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   Health and Wellbeing 

‘Art is not, as the metaphysicians say, the manifestation of some mysterious idea of beauty or God 
but a means of union among men, joining them together in the same feelings, and indispensable 
for the life and progress toward well-being of individuals and of humanity.’  

 Tolstoy: What is Art? 1897. 

How to evidence? 
One of the complications of sifting the evidence for the value of the arts in health and wellbeing 
lies in the current tensions between evaluation, advocacy and academic research. Paul Devlin’s, 
often cited, (2010) report for Voluntary Arts England, ‘Restoring the Balance: the effect of arts 
participation on well-being and health’,130 for example, uses a mix of qualitative interviews with 
experts and a series of case studies.  With not one reference to the Treasury Green Book in sight, 
Devlin confidently concludes everyone should have the opportunity to engage with arts and 
culture because it: 

• is a fundamental aspect of human expression; 

• plays a valuable role in developing culture, identity and community; and 

• produces personal, social – and on occasions, economic benefits – for participants, their 
families and the communities in which they live and work. 

The Arts Council’s ‘Be Creative: Be Well’131 evaluation of its partnership with the Well London 
Alliance, similarly relies on an effecting series of case studies to demonstrate the impact of the 
projects on participating communities and individuals.   Yet, when control groups were brought 
into the equation, in a report for the whole programme, ‘The Well-London Evaluation Phase 1’ 
(2011)132, it was clear that, ‘while individual project evaluations [evidence] significant benefits to 
participants’ it was ‘more difficult to establish impact at a population level’.   

And, while a fascinating piece of research looking at older adults in care contexts, funded by the 
Pfizer Foundation, ‘Art Impact: Arts for Well-being in Derbyshire’ (2014)133, draws much of its 
evidence from the reflective diaries of artists and carers, at the other end of the spectrum, 
Fujiwara’s recent research for DCMS suggests data based on the Wellbeing Valuation 
Approach134 as the only way forward.  The case for arts and sport best being expressed in the 
following equation:  

 

Is it participation? 
A further challenge, especially for those engaged in participatory practice, is the conflation of 
participation as an audience activity and participation as co-creation.  Especially where one is often 

                                                
 

130 Devlin, P. (2009) Restoring the Balance: the effect of arts participation on well-being and health’ Voluntary Arts Network 
131 Ings, R. Crane, N. Cameron, M. (2010) Be Creative: Be Well. Arts Council England 
132 The Well-London Evaluation Phase 1 (2011) University of East London.  http://www.welllondon.org.uk/1145/research-
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134 Fujiwara, D. Kudrna, L. Dolan,P. (2014) Quantifying and Valuing the Well-being Impacts of  Culture and Sport. DCMS 
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used to evidence the other:  much of the literature using the word ‘participation’ is to cover 
‘attendance at’ rather than ‘creative engagement with’.   

A recent version of the ‘Canadian Literature Review of the Value and Benefits of Performing Arts 
Presentation’ (2011-13)135, for example, uses the work of Gene Cohen (2006) on participation in 
chorale activity, The Creativity and Aging Study, in the context of claiming positive outcomes for 
engagement with the performing arts in a more general sense: ‘there is now strong evidence of 
links between performing arts attendance and several health indicators such as self-reported 
health, stress, mental health and longevity. The more frequently people attend performing arts 
and other receptive arts; the more likely they are to report good health’.   

Research undertaken as part of a large Norwegian Health study published in 2011136, is also often 
being used in making the case for participation (including by recent Arts Council Reviews) when 
the actual focus of the research is the effect of attending concerts, theatre or film.  Interestingly 
what it does seemingly show is those who regularly attended performing arts events are, 
‘significantly healthier, have lower anxiety and are less susceptible to depression’, especially men.  
Much research around actual participation indicates that women are the ones most likely to 
benefit and engage with the arts in terms of health and wellbeing. 

Elders and wellbeing 
A good deal of the literature, including the above studies, also centers round particular issues, 
such as dementia, and, in particular, on the effect of the arts on the developed world’s ageing 
population. 10.8 million people in the UK, for example are currently over 65 years old137.  In 20 
years time that figure is expected to have grown to 15 million from a population of 70 million.  As 
Arts Council England underlines in its report on Adult Participatory Arts,138 ‘at a macroscopic 
level, we are all part of this changing demographic’, which makes research into this field feel even 
more pressing. 

Ageing Artfully: Older People and Professional Participatory Arts139 (Cutler 2009), a study of 
120 arts organisations working with the elderly, attempted to provide a comprehensive guide to 
UK practice, while importantly noting the lack of public policy and adequate research in the field. 
The Mental Health Foundation’s Evidence Review (2011)140 for the Baring Foundation, two years 
later, includes 31 case studies of particular interventions (2,040 participants aged 60 to 96) but also 
draws on culturally transferable documentation from the US, Canada, New Zealand and Europe 
as well as UK resources, covering music and singing, drama, dance and storytelling in terms of 
performing arts.    

