin (physical or 
emotional) on their body-map to represent 
their physical and emotional interaction 
with the world as a working mother who 
practices mindfulness

4. Painting in your support: Participants write 
the names of those who support them as 
working mothers on their body-map

10. Participants create a symbol to explain 
to others what mindfulness means for 
them as a working mothers

5. Body scanning—marking the power point: 
Participants visualize the point(s) on their 
body where mindfulness gives them their 
power (‘power point') then create a personal 
symbol to represent them and draw it on the 
power point

11. Public message: their message to the 
general public about why they practice 
mindfulness as a working mother

6. Creating a personal symbol: Participant 
draw a symbol on their power point on the 
map that represents how they feel about 
themselves and how they think of 
themselves in the world

12. Participants decorate the rest of their 
body-map until they are satisfied that it 
represents them

Table 2: Interview questions posed to participants to then be responded to visually on 
body-maps (adapted from GASTALDO et al., 2012, p.15 and SOLOMON, 2002, pp.13-
60). [13]
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4. Practical Considerations

We found relatively few published articles that explicitly described the process of 
creating body-maps, particularly for studies exploring mindfulness. Our intention 
here is to discuss practical and logistical issues we encountered to guide other 
potential researchers who might like to use body mapping. [14]

Once participants create their body maps they are asked to elaborate on their 
completed drawings through written answers (e.g., GASTALDO et al., 2012 
asked participants to create a narrative to accompany their maps) and/or verbally 
in the course of a more typical research interview or focus group (e.g., 
GUILLEMIN & DREW, 2010 met one-on-one with participants). This allows 
participants to describe and clarify the contents of the body map, and provide a 
commentary around which the researcher can build their analysis (MAIR & 
KIERANS, 2007). The body mapping sessions and subsequent interviews are 
commonly audio-recorded for later transcription. This discussion is a departure 
from the more intuitive and embodied initial body mapping process where the 
participant and researcher(s) work together to understand what is depicted, as 
was done in the seminal work of GASTALDO et al. (2012) and SOLOMON 
(2002). [15]

Creating body maps is a relatively time intensive process, as such it may be wise 
to offer participants the choice as to how they would like to complete their maps. 
We opted to do so knowing our participants had limited time and we chose to 
honor how they wanted to offer their time to this project. Two women chose to 
meet for over four hours, and in that time they created their maps, and 
participated in a group interview where they shared the meanings behind their 
depictions. Others broke the session up into three separate meetings—two to 
create the map—and one to discuss the map. Some met in a group setting, and 
others wanted to work alone. These choices seemed to be practical 
considerations for the women who reported it would be easier to complete all 
aspects of the research in one day, rather than carve out time in an already full 
schedule for two or even three separate meetings. The time commitment required 
to complete body maps guided the women's choices as to how to complete their 
maps in this project and respecting their wishes did not impact this projects 
completion. From our perspective, this variation in body mapping sessions did not 
impact our analysis and findings, though waiting to discuss after the session 
seemed to lessen the emotion and passion the women had for their drawings. As 
such we suggest the time between body map sessions and interviews be less 
than a week. Most of the women talked while they were creating their maps 
offering what turned out to be the first stage of analysis. After completing a few 
body maps sessions, run by Lisa we began to invite discussion during the 
creation of the maps about what was being drawn and why. We actually found 
the audio-recorded conversation during the body-map session the most 
informative. We could gather in-the moment feedback from the women about why 
they were representing their experiences in a particular way. Some women had 
almost nothing to share in the interviews afterwards, as the conversations during 
the body-map sessions were rich and fulsome. The in-the-moment conversations 
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during the body mapping sessions, as well as the interview after the body 
mapping sessions where both audio-recorded for transcription and analysis. [16]

Issues around ownership are also important to consider. Given the highly 
personal and emotional nature of our topic, many of the women expressed 
interest in keeping their maps when we no longer required them. While we were 
able to accommodate this request, clarity about what is possible with respect to 
ownership as part of the consent/ascent process is advised based on individual 
project needs. [17]

Deciding what materials to offer your participants can be challenging. It is 
important to offer appropriate materials so that experiences and ideas can come 
to life via words, symbols, or any other markings (see Table 3). An additional 
research advisor for this project had previous experience with body mapping and 
guided material selection for the women to choose from. As well, the first author 
ran a pilot body mapping session with colleagues to gain a sense of how sessions 
would run before the study began. No two projects will have the same materials 
list, though some may be more typical such as paint or chalk. For example, we 
provided wooden two-dimensional figures that could be used to represent 
children, and also had magazines present that contained images of families given 
this project focused on mothering. These items would likely be irrelevant for 
projects with a different focus. 

