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Anita Holford outlines how 
occupational therapists can locate 
creative activities for clients 
through local voluntary arts 
groups, and reports on a new 
website that has been set up to 
help

I
n past issues of OTnews, there have been 
regular features from OTs who have seen 
how patients have benefited from creative 
activities; dance, visual arts and writing to 

name just a few. But with budget cuts 
looming, it may be harder than ever before to 
find support and funding for arts initiatives. 

The good news is that there is a solution – 
and it is free. It comes in the form of the 
many voluntary arts groups that already exist 
in patients’ own communities.  

OTs are more aware than most health 
professionals of the benefits of creative 
activities for people’s health and wellbeing – 
particularly group activities. They fit well 
with the concept of occupational therapy, 
enabling people to participate, learn, optimise 
their potential, find meaning and purpose, 
improve their self-confidence, and change 
their attitudes to life, their abilities and their 
health or condition.

In fact, group creative activities fulfil the 
‘Five ways to wellbeing’, helping people to 
connect, be active, take notice, keep learning 
and give (through mutual support and 
encouragement).

But it is not always easy to integrate 
creative activities into practice. Most of the 
projects reported in OTnews have been just 
that; projects, funded and delivered through 

the particular primary care trust, health 
board, hospital or local authority department, 
and often short term. It is looking unlikely 
that they will be a priority in the current 
financial climate. 

Voluntary arts groups could offer a 
solution, and although they cannot replace 
targeted arts in health and arts therapy 
interventions, they could provide an 
alternative, or even a sustainable ‘next step’ 
for patients. They will also be particularly 
relevant in terms of self-management and 
patient choice.

What are voluntary arts groups?
‘Voluntary arts group’ is simply a term for 
arts groups that are open to all and run by 
local people, voluntarily, for the benefit of 
their community. They include choirs, 
embroidery groups, drama associations, 
painting groups, musical theatre societies, 
dance groups, orchestras and craft groups, for 
example. There are a huge number and range 
of groups, which means that they fit well 
with the personalisation agenda. The 
Voluntary Arts Directory of Amateur Art and 
Craft Forms lists 68 different types of groups/
art forms from accordion to woodturning, 
and there are many more.  

Most are self-sustaining and free or low-
cost to join. They also offer the added value 
of social connections, because they are 
embedded in the local community, and 
attract a wide range of participants.

Many are set up as not-for-profit groups 
or formally as charities, which means they 
have to demonstrate and report on how they 
benefit the public and their governance 
processes, for example, an effective board 
with responsible trustees. They will also have 

certain policies and procedures in place in 
areas such as health and safety, protection of 
children or vulnerable adults and risk 
management.

How can you find appropriate 
activities for patients?
Voluntary Arts, the development agency for 
voluntary arts groups, has created a website 
to help health professionals to find such 
groups in their community, and to locate the 
evidence (www.healthysocialcreative.org.uk). 

Although written for health professionals 
who are working with clients affected by 
long-term conditions, it could also be useful 
to a wider range of health and social care 
professionals, and to patients themselves.

The impetus behind the site was 
Voluntary Arts’ belief that voluntary arts 
groups have a central role to play in the 
health and wellbeing of the nation, and more 
now than ever before. ‘Long-term conditions 
in particular are affecting more and more of 
us and are going to be a major source of 
pressure on the healthcare system,’ says 
Ginny Brink, Voluntary Arts link 
co-coordinator, who is also the South East 
Wales development manager for Macmillan 
Cancer Support. ‘This highlights a real need, 
even a civil responsibility for the voluntary 
arts and the health sector to make links. And 
as public sector cuts are leading to a “doing 
more with less” approach, it’s an opportunity 
too for health professionals to think more 
creatively themselves about solutions to 
individual clients’ needs.’

The need for evidence
For OTs, making links could involve 
anything from simple actions like signposting 

A new way of looking at 
creative activities and health
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patients to a local group, to more strategic work, 
developing partnerships with a voluntary arts group or a 
voluntary arts umbrella body and working together to 
ensure it can meet patients’ needs at an appropriate 
level for the patients and the group itself. 

In the past, this would have been difficult 
not only due to lack of awareness of 
voluntary arts groups and how to find 
them, but also because it has been 
difficult to find the evidence about 
arts and creative activities and 
specific conditions.