Very much a response to ‘Ageing Artfully’ it also draws on the work of Cohen et al’s (2006) study 
for the US National Endowment of the Arts: ‘The Impact of Professionally Conducted Cultural 

                                                
 

135 Petri, I, The Value of Presenting: A Study of Performing Arts Presentation in Canada (2011-2013) 
http://www.diffusionartspresenting.ca/ accessed Nov 2013 
136 "Patterns of receptive and creative cultural activities and their association with perceived health, anxiety, depression and 
satisfaction with life among adults: the HUNT study, Norway." Koenraad Cuypers, Steinar Krokstad, Turid Lingaas 
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Health, 2011, DOI: 10.1136/jech.2010.113571 
137 Mid-2012 Population Estimates UK Office for National Statistics, 2013 
138 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/browse-advice-and-guidance/adult-participatory-arts 
139 Cutler, D. (2009) Ageing Artfully: Older People and Professional Participatory Arts in the UK.  
http://www.baringfoundation.org.uk/AgeingArtfully.pdf 
140 Mental Health Foundation (2011) Mental Health Foundation, An Evidence Review of the Impact of Participatory Arts 
on Older People. The Baring Foundation 2011 
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Programs on the Physical Health, Mental Health and Social Functioning of Older Adults.’141   
One of the few studies working with a control group, who had no access to the arts, Cohen 
indicates there is clear evidence those ‘taking part in arts activities’ benefit from: 

• Overall better health, 

• Fewer doctor or hospital visits, 

• Less medication use and 

• Increased activities, better morale and more social engagement. 

• In particular mentioning the ‘possible saving to the public purse’ that reduced medication 
might bring about: an estimated saving of $6.3 billion per year being given.’142  

Need for further studies? 
Concerning itself largely with research literature, the Baring Foundation’s Evidence Review notes 
that ‘Participatory art is a new and emerging research field, with little available high quality 
research to draw evidence from.’    While the authors suggest this makes ‘drawing conclusions 
from the cumulative effect of a number of studies, or comparing the impacts of one art form 
against another difficult’ and underlining the need for ‘larger samples and longitudinal impact 
studies’ to strengthen the case, they do also make a fairly confident argument for, ‘the beneficial 
impact of participatory art in terms of mental and physical wellbeing … at the individual, 
community and societal levels. ’  Carefully choosing words such as ‘perceived’, ‘appears’, ‘maybe’ 
and ‘can help to’, they divide these ‘potential’ outcomes into: 

• those that impact at an individual level in terms of both mental and physical health, e.g. 
increased confidence, self-esteem, feelings of accomplishment and increased mobility; 

• those that effect community e.g. providing opportunities for meaningful social contact and the 
possibility for altruism or giving something back; and 

• those that effect society e.g. challenging both the self and external stigmas of being older.   

More recent work undertaken for the Scottish Government, Healthy Attendance,143 the Arts 
Council of Wales144 and the results from the DCMS’ Culture and Sport Evidence Programme145, 
seem to bear these claims out in terms of the wider population: concluding there is, ‘consistent 
evidence that people who participate in culture and sport or attend cultural places or events are 
more likely to report that their health is good’ and are ‘more satisfied with their lives’ than those 
do not participate.   Even when controlling for factors such as economic status, age, deprivation or 
general health, these findings are borne out: 

• Of those who had attended a cultural place or event in the previous 12 months were almost 60 
% more likely to report good health than those who had not.  Those who visited the theatre 
being 25% more likely to report good health than those who hadn’t. 

                                                
 

141 The Gerontologist, Vol. 46, no 6. 726-734. 
142 Cutler, D. (2009) Ageing Artfully: Older People and Professional Participatory Arts in the UK.  
http://www.baringfoundation.org.uk/AgeingArtfully.pdf 
143 The Scottish Government Healthy Attendance: The Impact of Cultural Engagement and Sports Participation on Health 
and Satisfaction with life in Scotland 2013, online: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2013/08/9956/downloads#res430649 
144 The Arts Council of Wales. Arts and Public Engagement: Patterns, Processes and Levers for Change.   The Arts Council 
Wales 2009 
145 Department of Culture, Media and Sport CASE, The Culture and Sport Evidence Programme CASE Evidence data 
online: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/regional-and-local-insights-data 
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• Of those who had participated in a cultural event were 38% more likely to report good health 
compared to those who did not.  A figure that rises to 62% for those who participated in dance. 