Material Comments About the Materials

Paper: Large enough to draw a 
body about 2 meters long

We used heavy-weight paper cut to 3 feet x 7 feet 
size from a roll that I obtained at an art supply store, 
though others have used large cardboard pieces 
(CENTRE FOR SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH, 
2004).

Art supplies: Glue, scissors, 
colored pencil crayons, markers, 
pens, washable paint, water, glue, 
charcoal, colored paper, 
magazines, beads, 2-dimensional 
wooden figures

Once the women selected a medium they were 
comfortable with they tended to use that throughout 
their body-map. Many of the women selected 
charcoal to outline their bodies and this material 
tended to transfer very easily onto their skin and 
clothing. In future, we would advise participants to 
wear washable casual clothing.

Additional materials: Mirror, 
camera, hand sanitizer and wet 
wipes, anatomical diagrams, tape 
recorder, notepad for analytical 
notes

Some of the women used the mirror provided while 
creating their self-portrait as recommended in 
GASTALDO et al.'s (2012) and SOLOMON's (2002) 
materials list. The other materials were used 
primarily for use as researchers.

Table 3: Material list (italics indicate materials used most frequently by the women) [18]

Last, researchers will need to store, transport and view a variety of data sources 
including transcribed data from the body map and interview sessions, multiple 
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life-size body maps, field notes, and research journal entries. We encountered 
some difficulty during the analysis process in that the maps are very large and 
take up considerable room. The paper we used could be rolled up, but this risked 
smudging and therefore distorting images that could impact our analysis when 
chalk or charcoal was used. Transport issues should be considered before 
attending body-map sessions. For us, a car with large cargo space was needed 
to safely transport the maps. Further, we had to rent a room at a local library in 
order to look at all the maps simultaneously during the analysis phase. 
Researchers will also need a locked office to store their maps, as we did for 
security and confidentiality. [19]

5. Ethical Considerations

Here we share ethical considerations that are potentially unique to body mapping 
research. There is a call for researchers to work "with rather than working on,  
about or for" participants (LUTTRELL, 2010, p.224). This is a particular strength 
of body-mapping. MAIR and KIERANS (2007) summarize what they call "draw 
and write investigation techniques … as 'user-centred', 'bottom-up' and 
'participatory'" (p.121), and a technique that dissolves the barriers between the 
researcher and the researched. Despite this, we had some difficulty getting this 
body mapping project through institutional review board. Review members were 
concerned we could be harming participants by researching a deeply personal 
experience using such a highly reflective method. Alternatively, LAWS and MANN 
(2004) argue that vulnerable populations have an opportunity to heal when given 
the chance to explore past experience through body mapping. If undertaken in a 
supportive and understanding environment, participants have the opportunity to 
explore life experiences and regain confidence for future possibilities. At its best, 
PROSSER (2005a) notes that participation can be an important tool out of 
victimization, passivity and silence. Rather than pose a risk to participants, visual 
methods like body mapping, when executed thoughtfully, can communicate our 
deepest feelings. That said, Lisa who was the session facilitator, has a health and 
counseling background and felt equipped to navigate the potential emotions body 
mapping sessions can evoke. Each researcher needs to carefully consider their 
own skills and the vulnerability of participants responding in body mapping 
sessions. The method may be best suited to researchers with a health and social 
care background, and formal training in the method is advised. This is particularly 
relevant to projects working with vulnerable participants who have experienced 
trauma(s). Regardless, access to counseling support and knowledge of how 
people experience trauma is advised. [20]

Another ethical issue considered throughout the study related to confidentiality. 
Participants may be more readily identified based on the images they place on 
their maps. Visual researchers have ethical standards to uphold and, "an 
obligation to ensure that confidential information is protected" (PAPADEMAS, 
2009, p.253). However, if participants are denied the opportunity to have input 
into how their information is shared, participatory methods such as body mapping 
run the risk of paternalism. For example, we encouraged participants to consider 
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confidentiality when recording names of people on their maps. The following 
conversation with one of the participants describes this issue:

Lisa: "Ok write the names of those who support you as a working mom. You could 
also write down a law or policy. You will also want to consider anonymity, and 
protecting people's privacy. So for example would your husband mind if you put his 
name on your map?"

