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HOW DID WE COMPILE THIS EVIDENCE?

We searched YouthREX’s online Knowledge
Hub, Google Scholar, Google, and online

¢

databases using the following key terms: “art”,

” ”

“activity”, “program”, “youth”, “adolescent”,
“arts in health”, and “mental health”.

Key Concept: Arts in/for Health

The variety of arts-based interventions intended
to improve health and wellbeing can be understood
as existing along a continuum. At one end, there
are the Creative Arts Therapies (CATs), and, at
the other, there are the Arts in/for Health and

Wellbeing practices.'

The CATs are performed by certified therapists who
evolve in their specific discipline (e.g., art, drama,

or music therapy). They can follow a variety of
therapeutic goals, such as mood enhancement, pain

management, and improvement in social

1cunc1:ior1ing.1 Certified Canadian institutions?
provide the opportunity for practitioners to become

certified CATs therapists.

The Arts in/for Health and Wellbeing practices
have broad scope, and include any artistic activity
aimed at improving health and wellness in a clinical
or community setting. They can be facilitated

by cultural mediators or professional artists.'
These approaches are based on the premise that
engaging in art — taking part in cultural events,
attending art classes, or participating in creative
endeavours — may influence a wide variety

of health determinants and outcomes.>* Some
countries have integrated these practices into
their healthcare system. For instance, the United
Kingdom has implemented the Arts on Prescription
initiative, which allows frontline practitioners to
prescribe participation in arts activities in the
community. The goal of this initiative is to reduce
the burden on the healthcare system and to
endorse a holistic view of human health.”

This Evidence Brief will focus on arts-based
approaches that draw on the Arts in/for Health
practices, but there are many other approaches
to using art to support health and wellbeing, such
as arts in healthcare settings. These approaches
take place in specific healthcare environments
like hospitals or long-term care centres. They
usually involve the participation of an artist,

a health professional, and/or a certified CATs
practitioner. Some examples include music
concerts for long-term care residents, dance


https://www.canadianarttherapy.org/becoming-an-art-therapist

therapy for patients with neurological disorders,
workshops combining art and psychoeducation,
and Artist-in-Residence programs that place
artists in healthcare settings."® Also, depending
on needs, it is possible to consult a specific
CATs certified practitioner in an individual or
group setting.

Four Key Messages

01. Evidence supporting arts-based approaches

is still developing, but promising.

Because arts-based interventions can impact a
wide variety of health outcomes - and because
these interventions can address multiple health
issues and populations and take place in different
settings — significant challenges exist when it is
time to evaluate these programs.”

The evidence linking arts-based approaches to
improvements in wellbeing relies mostly on small
samples and timely studies, and some studies have
methodological issues that make it difficult to
clearly understand the effects of approaches.®’
The evidence is also scarce. In the field of youth
programs, more specifically in organized and
after-school programs, there is a lack of studies
on arts-based activities, especially as compared to

other activities, like sports.'®"

Even if the evidence is not always clear, art

and health initiatives and programs are broadly
accepted by the community,” and this is
reflected in the variety of programming and
the growth of the field. Indeed, an exhaustive
review of over 900 publications from different
disciplines and countries revealed the role of the
arts in improving health and wellbeing, detailing
the effects of the arts on health prevention/
promotion and management/treatment.”
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02. There are benefits to arts-based

interventions for youth.

The benefits of youth arts-based approaches are
broad and tend to be related to the specific
population they serve.” Youth who take part in
arts-based programs may experience improvements

in, but not limited to, the following:™?

* Mental health (e.g., decreased anxiety and
depressive symptoms, mindfulness, relaxation,
coping, motivation, meaning and purpose)

« Physical health (e.g., substance use; pain
management)

« Social bonding (e.g., networking, relationships,
connectedness)

« Skills and self-perception (e.g., self-esteem,
hopefulness for the future, identity expression,
trust, self-discipline, perseverance)

« Critical action (i.e., getting involved in activities
that challenge injustice)

« Psychoeducation (e.g., learning about health
issues, such as HIV)

« School engagement (e.g., grades, graduation

rates, test scores)

Social bonding and a sense of belonging are
particularly important and well-known benefits
of arts-based approaches to programming for
youth. Art manages to connect different people
in a particular way that promotes sharing among
participants."

03. Arts-based approaches are accessible to

diverse youth.

The benefits of arts-based interventions for
youth differ depending on the youth targeted
and the art form used (e.g., performing

arts; visual arts; literature; online, digital,

and electronic arts; community and cultural

festivals, fairs, and events).”
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Arts-based approaches are likely to be more
accessible than traditional standard care
approaches to youth living with mental health,
social or health challenges, and/or learning
difficulties because they are more playful, tend to
facilitate relaxation, and are often less verbal and
less stigmatizing than more conventional program

alternatives.'® 7818

Some examples of youth populations for

which research has reported the benefits of
these interventions include: youth living in
economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods; *
Indigenous youth;?® street-involved youth and

homeless youth;?"?* LGBT2SQ youth;” youth
with emotional and mental health challenges;'®
racialized youth;** youth who leave, or may leave,
the education system; *° and youth involved in

the justice system.”