Dance and participation 
Some of the work on dance does, usefully, focus more clearly on the effects of people and 
communities in actually getting involved with making work.  Trinity Laban‘s literature review on 
the impact of dance on health and wellbeing in older people, (2011) ‘Dancing towards wellbeing 
in the Third Age’ making an important, and very useful, differentiation between dance therapy 
(which focuses on individual interpretation and outcomes) and dance which takes place in groups 

and involves using some kind of dance steps.  Like the BUPA (2011) ‘Keep Dancing’ report, it 
highlights the relationship between dance and exercise in terms of its physical health and wellbeing 
benefits but also identifies the psychological benefits that can come from being part of a group 
social activity.   The role of performance in offering visibility and strengthening a sense of identity 
is also noted in the BUPA report, The Company of Elders being offered as a particularly effective 
model of engaging elders in high quality public sharing of work. 

Markers of wellbeing  
The New Economic Foundation’s (2008) ‘Five Ways to Wellbeing: The Evidence’146, a review of 
the work of over 400 scientists working on different aspects of health and wellbeing, is not directly 
focused on the arts. While not ignoring the fact that decent living standards remain a prerequisite 
for ‘a flourishing life 147 or imagining increasing poverty and deprivation and inequality in our 
society can somehow be cancelled out by encouraging people to ‘feel better’, what it does 
demonstrate is, beyond achieving relative economic security and a more equal society, our sense 
of wellbeing is largely based on the strength of our community engagement and our social 
relationships.  

The five key markers of wellbeing identified by this research are increasingly being used as 
guidelines for measuring the impact of participation: 

• Connect – with others, 

• Be Active,  

• Keep Learning,  

• Take Notice,  

• Give.  

Ings et al, for example, using these measures as a thread running through the, ‘Be Creative Be 
Well’ report referred to the above, state with confidence: ‘we recognised that these five actions 
correspond closely to behaviours than can emerge in well-designed participatory arts projects.’148   

The correlation between art making and wellbeing 

• Steven Tepper’s (2014) ‘Artful Living’, for the US Curb Centre, draws on three national 
surveys on health and subjective wellbeing to examine the correlation between being engaged 

                                                
 

146 Thompson, S. Aked, J. Marks, N. Cordon, C. (2008) Five Ways to Wellbeing: The Evidence nef 
147 http://www.neweconomics.org/blog/entry/well-being-is-about-more-than-lollipops-and-birdsong 
      148 Tepper, Steven J, with contributions from Blake Sisk, Ryan Johnson, Leah Vanderwerp, Genevieve Gale and Min 
Gao. 2014. Artful Living: Examining the relationship between artistic practice and subjective wellbeing across three national 
surveys. The Curb Center Vanderbilt University.  
http://d31hzlhk6di2h5.cloudfront.net/20140409/6a/a2/45/b3/10e00761760189048ab167b1/NEA_Final_ 
Report_Wellbeing_3.6.14.pdf 
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directly with arts practice and wellbeing.  Suggesting that alongside creating ‘flow’149 (as state 
psychologists claim as being central to efficacy and wellbeing) and making of meaning, artistic 
practice is also connected to self-expression, self-control, self-esteem, confidence, and 
resilience.  His conclusions include: 

• Intensity and frequency of participation matter; 

• historically disadvantaged social groups (non-whites and women) benefit more than others; and 

• not all forms of artistic practice are equally related to wellbeing. ‘While making fine arts and 
crafts are consistently related to wellbeing, music is related to wellbeing for some groups and 
not others, but participating in theater seems unrelated to wellbeing in our data.’  

Matarasso’s (2012) series of interviews for the Baring Foundation, ‘Winter Fires’ would suggest 
this sense of what he calls ‘agency’ continues into later life for those engaged with their own arts 
practice.  Yet, in referencing a (2008) piece of Canadian research on, the, ‘Impact of arts-related 
activities on the perceived quality of life’150, Tepper notes that whilst the authors had ‘excellent 
measures of well-being’ the size of the sample mitigated against robust proof of the relationship in 
terms of the wider population.  

Capturing the complexity of the relationship between arts and wellbeing, and the creative 
processes involved, seems to need new ways of linking qualitative approaches that keep artists and 
participants engaged at the centre of the conversation with the robust data analysis increasingly 
needed to justify public spending.  As Tepper remarks in his final paragraph, ‘This exploratory 
study provides strong support that engaging in an artistic and creative practice on a regular basis 
might indeed be one important pathway to a higher quality of life. Policymakers and scholars 
would be remiss not to work arduously to clear the brush from this pathway and reveal a future 
role for the arts in public life.’ 

  

                                                
 

149 see Csikszentmihalyi, M. 1997. Flow and the psychology of discovery and invention. HarperPerennial, New York. 
150 Michalos, Alex C. and P. Maurine Kahlke. 2008. “Impact of arts-related activities on the perceived quality of life.” Social 
Indicators Research, 89: 193-258. 