Participant: "Ok" 

 Lisa: "So for the last 7 years what has helped you do your role?"

Participant: "So my husband Bill [pointing to his given name she had just drawn on 
her map]." [21]

Despite our caution to consider whether to include his name she still placed his 
given name on her map. Several of the women wanted to honor the people who 
support them and did not want to protect identities. Another participant 
summarized her feelings about confidentiality when we revisited consent at the 
end of her body-mapping session: "You know there are first names on here, and 
not many people would put those names together and those that could?... I don't 
care. They are close to me and I am honoring them." [22]

Rather than sanitize the maps, we opted to keep the names the women placed 
onto their maps. Other researchers may opt to blur names during public 
exhibitions, and we may have done so if leaving identities revealed negative or 
difficult information about someone who had not given consent. In this case we 
decided that to honor those who support working mothers, when they themselves 
identified limited supports, was the right thing to do. Regardless, considering the 
women consented to their maps being used in a variety of public places including 
publications and presentations it was worth revisiting consent throughout the 
body mapping process. Opting to blur or delete names for public exhibitions 
would run counter to participant wishes. As described in our ethics application, we 
sought ongoing consent throughout the project. [23]

As the first body mapping session approached, we became increasingly 
conscious that being asked to produce images, as part of a research project may 
appear strange. And initially it appeared that our apprehensions were founded. 
We had a similar experience to GUILLEMIN and WESTALL (2008) in that despite 
being clearly informed about what the body mapping session would be like, many 
of the women appeared hesitant to do so during the initial research encounter. 
Body mapping is the first step in the research encounter, with interview questions 
coming organically from the drawings and images (GASTALDO et al., 2012). 
Nearly all participants expressed trepidation about the process and emphasized 
their lack of artistic ability. We followed GASTALDO et al.'s suggestion to offer 
magazines and other cut outs for those who did not want to draw. Notably, none 
of the women chose these materials and virtually each woman ended the session 
with a completely different sentiment. The following conversation with one of the 
participants exemplified a typical response. She started her session unsure and 
appeared anxious:
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Participant: "And I can't do this wrong, can I?"

Lisa: "No absolutely not. This isn't about making it look pretty or an artistic exercise." 

Participant: "Ok (long pause) ... So is this how you use the paint?" [24]

She ended her session this way: "Even though it's not beautiful it's fun, you are 
creative and being creative breeds health! This was so fun, I'm so excited about 
this!" The addition of food and drinks, as well as patience and a supportive 
atmosphere helped the women warm to the concept, and their initial hesitation 
became a non-issue soon after the women started sharing their stories through 
the body maps. [25]

6. Analyzing Body-Maps 

SPENCER (2011) notes that visual data analysis is a balance of inductive 
processes—allowing the images to speak for themselves—and deductive 
processes, whereby structuring principles derived from theory are utilized. 
Although the use of visual research is gaining acceptance, DREW and 
GUILLEMIN (2010) suggest there is a relative lack of attention directed at how to 
rigorously analyze visual images. Analysis can be complicated by what 
KRISTEVA (1980, p.69) calls "prior codes," or "accumulated cultural knowledge." 
SPENCER (2011, p.19) also warns humans are notorious for falling into ‘trope-
like' interpretations, essentially jumping to well-entrenched thoughts, frameworks 
or metaphors, almost in knee-jerk fashion. To understand latent and less obvious 
meanings, researchers should be willing to investigate beyond more obvious 
reading (BANKS, 2007), and understand that no two images will have the same 
reading—prior experiences are too diverse to reach unanimous understanding 
(SPENCER, 2011). We relied heavily on both GUBRIUM (2013) and ROSE 
(2012) to analyze the data and discuss each in turn below. [26]

ROSE (2012) offers a detailed account of qualitative visual data analysis using 
interpretive concepts of composition, semiology and discourse to provide a rich 
data-driven exploration of image meanings. Composition relies on interpreting the 
location and relation of different images on the map. Semiology, or semiotics, is 
the study of symbols and their meanings. Discourse is concerned with 
interpreting specific knowledge about the world, which shapes how the world is 
understood and how things are done in it (ROSE, 2012). While we read ROSE's 
text prior to beginning analysis, the complexity and richness of the process was 
partially lost on us until we experienced it for ourselves. It is our intention to offer 
exemplars from each of her three forms of analysis as possible guides for other 
researchers, particularly those exploring mindfulness through body map 
storytelling (see Table 4 for each image described below). [27]