The evidence certainly 
exists, but there is a 
daunting array and it is 
hard to find what you 
need. The Voluntary 
Arts website can help, 
as can another new 
website which has 
been developed by 
London Arts in 
Health Forum. This 
site (www.
cultureandwellbeing.
org.uk) goes one step 
further in having a 
searchable database of 
projects, research, 
practical advice and 
contacts. Although 
currently in its early 
stages, the site will 
eventually provide a one-
stop-shop for health 
professionals wanting to find 
evidence about arts and 
creativity and health.

As OTs are being encouraged 
towards more personalised care, at the 
same time ‘doing more with less’ and 
carrying out evidence-based practice, 
perhaps the arts and creative activities can 
finally play a role equal to exercise in care and 
rehabilitation, as well as more generally in health, 
during the challenging times ahead?

●● Anita Holford, writer and communications practitioner, on 

behalf of Voluntary Arts: www.voluntaryarts.org

The North Bristol Wellbeing Choir was set 
up in 2008, as a short-term arts and health 
project by the Neighbourhood Arts Team of 
Bristol City Council. Initially it was 
developed in partnership with local doctors 
surgeries, which referred patients, but the 
choir is now an independent group, open to 
anyone. 

Hannah Currant, the council’s 
neighbourhood arts officer, is convinced of 
the health benefits of the choir*: ‘A lot of 
the work that the choir does is around 
increasing lung capacity and getting the 
heart going, but it is a lot gentler and a lot 
more accessible to people than going to a 
gym,’ she says. 

‘People go home and practise on their 
own and singing becomes part of a routine 
that they can use to help with their stress. 
Whatever their ailments are, singing can be 
applied in various different ways and can 
physically have a significant impact. Being 
part of something bigger than yourself is 
also important.’

Participants include people with serious 
health issues such as angina, heart 
problems, rheumatoid arthritis, asthma, 
stomach problems, stroke, diabetes, high 
blood pressure, back problems, depression, 
as well as people with learning and physical 
disabilities.

There are now around 60 regular 
attendees and more than 100 other people 
that have come through since the choir 
began. People come from a range of very 
different backgrounds and have different 
reasons for joining. Some understand that it 
may help with their health issues. Others 
join for general wellbeing – to do 
something in a group and perhaps help 
with isolation or depression. 

‘It certainly can be seen as a success by 
the attendance and retention rates, and 
from the anecdotal evidence,’ Hannah 
continues. ‘We know members have 
stopped taking antidepressants, have 
reduced or stopped other costly therapies 
in favour of the choir and have decreased 
their visits to their GPs. It’s been medically 
proven that singing together releases 
endorphins and makes people feel happier, 
and it certainly does that for a lot of the 
people who come along.’

* Original interview published in 
Restoring the Balance, a Voluntary Arts 
England publication

CASE STUDY: 
Bristol Wellbeing Choir

The benefits of 
voluntary arts 

groups
The benefits of voluntary arts groups include:
●● free or low cost – no implications for health 

sector budgets;
●● embedded in the local community – helping people 

to avoid/repair social isolation, develop social 
connections;
●● diverse and varied – the range of types of groups/art forms 

enable patients to exercise choice and control, and take part in 
something that fits with their own interests and perhaps hobbies 

they once enjoyed and found meaning from, fitting into the 
personalisation agenda;
●● empowering – groups are self-organised and can provide personal 

development opportunities through the different roles available in 
running the group; and
●● providing learning through support – rather than being focused on 

one person ‘leading’ the group, or indeed on people with the most 
talent, most groups are democratic in function, and operate through 
mutual support and collaboration in developing people’s skills and 
abilities.

The benefits of creative activities
Taking part in arts/creative activities can help people to:

●● feel happier and more positive, about themselves and their situation;
●● feel less isolated, and more connected with other people and the 

outside world;
●● gain a sense of purpose and meaning, developing new interests 
and skills;

●● improve their self-confidence and self-esteem;
●● gain a sense of choice and control over their lives and daily 
activities; and

●● improve their physical fitness, sensory awareness and 
physical dexterity.

In some cases, they have been shown to help people 
to:

●● reduce the number of visits people make to 
the GP or outpatients’ clinic; and

●● reduce the amount of medication 
they take (particularly anti-

depressants).

FEA
TU

R
E

Ivy League – LABBS Youth Chorus

©
Im

ag
es

: C
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 V
ol

un
ta

ry
 A

rt
s 

En
gl

an
d


