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With the advent of healthy living centres and a more holistic approach to health, there’s an 

upsurge of interest in the arts as a means of promoting mental and physical wellbeing. Anita 

Holford looks at the role of participatory music-making. 

 

Mention music and health in the same sentence and many people immediately think of music therapy. 

But while music therapy is traditionally ‘imposed’ on a client, by a professional – and used to alleviate 

a specific problem – community music, or participatory music-making, as it is becoming known, can 

play a much more dynamic role in people’s lives.  

 

Of relevance to everyone – but of particular benefit to the socially excluded - it can help people 

communicate, help generate a sense of community and generally improve the wellbeing of individuals 

and the communities within which they live, by giving them the opportunity to participate in creative 

activity.  

 

Older people 
For example, anecdotal evidence of the value of Notes on a Postcard, a Cheshire project aimed at 

older people, abounds. It has not only made musical enthusiasts out of the more hesitant visitors to 

Age Concern’s drop in sessions at local community centres, but it has also encouraged  members of 

the groups – particularly, those who had steadfastly refused to take part in group activities in the past 

– to socialise more. And the group as a whole gained a huge sense of shared achievement and pride.

  

 

It was developed by musicians Mary Keith and Hugh Nankivell, and members of the Hallé Orchestra. 

Old postcards were used as initial stimuli for discussion about the past, -and then participants were 

asked what they would write on a postcard to their future great, great, great grandchildren.  From this 

starting point, the groups developed both lyrics and music using percussion and other instruments, 

working together to create and experiment with music.  

 

Advocacy  
Music-making can also be used to help people express their own needs. Certainly its value goes 

beyond simply channelling frustrations into music at projects run by organisations such as Core Arts 

or Redcar and Cleveland Mind. In both cases, it gives participants with a history of mental health 

problems the chance to gain both musical and social skills. In addition, in an environment removed 

from doctors, surgeries and wards, people often find it easier to voice their opinions - and, just as 

important, to have them acknowledged.  

 

Wendy Bennett is one of six women who formed the Redcar and Cleveland Mind Cabaret group two 

years ago to try to make sense of their experiences of mental health problems through music. They 

write and perform songs which deal with challenging mental health issues.  

  



 

Bennett herself had experienced a range of treatments, from ECT to anti-depressants and sleeping 

pills. ‘I’ve gone through the mental health system myself, and I expected that the doctors would “cure 

me”. Now I’m so much more confident, and I know I have to help myself as much as anything. I still 

use the services, but I know why I’m there and I’ll be the one who decides that I need to go. And 

people come up to us after performances and say we’ve given them hope, and that’s a tremendous 

accolade.’  

 

Members of the Core Arts art centre, a registered charity gain similar benefits. They are mainly drawn 

from the local Hackney population, and have typically suffered debilitating mental health problems 

such as severe depression or schizophrenia, and are in various stages of rehabilitation. Some 

members are referred by health and social welfare authorities. Some arrive of their own accord. Half 

are from minority ethnic groups, a third are female, and many suffer from inner city deprivation and 

discrimination. 

 

The emphasis is on creating visual art, crafts, music and poetry. Much of the mentoring and 

supervision is carried out by volunteer artists and musicians. Users and ex-users of mental health 

services are also actively encouraged to volunteer.  In return, there is support and access to studio 

space, and a developing teaching programme, so that formal instruction features alongside open and 

supervised access times. Many members have never been on a formal course, but gradually some 

realise that skill acquisition and regular commitment can have its own pay-off - a notion which can be 

a huge step forward. 

 

All members have an equal voice in the development of the centre and in their creative endeavours - 

some of which are on show at bi-monthly gigs, which have become a popular community event, as 

well as helping to challenge common stereotypes associated with mental health. 

 

Information exchange 
Music can also be used by health workers to encourage people to explore health issues in an 

interesting and fun way – as well as to help generate community spirit. For the past six years, for 

example, Celebratory Arts for Primary Healthcare has worked with the local and  health authorities 

and residents on two estates in South Gateshead to provide non-written information about healthy 

living (literacy levels in the area are low). 

 

The project involves a variety of arts events, including a children’s streetband with self-composed 

‘heart’ songs, leading up to a ‘healthy hearts’ lantern procession around the estates with a fireworks 

finale.  

 

As well as 300 schoolchildren and their families, the project involves teachers, youth workers, 

librarians, health visitors, local churches, local volunteers and a handful of professional artists and 

musicians. Over the years, it has helped boost people’s morale, as well as supporting healthier 

lifestyle choices, and encouraging people to participate in the wider life of the community. 

  



 

Professional partnerships 
Arts and health professionals are now beginning to share information, methods and ideas on a more 

formal basis. In Cleveland, for example, South Tees Community and Mental Health NHS Trust has 

formed a partnership with Cleveland Arts to ensure that art is an integral part of the services provided 

by the Trust.  

 

In addition, last month Arts for Health, which is based at Manchester Metropolitan University, hosted 

CHARTS, the first Culture, Health and the Arts world symposium. Arts and health professionals from 

across the world came together to hear acclaimed speakers such as Dr Patch Adams (the subject of 

Robin Williams’ latest film),  Sir Kenneth Calman, chairman of the World Health Organization 

Executive Committee, and Lord Richard Attenborough.   

 

Evaluation of effectiveness 
Given the new, holistic approach to health spearheaded by the healthy living centres initiative, it’s 

clear that a change is needed in the way that health ‘benefits’ are assessed. Some arts professionals 

across the UK are beginning to gather evidence to establish and document the tangible health 

benefits of the arts.  

 

For example, Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, which uses the London Sinfonia to provide 

participatory music making activities for its patients, is considering clinical research - and a researcher 

has been appointed to collate existing research from all over the world. The problem is that clinical 

research models don’t lend themselves to quantifying improvements in quality of life, outlook, self-

esteem and self-confidence.    

  

Nevertheless, the quantitative evidence that does exist is impressive: A report by Comedia found that: 

‘Of those people who participated in creative activity, 73% said that they felt happier, and 52% said 

that they felt better or healthier than previously.’ (Use or ornament? The social impact of participation 

in the arts, Comedia,1997). 

 

Dr Alex Scott-Samuel, Director of the Equity in Health Research and Development Unit at the 

Department of Public Health, University of Liverpool, sums up the current situation quite succintly. As 

he puts it: ‘Given the self-evidently health promoting and life enhancing effects of music, I find it 

extraordinary that so little research and development has so far taken place in this field. But I feel 

confident that in 10 to 15 years time, the positive causal impacts on health outcomes of community 

music and other community arts will be as taken for granted as those of exercise, non-smoking and 

other so-called lifestyle choices are at present.’ 
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