Composition is about the spacing and placement of images on a map (ibid.). 
There were many instances where these concepts were highly relevant to the 
women's experiences. For example, one of the participant's maps was heavily 
concentrated on her head and heart with very little happening in her lower body. 
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In conversation with her it was clear mindfulness strongly influenced her 
emotionally:

Participant: "I am really aware that there is very little going on down there [point to her 
legs]. It looks like mindfulness draws me to my core and is very central around my 
heart on this map. Yes very much so...and this wasn't necessary obvious to me until I 
started to draw" (see Table 4, Figure 1). [28]

Another participant's map was very bright with rich saturated colors. She stated 
that this represented how vividly she experiences life because of mindfulness, 
and in her words felt: "More love of everything so I think this is a cool symbol — 
just more love [said with emphasis]" (see Table 4, Figure 2).

Level of Analysis Images from the 
Participants and 
Description of Analysis

Composition level of 
analysis

Figure 1: This entire map 
was centered around the 
participants heart 
suggesting mindfulness was 
very central to her emotions 
and life.

Figure 2: This participant 
used bright colors and 
spoke of how she feels her 
life is more vividly with 
mindfulness.
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Semiotic level of analysis

Figure 3: One participant 
drew a peace symbol to 
represent the sense of calm 
she feels in an at times 
chaotic life. Figure 4: This was one of 

many images the 
participants drew that were 
denotive of their willingness 
to accept all emotions, 
though at first glance this 
image may be interpreted as 
sadness.

Discourse level of analysis

Figure 5: This was a strong 
message about rejecting 
cultural discourses about 
parenting and marriage

Figure 6: This was a 
participant’s feet standing on 
a globe to represent her 
global versus individualistic 
way of being in world

Table 4: Sample images and level of analysis [29]

Semiology is the study of symbols. ROSE describes both paradigmatic and 
denotive symbols. Paradigmatic, or culturally representative images or signs, are 
useful to understand messages on body-maps. For example, many of the women 
drew peace symbols reflecting the feeling of calm despite chaotic schedules and 
demands. This iconic image instantly conveys a message about the peace 
mindfulness offers (see Table 4, Figure 3). Alternatively, denotive images, or 
images that serve as representations, often need a narrative to fully anchor the 
participant's meaning. For example, many of the women drew images that 
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depicted pain or difficult emotions including tears, blood and cuts on their skin. 
After discussion, however, it became clear that the pain and difficult emotions 
were seen as productive in their lives rather than a challenge or difficulty (see 
Table 4, Figure 4). [30]

To study discourse is to understand how particular forms of knowledge and 
formulations about the world get expressed. Foucault might say that discourse 
disciplines people into thinking and acting in certain ways (ibid.). The women's 
images seemed to both name and then resist popular discourses. For example, 
one participant depicted the white picket fence narrative of hetero-normative 
families but added the words prison to signify her resistance. Additionally, another 
participant drew her feet standing on a globe rejecting individualistic ways of 
thinking, saying about the image, "I'm more aware of the community that I want to 
contribute to" (see Table 4, Figures 5 and 6). [31]

In addition to the work of ROSE described above, we relied on the work of a few 
others. For example, GRBICH (2012) offers a unique chapter on how to analyze 
visual data in a way that gets beyond obvious meanings that we also found 
useful. She identifies one approach called structural analysis. Structural analysis 
asks, "what is the meaning of these images for participants" (p.208). DREW and 
GUILLEMIN (2010), building on her work and others (OLIFFE, BOTTORFF, 
JOHNSON, KELLY & LeBEAU, 2010; OLIFFE, BOTTORFF, KELLY & HALPIN, 
2008) offer three analytic stages to highlighting this meaning-making: Participant 
engagement (Stage 1); researcher-driven engagement (Stage 2); and re-
contextualizing (Stage 3). Each of these three stages on their own are 
unavoidably limited; they are cumulative and, together with ROSE's (2012) 
method identified above, provided us with a rich and rigorous analysis. [32]

