




Hannah Zeilig for CSM/ Generations 3 
Introduction: The wider context 

Arts, Wellbeing and Co-Creativity 

There has been a growing body of evidence in support of the value of the arts for health in 
the US, Japan, Europe and the UK. As noted in the recent WHO report: 

... the overall evidence base shows a robust impact of the arts on both mental and 
physical health. (2019:52) 

In particular, the beneficial role of the arts for all older people is increasingly accepted 
(Camic, Zeilig and Crutch, 2018). Importantly, the arts also offer unique opportunities for older 
people, including those with dementia, to interact with others (Renshaw, 2013, Zeilig et al, 
2014) and provide possibilities for creative expression for all (Cutler, 2020). Arts activities 
that aim to improve participants' health and wellbeing, have consequently flourished, 
including initiatives as diverse as singing and music making1, drama, visual art, dance, 
photography, clowning and puppetry to name a few. Thus, research is steadily mounting that 
confirms the potential of the arts to impact positively on everyone's physical and mental 
health and well-being (APPG, 2017, Cutler, 2020, WHO, 2019). 

Indeed, a major concern for the Generation 3 project concerns its impact on participant 
wellbeing, a concept which pervades contemporary life. As a phrase, wellbeing has become 
ubiquitous, a portmanteau term encapsulating a range of complex physical, emotional, 
psychological, and spiritual factors. However, a shared understanding and definitions of what 
it is, are elusive. Indeed, despite the development of numerous scales and questionnaires, 
there is no consensus on how to measure wellbeing or even how to conceptualise it (Algar et 
al, 2014, Zeilig et al, 2019). Nonetheless, the imperative to improve wellbeing guides much 
public health and social policy and, as noted, there has been increasing interest in evidencing 
the possible ways in which arts projects can positively affect participants' wellbeing. 

Ideas and definitions of wellbeing are many, but include: 

"a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity" 
WHO constitution, signed on 22 July 1946 by the representatives of 61 States and entered into 
force on 7 April 1948 

"the state of being comfortable, healthy or happy" 
Oxford English Dictionary 

'There is probably more evidence regarding the beneficial effects of making music and singing on mood and wellbeing 
than any other art form (as noted by Cutler in Creatively Minded, 2020 p.30). 

"Wellbeing is more than just happiness. As well as feeling satisfied and happy, wellbeing 
means developing as a person, being fulfilled, and making a contribution to the 
community" (Shah and Marks, 2004). 

Increasingly, we are encouraged as individuals to take care of our own wellbeing. The "Five 
Ways to Wellbeing" put forward by the New Economics Foundation2 include: 

• connect - with the people around you, family, friends, colleagues and neighbours
• be active - go for a walk or a run, garden, play a game
• take notice - be curious and aware of the world around you
• keep learning - try a new recipe, learn a new language, set yourself a challenge
• give - do something nice for somebody, volunteer, join a community group.

Recent scholarship arising from co-creative arts projects with people with dementia suggest 
that adopting a more nuanced, relational, fluid and dynamic approach to understanding the 
pervasive concept of wellbeing - rather than seeing it as a completed state that can be 
achieved, might be more useful (Dodge et al, 2012, Zeilig, West, van der Byl Wiliams, 2018, 
Zeilig et al 2019). This then, is the wider sociocultural context - one in which the 
associations between arts for health and wellbeing are increasingly emphasised, within 
which the Generations 3 project is situated. This is connected with the socio-political 
context of the arts in health that relies on empirically evidenced medical models of health 
(White, 2014). 

However, it is also important to note that the Generations 3 workshops are based on a 'yes 
and' model of improvisation, this lends them a co-creative character which is distinct from 
other more instrumental participative arts projects which have a specific endpoint. As noted 
elsewhere (Zeilig et al, 2018, 2019) co-creativity is about the possibility of using the arts 
together with people to enable a self-making process and the unexpected insights that this 
may prompt. There is also an ability within the co-creative arts for people to take risks and 
to explore emotional experiences which are often not accessed within more structured arts 
activities. Co-creativity generates relational interactions which are not a means to an end 
(such as to increase cognitive ability or physical agility) rather the process itself is the point 
(see Matarasso, 2017). Co-creativity using the arts extends an invitation to participate in a 
shared and playful pursuit that allows unique opportunities for communication, expression 
and glimpses into people's interior worlds. These may have therapeutic potential but this is 
not the goal. Co-creativity is inherently inclusive and welcomes the unexpected - these are 
all elements that are central to the Generations 3 workshops and that distinguish them from 
more traditional, structured participative arts projects. 

2 https ://i ss u u .co m/newecon am i csfo u ndati on/docs/five_ ways_ to_ well-being ?vi ewMode= p rese ntati on 
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