04. Art can be used to mitigate social

inequalities and inequities.

The impacts of arts-based approaches on youth
health and wellbeing are not always obvious.
Although the links to health are not always

as direct, engagement in the arts can have a

positive effect on the social determinants of

health.?®” These non-medical factors shape daily
life, health and wellbeing, and, more broadly,
health inequities, and are as important — or even
more important — than healthcare when it comes
to their influence on health.”” For example,
arts-based approaches are well-known to foster
social bonding® and effectively engage youth
experiencing marginalization,® and, in these
ways, they can address challenges such as social
inclusion and discrimination.
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Summary of Evidence:
11 Promising Practices for
Delivering Arts-Based Youth

Programming to Support Mental
Health & Wellbeing

A) To deliver effective programs.

O1. Foster youth’s strengths.

One way in which arts-based approaches can
bring about change in youth is by fostering skills
and attributes that draw on strength-based
approaches.’® The Positive Youth Development
(PYD) framework focuses on the personal and
environmental assets of youth to enable them
to develop to their full potential.*** When
personal and environmental assets align, youth
thrive.** The growth of skills and attributes that
characterize flourishing youth are referred to as
the ‘five Cs’ of PYD: competence, confidence,
character, connection, and caring.**

Organizations can design their arts-based
programming so that they intentionally target
the development of these assets. Note that
internal and external assets may vary in definition
or importance depending on the country of origin
and the culture of each young person.*

Individual assets (i.e., “skills, competencies,
and values™): commitment to learning, positive
values, social competencies, positive identity;*
inner strengths such as self-regulation, school
engagement, hopeful future expectations.*

External assets (i.e., “environmental, contextual,
and relational features of socializing systems”):
support, empowerment, boundaries and
expectations, constructive use of time,* social
networks, and access to resources, institutions,
and individuals.®*
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02. Create and promote a safe and caring

environment.

Art is, for many, a way of ‘getting stuff out’ -
that is, a way to express and let out emotions,
thoughts, and feelings that can be hard to put
into words, even those that are considered
unconscious or hidden from oneself.*” Art is

an interesting way to surface and support the
expression of complicated and elusive issues, such
as experiences of trauma, racism, oppression,
discrimination, and immigration.*’

Organizations should aim to create an emotionally
and physically safe space by ensuring that young
people are surrounded by supportive staff and
artists so youth can grow, share, explore, and create
without feeling judged or stigmatized." **

For example, group arts-based activities give
youth possibilities to collaborate, socialize, voice
their interests, form friendships, and foster

a sense of belonging.”* ** However, for some
youth, being in a group activity with other youth
who have varying difficulties could be challenging;
there is not a ‘one size fits all’ approach, and
the necessary supports should be provided to
individual youth.®

Organizations can partner with practitioners
who are able to meet different needs so that
both program staff and youth participants feel
supported. For instance, one arts-based program
chose to form an artist and social/youth worker
facilitation duo so that the artist could focus

on the artistic facilitation and the social/youth
worker could focus on behaviour management
and youth support'®* (see also section B below).
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03. Promote positive and egalitarian

relationships between staff and participants.

Organizations should create space for intentional
connection between youth participants and adult
staff, such as daily ‘check-ins’, as caring
relationships between youth and adults are a
critical component for youth retention and

reaching positive outcomes.?®

When it’s time to assign staff to an arts-based
youth program, organizations should train or
hire staff that are willing and able to communicate
with youth who have a variety of challenging and
complex needs - to understand them and

26,40 _ 3and to establish an

to listen to them
egalitarian power balance that offers leadership
opportunities to youth.*"'* And since, first

and foremost, these approaches can be about
having fun, adult staff should be interested in,
and enthusiastic about, engaging with youth in

these ways.”
04. Involve professional artists.

Professional artists have a critical understanding
of the creative process and its ups and downs,
including the many challenges that can arise
while creating that can push us towards achieving
our goals.*® This prior experience makes the
artist credible in the eyes of youth because

they have been through this process themselves
and are knowledgeable of techniques and their
challenges. Professional artists can share this
practical knowledge with youth because they are
the experts in their fields, and facilitating this
connection can be valuable for participants.*®

Organizations should also aim to involve artists
with specific skills to facilitate or co-facilitate
programs.*? Effectively working with youth
requires practitioners who are passionate about
what they do so that this energy is passed on to
program participants.”®
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Because artists can really improve a program’s
quality and youth engagement, organizations
should involve them in program planning, offer
them fair compensation for their professional skills
and services, and provide them with professional

development opportunities and support,*

as some
may need guidance to connect their passion to

the needs of the community.*?