In stage one, the participant's perspective of their body-map is elicited to 
understand their intention(s). In the context of visual research, reflexive 
epistemologies "hold that the meaning of the images resides most significantly in 
the ways that participants interpret those images, rather than as some inherent 
property of the images themselves" (SPENCER, 2011, p.7). While the researcher 
brings particular expertise, including their ability to theorize and see patterns, they 
cannot be the first level of analysis. The researcher is best placed to provide 
overall analysis to the research which occurs in stage two and three (DREW & 
GUILLEMIN, 2010). [33]

Stage two of the analytic process includes researcher-focused reflections and 
development of themes based on what was said/unsaid and included/avoided on 
the body-maps. Through the processes of documenting, coding and categorizing 
a variety of data sources, patterns/themes emerge and can be interrogated. 
ROSE's (2012) approach, exemplified above and GRBICH's (2012) analytic 
questions also helped us reach more critical insights at this stage (see Table 5). 
While these approaches were not explicitly phenomenological, they were well 
suited to this study, and helped us adopt a lens to view the lived experiences in a 
deeper way.
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Sample Critical Questions

Where is the viewer's eye drawn to in the image and why? 

What relationships are established between the components of the image visually? 

What do the different components of an image signify? 

Is there more than one possible interpretation of the image? 

Are the relations between the components of this image unstable? 

What knowledges are being deployed

What relationships exist between components of the image(s)

How do such other signs impact on and affect the image? 

How does the image reflect or depart from dominant cultural values? 

Table 5: Sample of critical questions to ask during analysis (adapted from GRBICH, 2012, 
p. 202) [34]

During stage three, we explicitly focused on working with applied theoretical 
frameworks and conceptualizations to finalize a robust analytic explanation. 
Theory is present at each stage of the research but is prioritized here. Based on 
this analysis, we eventually came to a few key insights that formed the central 
themes of the study. Phenomenology, as a way of thinking about the world and 
lived experiences was prioritized at this stage. For us, and others (e.g., 
DOLEZAL, 2015), phenomenology at its most rudimentary, is about questioning, 
testing, and rethinking assumptions and the taken for granted about the life 
experiences under investigation. From there, new interpretations that better 
account for that experience can be understood. In this study we saw these 
women as expressing feminist awareness as a result of their mindfulness 
practice. They seemed to recognize the paradox between their lived experiences 
and what the social world allows many working mothers. Much like SARTRE's 
(1956 [1943]) contention that the other teaches me who I am, the women in this 
study were able to see the normative view of working mothers without necessarily 
adopting it. As one of the women, Loja, shared: 

"So for me I had to really deconstruct what it really means to be a wife and mom, and 
the ideals that had shaped my life, and nuclear family. When I say family I don't mean 
a tribe in Africa, I mean our middle class, urban Caucasian family life. Which I didn't 
consciously want or create, despite thinking of myself as a very independent, spirited 
women. But ... It is what I co-created with society. You know, capitulated. Believing it 
was the goal. I spent years struggling with the white picket fence and ... now I see my 
nature, and have stopped resisting, mindfulness has helped me meditate into more of 
who I am! I am the mom that is sitting on the beach reading philosophy to preserve 
my sanity! If spending more time with your kids is what you want, then do it, but 
honestly you aren't doing yourself or anyone else any favors by pretending that is 
what you want." [35]

Rather than buy into the have-it-all-do-it-all discourse many women are told to 
assume (SOMERVILLE, 2005), the women in this study seemed to know that the 
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road would be challenging, and compromises would need to be made. The 
women described unrealistic employment expectations such as long hours away 
from home that structurally limit how high many working mothers are actually able 
to climb within their work setting hierarchy. Importantly, they did not make 
concessions in an effort to appear normative. For example, Alicia chose to leave 
a well-paying leadership position seeing the demands were impossible to 
reconcile with her family demands. Joanne, Nina and Siobhan all opted for part-
time work. [36]

The most overwhelming and repetitive theme was the notion of redefining the self 
in more feminine terms. As each woman became increasingly grounded in her 
experiences and who she is through mindfulness, she paradoxically became 
aware of the conventional and constructed nature of herself and her reality. From 
here—on, women were able to define their roles as worker/mother in more 
authentic terms. Living mindfully seemed to offer women a more nuanced 
understanding of how patriarchy impacted their lives. The following interview 
excerpt with Sally describing her 5-2 image exemplifies her ability to reframe and 
define motherhood on her own terms (Illustration 1). She says:

"The five and two are from the personality theory, enneagram's. I am a five 
personality type: Intellectual, analytical. Whereas a two is the stereotypically mother 
who is the do all, be all, helps everyone ... it's that perfect image of the mother. I am 
not the two, but if you invert the two you have a five. The two is my daycare 
provider ... she's my daughter's other mother in a lot of ways. So I can be the five, 
and that's the working part of me, but I embrace that mirror image in order to 
continue in my roles. The two of us have to come together. I fully embrace her ... I 
can't be my daughter's only mother. Here is this two-mother who my daughter spends 
her day with, who enables me to be the five that I am and not try to force myself into 
the two that society tells me often that I have to be or that I should be." [37]

Sally's ability to reframe motherhood is one of several instances the women 
shared about how mindfulness supported their awareness of how patriarchal 
ideas influence their lives. [38]

7. Body-Mapping's Contribution to Social Research

Body-mapping and phenomenology paired well together in this study, though 
pairing with other methodologies may be as useful. As one participant stated, 
body-mapping is not a cerebral exercise: 

"None of it was planned—I much prefer to go with my intuition, otherwise I will 
overthink it and write 60 pages. So I just choose to see what came in the moment, so 
some of it is quite known [to me] and are images and symbols that have come to me 
repeatedly when I became a mother." [39]

This comment struck us as representative of the type of data a phenomenological 
study seeks to elicit: "... embodied and intersubjective relations [and] first person 
intuitive experiences of phenomena" (DOLEZAL, 2015, p.x). Thus far body-
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mapping has been primarily used as a method within participatory action research 
projects, and has also been explicated linked to phenomenological investigations 
(DE JAGER et al., 2016). Further research is needed to see how fruitfully body-
mapping might pair with other methodologies such as narrative inquiry. [40]

While there are many contributions body-mapping might make to qualitative 
research, we highlight two of the more important ways this method supported this 
study: First, what struck us about this method was the richness of the discussion 
and how quickly the women would access sensitive and powerful topics. Second, 
compared to qualitative interviews we have conducted in other projects, this 
method seemed to incite greater socio-political commentary. We discuss each of 
these in turn. [41]

7.1 Rich data 

While the profile of visual methodologies has climbed since PROSSER (2005b) 
first articulated the challenges visual researchers face, the field is still in its 
infancy and confidence in the ability of visual images to provide important social 
findings are at times tenuous. When we initially started this project we were 
hopeful the visual data could stand alone, imagining the images would tell a tale 
without the need for additional interpretation through words. However, we found 
that it was only with words that we were able to fully understand what the 
women's experiences were like. The richness of this understanding however 
struck us as more powerful than words alone may have afforded. The blue eyes 
drawn by one of the participants illustrates our point (see Illustration 2). One of 
the steps in the body-mapping sessions was for the women to make a self-
portrait. This particular participant used blue crayon to color her eyes. Initially, we 
assumed she was simply coloring in her natural eye color for her self-portrait; 
however, when looking at her closer her eyes were not actually blue. When we 
explored this with her in the interview there was a much richer understanding to 
be had. She shared that her eyes become blue-like when she cries and feels 
things deeply. She shared that mindfulness helps her feel all of her emotions 
without turning away from any of them. This experience highlights why MAIR and 
KIERANS (2007) argue that the text or verbal commentary, and not the drawings, 
should be the researcher's primary analytical focus (Stage 2 described above).
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Illustration 2: Rich data imagery1 [42]

While this example demonstrates an important analytic insight, it also highlights 
the power of visual methodologies. Without the drawing we are not confident we 
would have come to the same discussion. It was such an important discussion 
that it prompted us to start to notice if this was common to other mothers who 
practice mindfulness. An overarching theme eventually emerged about mothers 
turning to the difficult emotions and painful parts of life; our discussion about the 
blue eyes was fundamental to its development. [43]

7.2 Socio-political critique

Body map storytelling is a data generating research method used to tell a story 
that can visually reflect social, political and economic processes (GASTALDO et 
al., 2012). Further, individuals' embodied experiences and meanings attributed to 
these processes, and how they shape participants lives become clearer (ibid.). 
The broader aims of this included attention to how women negotiate social-
political influences as working mothers, and what role, if any, mindfulness plays:

"At first glance, contemplative mindfulness and critical inquiry seem at opposite poles 
of a reflective spectrum, yet Eastern and Western philosophers have described a 
dual dimension to reflective thought that incorporates both. Contemplative practices, 
such as mindfulness meditation, open a broad perspective on a problem and lead to 

1 The entire map was centered around the participant's heart suggesting mindfulness was very 
central to her emotions and life.
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clarity of intent that may be clouded by incessant probing" (WEBSTER-WRIGHT, 
2013, p.557). [44]

The original Buddha, Siddhartha Gautama, may be seen as a man in critical 
relationship with his culture (COHEN, 2010). COHEN critiqued many of the 
assumptions held within the Indian caste system, questioning why social position 
was considered an inherited birthright. Despite these historical moorings, 
mindfulness is commonly situated, understood, and researched as an individual 
practice, rather than as a way of engaging in social critique (ibid.). Entering this 
study, we believed that mindfulness may be both an individual practice (e.g., a 
way to cope with everyday challenges), and one that can bring about social 
change (e.g., questioning social ideals constructed through institutions such as 
patriarchy, class or race). [45]

Given these critical underpinnings, we were concerned the participants would 
offer politically correct, sanitized or overly conscious drawings, particularly given 
motherhood is steeped in normative ideals. However, the depictions the women 
created seemed to authentically critique their social world. GANESH (2007) 
highlights that visual data is particularly suited to challenge power relations and 
social structures, and to envision a more hopeful future. There were few 
depictions of how happy mindfulness made them, or how ideal their families were. 
Body mapping does seem to be particularly well—suited for critical and political 
insights. The white picket fence prison and collective focus discussed above 
(Table 4, Figures 5 and 6) were one of many images that challenged dominant 
cultural narratives about motherhood and how patriarchal ideals shape this 
experience. [46]

This idea is supported by other researchers. MacGREGOR (2009) suggests, "... 
the exercise [of body mapping] will empower participants through the acquisition 
of knowledge and personal insight" (p.89). Likewise, in a recent systematic review 
of body mapping DE JAGER et al. (2016) notes the method has political roots 
with many projects including varying degrees of a social justice agenda. 
MacGREGOR (2009) shows that political messages permeated all the body-
maps in her study with women living with HIV and AIDS. Additionally, SWEET 
and ESCALANTE (2015) found the women in their study used their body-maps to 
critique how unsafe neighborhoods can be for women and offered different 
possibilities to make safety a priority. [47]
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8. Limitations and Quality Assessment

Body-mapping is not without its limitations. Some participants had more barren 
maps, which posed an analytical challenge. Perhaps this demonstrated a lack of 
interest on the participant's behalf, a lack of experience engaging with their 
thoughts aesthetically, or lack of confidence. With little imagery to work with it can 
be difficulty to reach more latent meanings or critical insights. Though BOYDELL 
et al. (2012) caution researchers from judging what counts as good 
representation of experiences. Notably, in our study the women who completed 
their maps in groups seemed less concerned about their artistic abilities, perhaps 
from the collegial conversational nature of the group. Women most comfortable 
with aesthetic mediums may have also chosen the group format. Alternatively, 
relatively barren maps may be important venues to better understand the 
phenomena under investigation. This is where the interviews were, with some 
participants, useful to fully understand the experiences depicted. Though for one 
participant in particular her map was relatively barren and the interview had 
correspondingly fewer critical insights. [48]

The use of images can be foreign for participants, who may already be 
intimidated by the idea of research. At times we found the participants wanted 
hints as to what to draw. One of the steps asked the participants to draw a 
symbol that represented their power point, or where they draw upon for strength. 
The dialogue below with two different participants about the same step 
exemplifies: 

Participant: "Can you give me some hints?"

Researcher: "It could be a symbol, a word, a phrase, a number, a letter ..."

Participant: "hmmmm ... ok I am going to do a word" [49]

Another participant asked:

Participant: "So where do I draw it?"

Researcher: "Really anywhere." 

