Research Summary:
Community arts, identity and living well
with serious mental illness

By Louisa Peters

Background

Despite international recognition that creative and cultural activities
positively impact health and well-being’, they are rarely utilised within
Western medicine due to the medicalisation of mental health . By
pathologizing mental iliness, recovery is considered the domain of
clinical care only3, Isolating individuals within a society in which they
are more likely to experience inequalities that cause further barriers to
recovery’. Community organisations are filling a gap left by healthcare
services and health inequalities, including access to cultural resources
such as the arts". The aim of this research was not to find out what
works, but to explain how, why and in what context community arts
activities enable recovery processes from serious mental iliness,
particularly the profound experience of identity change.

Method: Realist evaluation

Data Analysed.:
22 articles & reports’ 26 interviews

10 poems / short films
8 pre-/post- 16 visual arts pieces
ReQoL questionnaires Input from 12 expert panel members

Findings:
This evidence-informed framework explains how & why community-
based creative activities engages recovery processes and helps
people to live well with mental health conditions. Explore the three

accompanying posters to see more findings, including participant
artworks and quotes.
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Organisational level

Resources required: { alternatl.ve
community
e Empathic workers
e Accessible locally
e Consistent access
e Choice over engagement provides an

e Non-clinical environment . empowering » Individuals’ response:
& secure

base Establish & maintain

positive relationships
Feel empowered to
with engage

Opportunities for: < §| creative B Feel safe to be
activities themselves

Group level

Self-expression
Learning skills
Shared experiences

Positive emotions enabling
transformative| Individuals may develop:

learning
e Coping strategies

e Self-mastery
e Sense of belonging

Individual level

Reconnecting with 4 O reconnect
lost identity(s) may with self
develop personal

Living well provides the
resources such as:

potential to:

e Self-awareness & live well

e Self-confidence & with mental
self-esteem health

e A sense of purpose conditions

e Connect to others
e Gain hope

e Feel empowered

e Overcome challenges
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There is a need for
safe spaces in the community
when facing challenges due to
mental illness and inequalities, including:
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There is something going
on in my head nearly
24/7...1 got diagnosed

with PTSD. When | have
nightmares, takes me
straight back...

Fineliner Mandala

Masks Men Wear

Why aren’t men allowed to cry Inte rseCtionaI Stig ma

Behind masks they have to lie

By the unspoken emotions they are held down
In angst and frustration they are held down

I want to ask for a little help from my friends

I don’t know how to ask or how to make amends ...gOt tO be the mCISCU"ne

Behind my long sleeves my injuries I conceal

I cannot admit o people that this numb pain 1s real type. oo tq I ki n g a bO Ut
My happiness was too easy for angry world to steal I
’ I cannot ;YIOW the Woyrld my in}\;/::;d rage [ me ntCI I heCI Ith ] YOU re
I feel the need to lock 1t up in my emotional cage .
It’s either pain or blankness, they never rest bel N g \Wisle k. oo
I refuse to end 1t now, nor at the moment do . .
I want to go to the place that’s the best A IOt Of people Stl I I th N k

I don’t know why men feel they should not cry . .
Over generations our pains we were forced to deny Of d e p ression ds J U St

From this current situation I want to be free

Getting tired of being up and down and all the negativity around me (] n Ot h e r WO rd fO r I CI ZYitiS .

I wish the pain around me would just be gone
As a guy I should not be embarrassed to have someone to lean on
Just because we become weak doesn’t mean we are any less strong
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Writing about the homeless... e
it gives you an example of e —————
Where I thought Ild end up | G0 To WHERE THE Dead GAES AR
because | was so bad with my O e

AS Moen/NC CoMES APouNe:

nerves and my drinking 4 FACEIES 5aq 4 M Torise

Powns vPow THE GloUND.

A SILBER Son& ON HIGH .

Handwritten poem

Fear and isolation

| don't want to
linteract] with
random
strangers...

E e trauma to be
@™ [interacting] with

A '@

unsafe people

Mixed media collage




Creative activities reconnect
to lost parts of identity
by providing opportunities for:

Learning to cope
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It takes me away

from that feeling...

| can go to this place,
and | can go and

do my art,and | can go
& be my own person.
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Positive Emotions

| like these colours, variation
of stitches and just pleasing

shapes... Colours, shapes,
patterns, keeps me happy
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Freehand embroidary

Connect to others

2 2 18 | enjoy just
= S TR e T being me now...
e . Y | feel like | belong...
- ’ 8 We're a good bunch of

guys and | would be
there for them

Still image from short film

Overcoming challenges

I'm not letting anything
get on top of me.
I'm feeling extremely

confident... [My art group]
actually raised my
self-esteem. Without it, |
would have been nowhere.

Acrylic painting of Kate Bush




Living well with mental illness means
‘keeping level”.
Everything else Is “icing on the cake”

Keeping level My Own White Knight

I don’t want to come down again

It would be worse, that pain

I don’t want to feel that way,

...the CI i m iS nOt tO IOse. all the things feeling the same
: . Putting the guard up,
I kn OW I m n Ot g Ol n g tO putting the evil down the drain
recover-recover, but am my own white knight
avoiding the temptation
GS IOng GS Ilm nOt ofsay.ing good night
Leaning for myself
Ietting it beqt me... to keep up my personal fight

I don’t have to live for you

keeping yourself level

as long as I live for me

It only took me all these years

for my eyes to see

Poem

Self-condifence

Really gets [me]
back in touch with my
creativity... | lost all
confidence in that after
having my diagnosis...
So, you know, it's
really helped me

Still image from short film

Managing mental health

I've got to go to the

art room... That was a
good thing, because

it just made me give that

bit of time for myself,
which | didn't do before 110 18y SCUIpILIES

Purpose

| wanted to tell stories
about being outside...
And | wanted to

—_

Inspire people just to
be out... that it can
forget my troubles, wWork [he|p your

Being along the waterside helps me to

Still image from short film

mental health]




What's next?

Recommendations from the research, supported by
participant feedback

1. Access to the arts is a right not a privilege -
embed creative activities within healthcare plans.

creativity... iIs something that you need to do... you

might not think you need to do it, [but] you need to
do it to survive, to thrive

2. The evidence informed framework shows the value of
creativity, funders need to support long-term projects.

they have got to have continuity... short term goals
might be really nice, but they are not very effective in
terms of people's mental health recovery

3. Recovery is an on-going, highly individual process and
should not be measured as an outcome

You are giving me a life... Let's quantify it in
paperwork... has my depression lifted? Well, I've had it
since | was nine... | am 49, probably not.

R3connect project presents
a series of artistic responses
to the research including
animation and music.

Get alerts about upcoming
events by scanning the QR
code to join the mailing list.
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