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A Commentary on
 Editorial: The Psychological and Physiological Benefits of the Arts

by Karkou, V., Sajnani, N., Orkibi, H., Groarke, J. M., Czamanski-Cohen, J., Panero, M. E., et al. (2022). Front. Psychol. 13:840089. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.840089



The 1947 Constitution of the World Health Organization states, “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” (World Health Organization, 2020). With this in mind, WHO has always used the arts in its work on health promotion and communication. However, this effort was given serious focus with the publication of the first scoping review on the evidence for the health benefits of the arts (Fancourt and Finn, 2019) published by the WHO Regional Office for Europe. With the publication of this report, we have affirmed what so many in the diverse field of arts and health have long known: the arts are a vital partner in our health, care, and wellbeing.

What remains now is to advance our understanding on specifically when, how, and with whom the arts contribute to positive psychological, physiological, and social wellbeing. We need to drill down to the evidence base of the health benefits of the arts and to areas that have stood out demographically. One area that is attracting attention is the older generation: there is a demographic boom and associated expansion of conditions, diseases and challenges of growing older. An anecdote from my own experiences: my father in law suffers from dementia, and he is in a constant state of emotional anxiety. When we ring the doorbell, he answers the phone. When we try to talk to him, he is hearing voices of people long dead around him. And yet when he plays the piano, he experiences these moments of concentration of clarity and of peace, that are really quite remarkable. The second important area is younger people, like my son, who are also going through great anxiety right now. They are losing faith in the older generation to make the right decisions to make this planet habitable for the next generation. They are losing faith in the ability of the community to share and collaborate and care for one another. Through the arts, in his case film, my son is trying to create a narrative that rediscovers that connection between people to find a way forward. And of course it is also all of us, going through the third year of a pandemic that has kept us apart, resulted in losses of people, property and ways of living and challenged our mental health. For me, the healing power of the arts lies in the hope it has brought to me and to so many during this time.

This Research Topic on the psychological and physiological benefits of the arts is a significant contribution to this evidence base. The 82 articles offer insights into the benefits of participating in the arts for the general population as well as treatment outcomes for specific populations such as the role of dance and dance movement therapy in alleviating depression and improving gait for people with Parkinson's disease; the use of art and art therapy to support children and adults in working through and communicating mental health concerns; the role of theater, drama therapy, and psychodrama to increase social connection amongst neurodiverse youth, and reduce stigma and symptoms of PTSD; and the use of music and music therapy in pain reduction and quality of life in patients with cancer. This collection also offers a rigorous analysis of therapeutic change factors involved in the creative arts therapies which gives us insight into why and how these clinical practices facilitate change.

We have much more to discover about how the arts can change how we feel, think, and behave. Given the collective challenges we face now from social inequity, the pandemic, climate change, and sustainable peace, we need to invest in artists, arts therapists, and in alliances between the arts and wellbeing at all levels of government, education, and care provision. Research, like the kind demonstrated in this excellent collection of articles, is an essential part of this investment and offers important avenues for policy. Working with UNESCO, the WHO can imagine a day in the not too distant future where both organizations jointly present evidence with relevant policy recommendations to a combined convening of ministers of health and culture, ushering in a new era of investment in the arts, culture, and creativity, not simply for its own sake or the creative economy, but as an investment in the health of communities.
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