05. Make your program challenging
and engaging.

Youth are best engaged by artists who can
achieve quality work and meet high standards
while making the experience enjoyable with a
fairly high but achievable level of challenge;*
this can facilitate a flow state, or an ‘optimal
experience’ during which “we feel a sense of
exhilaration, a deep sense of enjoyment... These
moments tend to occur when a person’s body

or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary
effort to accomplish something that is difficult or

worthwhile”.#3

To keep youth engaged, consider an interactive
facilitation model that involves them in an
emotional, cognitive, and behavioural way.”
Organizations should design arts-based programs
as dynamic long-term projects with engaging
and ongoing opportunities for participation that
inspire youth to remain involved” (e.g., trying
out different visual art forms, or brainstorming
about creating a mural, which could include
making a model of a mural, painting the mural,
etc.).* Arts-based workshops should be long
enough to enable youth to create, explore, and
achieve some results.”> Make your programming
project-based and tangible, introduce new
materials that youth do not have access to at
home, and give them some freedom of choice
when it’s time to create.®®

B EVIDENCE BRIEF

06. Exhibit the youth’s work.

Don’t be afraid to showcase the youth’s work!
Organizations should plan a moment during

or at the end of the program to showcase the
youth’s work in front of peers, family, and/

or community members. These opportunities
permit an audience to provide positive feedback
and a sense of recognition.’®?* When planning
for such an event, it is important that organizations
ensure all youth can participate.” Exhibiting
the youth’s work also enables participants to
experiment with taking risks — facing the public
and not knowing how people will react to their
creation or performance, or what could go
wrong.*® This process is important because it
permits young people to embrace these risks

in a positive way and allows them to seek help
and challenge themselves.*>** Connecting
youth with their community is also a part of a
strength-based approach that can lead them to
become agents of change, not only for

themselves but also for their broader community.33
B) To evaluate programs.

07. Learn about similar projects/programs.

Because the field of arts-based youth approaches
is vast, organizations should inform themselves
about existing art programs and interventions
that target the same, or similar, youth populations.
These existing programs may also inform how
the program can be planned, and what the main
challenges or best practices for a certain group
with specific challenges may be.*® Search public
databases, such as Google Scholar or Psych Info,
or explore resources in the community.*®

Promising Practices to Deliver Arts-Based Youth Programming to Support Mental Health & Wellbeing | YouthREX




08. Partner with other organizations.

Partnerships can be especially important for
programs targeting youth with varying and complex
challenges. Organizations that don’t have
sufficient resources or specialized staff and/or
artists to support youth in the best ways possible
can collaborate with community partners, arts
practitioners, and social workers to ensure a safe
and enjoyable experience for all.® For example,
one program partnered with a children’s hospital,
a youth health facility, undergraduate volunteer
students in psychology and social work, and a
Canadian museum to deliver a variety of arts-based
programs to youth challenged by mental health
and emotional difficulties.’®

9. Consider mixed-methods approaches to

gathering evidence.

Using qualitative (e.g., in-depth interviews) and
quantitative (e.g., surveys) methods for program
evaluation can provide organizations with a
comprehensive view of what their arts-based
program is achieving, including outcomes and
mechanisms of change.”” Because the field

of arts and health is still defining itself and
many outcomes can be measured, using mixed
methods can enable the corroboration of data,
deepening the understanding of a program, its
implementation, and its effects.*®

However, organizations should choose the
methods that best serve the purpose of the
evaluation. Some researchers turn to qualitative
methods that result in evidence expressed in
words and visuals,*” which can be just as rich

and valid as evidence expressed in numbers and
figures. Organizations should take time to reflect
on the ways their programs are being evaluated
and explore different research methods (e.g.,
arts-based methods) that can better capture the
impacts of their program.
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10. Be specific.

Arts-based approaches may yield many benefits
for youth, making it all the more important
for organizations to provide a clear definition

of the outcomes that their program is working
to achieve. Some concepts, such as wellbeing,
are hard to define (e.g., does wellbeing mean
self-esteem, mood improvement, social
inclusion?°%). Some outcomes, such as life
satisfaction, are also difficult to measure because
they relate to a particular moment in someone’s
life.>® Before finalizing the outcomes to measure,
organizations should consider the time and
resources available, as well as the expertise
needed to process the data accurately and

meaningfully.”
11. Document and share your findings!

Evaluate your program and help to advance the
field of arts-based youth programs to support
mental health and wellbeing! Arts-based
approaches that draw on the Arts in/for Health
continuum are promising, inclusive, and fun, but
there is a need for more research and evaluation
in this field.” For arts-based approaches to be
recognized, programs need to be evaluated and
thoughtfully described in order to assess and

validate their processes and outcomes.”
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