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• Targeted therapies in healthcare settings 
delivered by therapists/cliniciansArts therapies

• Artists and clinicians, working together 
towards a clinical aim

Arts for health 
outcomes

• Artists supporting peoples’ wellbeing 
during illness or social challengesArts for wellbeing

• Arts organisations reaching out to 
community or vulnerable groups

Arts learning and 
outreach programmes

• Arts and cultural experiences without 
any health or wellbeing aims

‘General’ arts 
engagement

Arts, health and 
wellbeing:

a spectrum of activities
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Can targeted arts programmes
support health outcomes?

Clinical trials and implementation science

Is arts engagement linked to better 
long-term health & wellbeing?

Epidemiology and behavioural science

How and why do arts programmes
benefit health?
Complexity Science



Can targeted arts programmes support health outcomes?

Fancourt & Finn, 2019
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(See Fancourt & Finn, 2019)



Prevention & 
promotion

Management & 
treatment

Mental 
illness

i.e. trauma 
and abuse

Acute 
conditions

i.e. premature 
infants

Neurological 
disorders 
i.e. autism

Non-
communicable 

diseases
i.e. cancer

End of life 
care 

i.e. Palliative 
care

(See Fancourt & Finn, 2019)



Drumming for mental health:

A 10-week programme of group drumming 
workshops for people accessing mental 
health services led to decreases in anxiety,  
and increases in wellbeing and social 
resilience for at least three months

Drumming for mental health:

Drumming also led to reductions in stress 
hormones, a shift from a pro-inflammatory 
state (associated with depression) to an 
anti-inflammatory state

Singing for people affected by cancer:

One hour of singing in a community choir 
can lead to mood improvements, decreased 
stress hormone levels, and increased 
activity of the immune system 

Singing for postnatal depression (PND):

Engaging in a 10-week programme of group 
singing led to a faster reduction of 
symptoms of PND compared to mothers 
who received usual care on the NHS. They 
were also more bonded to their babies

Spotlight: arts interventions for mental health



In depth case study: Community singing groups for postnatal depression

• Postnatal depression affects at least 12% of new mothers in the UK

• Many women have difficulty accessing pharmacological and/or psychological  
interventions

• There is a need to identify alternative ways of supporting the mental health of 
new mothers

RCT with 134 mums experiencing PND allocated to one of 
three 10-week programme groups:

group singing             creative play                routine care

(Fancourt & Perkins, 2018)



Case study: Effectiveness of singing groups

Music and motherhood RCT

(Fancourt & Perkins, 2018)



• 87.8% of mothers agreed the classes were well tailored to them and their babies 
v 66.7% in the play group

• Average attendance =7.2/10 singing sessions v 5.7/10 play group
• Face-to-face recruitment more successful than social media (97% v 3%)
• 13/134 (10%) withdrawal rate
• Challenges to delivery – space, fitting in sessions round baby’s routines

Fancourt & Perkins 2019

Process evaluation



Online dance groups for children and 
young people experiencing anxiety

Social Prescribing for:

1. Children and young people on 
CAMHS waiting lists

2. People living with severe mental 
illnesses

Implementation and scale up of 
singing groups for women 
experiencing postnatal depression

Feasibility of theatre groups for 
people experiencing long COVID

Arts programme evaluations in progress



How do arts programmes benefit health?

MECHANISMS OF ACTION HEALTH OUTCOMESACTIVE INGREDIENTS

WHAT HOW IMPACT



Case study: How do singing groups support new mums?



Is arts engagement linked to better long-term health & wellbeing?

InfancyInfancy ChildhoodChildhood AdolescenceAdolescence Young 
adulthood

Young 
adulthood AdulthoodAdulthood Late 

adulthood
Late 

adulthood

• British Birth Cohort Studies
• English Longitudinal Study of Ageing 
• UK Household Longitudinal Study: 

Understanding Society
• Taking Part Survey (TPS). 
• Great British Creativity Test 
• Feel Good Test

• General Social Survey
• Health and Retirement Study
• Wisconsin Longitudinal Study
• Early Childhood Longitudinal Study
• National Education Longitudinal Study
• National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult

Health
• Panel Study of Income Dynamics

UK USA



Is arts engagement linked to better long-term health & wellbeing?

Regardless of socio-economic or 
demographic backgrounds, adults who 
participate in arts and cultural 
activities:

➢ Are more likely to have better cognitive reserve in later life

➢ Are less likely to develop dementia

➢ Have lower levels of frailty and chronic pain in older adulthood and 
experience less loneliness and depression, and better wellbeing

➢ Live longer

Independent of their gender, 
ethnicity, parents’ demographics 
(marital status, education level, 
employment status), children who 
participate in arts and cultural 
activities: 

➢ Display less hyperactivity and inattention, and fewer antisocial or 
criminal behaviours.

➢ Have better prosocial behaviours, such as empathy or helping 
others.

➢ Are less likely to smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, and use 
substances

 Were associated with better mental health (lower mental distress) 
and higher wellbeing (life satisfaction) 

 Arts engagement was associated with greater ability to cope with 
mental health problems in everyday life

Independent of demographics, 
socio-economic background, past 
medical history, past life 
experiences, and previous arts and 
cultural engagement, frequent arts 
participation and cultural 
attendance among adults: 



Support for Arts and Health Research in the UK and beyond!
• All Party Parliamentary Group on Arts and Health
• WHO European Region/Jameel Arts & Health Lab
• Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport
• Culture for Health Project/European Union 

Policy

• Culture Health and Wellbeing Alliance
• National Academy of Social Prescribing
• What Works Wellbeing
• National Centre for Creative Health
• Arts Councils

Organisations

• British Academy                                     
• UK Research and Innovation (UKRI)
• Nuffield Foundation
• Prudence Trust
• Wellcome Trust

Funders

• UCL Social Biobehavioural Research Group/WHO CC Arts & Health
• Kings College London, Arts Health and Wellbeing Group
• University of Derby Research in Arts and Wellbeing Group
• Center for Arts in Medicine, University of Florida.
• MASC in Creative Health (UCL East)/ Arts Health Intensive

Academic



Area of action for Arts and Health

1. Increase and encourage arts engagement in schools

2. Strengthen links between clinical and community care

3. Normalise and facilitate arts and cultural engagement as part of 
daily life as a preventative public health strategy

4. Use the arts to reduce population health disparities

5. Prioritise the inclusion of arts and cultural engagement in survey 
and cohort studies to enrich our understanding 



Reports/ 
Briefings



Key resources and toolkits



SHAPER programme
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/shaper

Melodies for Mums
https://breatheahr.org/programmes/melodies-for-mums/

Stroke Odysseys 
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/12/3/e057805.long

https://rosettalife.org/

Dance for Parkinsons
https://www.ballet.org.uk/project/dance-for-parkinsons/

Useful links to find out more

Contact
Department of Behavioural Science and Health
1-19 Torrington Place
London
WC1E 7HB

Website: sbbresearch.org

Email: sbbresearch@ucl.ac.uk

Twitter: @UCL_SBB