Participant: "ok, I'm still not sure ... ummm"

Researcher: [after a long pause] "So, if it feels cerebral then you could place it on 
your head. If it feels bodily then maybe on your body." [50]

While this step was a challenge for some of the women, for others it was an 
opportunity to draw very powerful imagery. Rather than a flaw in the step or 
question, perhaps people who do not commonly engage with aesthetic mediums 
need additional support in body mapping research. At times we worried that our 
directions were too leading and wondered if seeing a sample body map may help 
participants appreciate the intent of the research. Ultimately we decided against 
this believing the ways people chose to visual depict their lives is incredibly 
diverse, and patience and time to deeply consider questions are essential. [51]
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The imagery the women provided made analysis and meaning making a richer 
and more authentic process. However, we are conscious that body map 
storytelling requires additional time from participants, and participants must be 
given the opportunity to weigh the pros and cons of this time commitment. For us, 
the time was well spent and the women seemed to enjoy the process. This may 
not always be the case in other projects. Many of the women commented on how 
much they enjoyed and benefited from the process, so this alone bolsters us to 
consider using the method again as shared by one of the participants:

"You know that felt really good. You can go through your days and not notice what is 
helping you and why. This makes sense to me and it re-affirms that I need to keep 
doing what I need to keep doing and to prioritize ‘me time', which can feel 
expendable, and it shouldn't be!" [52]

9. Conclusion

We began this article by describing body mapping, and how we designed our 
study using body map storytelling to understand how mindfulness contributes to 
the health and well-being of working mothers who practice mindfulness. When we 
initially designed the project, we found few examples describing the process of 
designing and executing such a project. The passage below highlights both the 
fun and overwhelming nature of this method for researchers and participants new 
to the method:

Participant 1: It was hard to stay away from words!

Participant 2: I want to hear what yours is all about.

Participant 1: No I want to hear what yours is all about!

Participant 2: (laughing) It expresses all sorts stuff. I don't know where to start! [53]

In light of this experience, we aimed to offer both practical and ethical 
considerations other researchers may find useful when designing their own 
research project using body mapping. Throughout this article we have shared 
lessons learned and found the method a particularly fruitful paring with both the 
topic (mindfulness) and the methodology (phenomenology), though additional 
research is needed to understand how body mapping gets employed with other 
methodologies. To conclude, we highlight some key considerations discussed in 
the article: 1. the structure of session, 2. participant concerns, and 3. socio-
political critique. [54]

First, we learned it is important to offer participants the choice whether to 
participate in a focus group or sole-participant session. As a participant in this 
dissertation study shared,

"And I thought about doing it as a group—oh it would be fun and be social and then I 
thought about doing the actual exercise. It would change my answers. I would be too 
easily influenced [pause] ... This is a more accurate representation of me, and it 
would be different with others in the room, and not in a positive way." [55]
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When we did meet with women in a group format, the sessions were very social 
and supportive. Because the sessions were relatively long (2-4 hours each), we 
supplied some nourishment, and this seemed to help build a supportive 
atmosphere for the group-setting participants. This may be even more important 
for participants who have to travel distances to attend body mapping sessions. 
Further some participants wanted to complete all aspects of the research in one 
full day, whereas others wanted time in between body map construction and 
interview. These decisions all came from the participants and did not impact the 
analysis process or quality of the data from our perspective. [56]

 Second, many participants expressed trepidation about the idea of visually 
representing their experiences. Most research participants volunteer to engage in 
research because they believe they can valuably contribute (COX & McDONALD, 
2013), so to initially feel unprepared can be disconcerting. As we reflect back on 
the study, and knowing the positive note all the sessions ended on, we would 
worry less about participant hesitation and rather offer participant's patience, 
reassurance and time to warm to the idea of drawing as research (DOODY & 
NOONAN, 2013). [57]

Last, we had explicit interest in understanding how mindfulness helped working 
mother's critique problematic social constructions of motherhood. It is important 
for working women to share these narratives rather than perpetuate the belief 
that career and family is simply a matter of good balancing and time 
management. Living mindfully seemed to offer women a more nuanced 
understanding of how patriarchy impacted their lives. Body mapping was an 
invaluable way for the women to share these experiences, and we left the project 
firm in the belief that the method enabled us to understand the subject in a 
deeper way than interviews alone would have afforded us. [58]

While body mapping is certainly not the only method to support egalitarian 
research practices or incite political thinking, and does come with potentially 
serious ethical challenges, it is worthy of consideration for social and health 
research. Body mapping privileges the body in research in ways that we argue 
are simultaneously fun, accessible and meaningful for both participants and 
researchers. This article was written with the intent of encouraging other 
qualitative researchers to consider body mapping, seek appropriate training on 
the method, and also offer useful insights about project design and execution. [59]
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