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ABSTRACT

Mental health concerns present significant challenges for Australian youth. Arts
organizations play a key role in promoting preventative mental health strate-
gies through enhancing the social and emotional well-being (SEWB) of youth.
However, little is known about how the arts promote SEWB and the processes
and contexts through which this occurs. This article describes a 2021 workshop
conducted on the lands of Whadyuk Noongar in Boorloo, Perth, Western Australia

KEYWORDS

social and emotional
well-being (SEWB)

children and young
people

teaching artists

arts learning

www.intellectbooks.com 1


https://doi.org/10.1386/jaah_00157_1
https://doi.org/10.1386/jaah_00157_1

Leanne Fried | Christine Lovering | Sarah Falconer | Jacinta Francis | Robyn Johnston | Karen Lombardi | Lilly Blue | Julia E. Morris

art-based research
mental health

2

promotion

as phase 1 of a research project aimed to improve the capacity of arts organiza-
tions to promote SEWB. Utilizing tableau, lightbox activities, and focus groups,
the workshop employed art-based data-collection to identify approaches used by
arts organizations to promote the SEWB of youth. The approaches encompassed
developing empowerment and agency, creating safe spaces, connecting, and
collaborating and encouraging emotion awareness. Given the high engagement
of participants in the data collection process, art-based activities will be used in
future phases of the project.

BACKGROUND

Mental health concerns account for three of the top five causes of the total
burden of disease in Australia (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
2016) and are a major public health barrier to obtaining and sustaining physi-
cal, mental and social well-being (Australian Government Department of
Health 2019). Globally, mental health concerns account for 13 per cent of
the global burden of disease for children and young people (World Health
Organisation 2021). If left unaddressed, these can follow an individual into
adulthood, compromising opportunities to lead a fulfilling life (World Health
Organisation 2021). The growing demand for mental health care has seen an
increasing need to strengthen the systems that prevent and respond to mental
illness (World Health Organisation 2022). In Australia, most mental health
care resources are allocated to acute care hospital services rather than to
protecting and preventing mental health problems and promoting well-being
(Jorm 2014). While it is vital to treat mental illness, it is possible some mental
illnesses could be avoided if governments and communities invested in strate-
gies and environments that support young people’s social and emotional well-
being (SEWB) (Jenkins and Minoletti 2013).

A potentially powerful way to promote the SEWB of young people is
through the arts (Allensworth et al. 2018; Jensen and Bonde 2018; Zarobe and
Bungay 2017). There are many benefits of creative activities on the SEWB of
individuals and on community well-being (Jensen and Bonde 2018), and the
opportunity to engage fully with the arts is considered a basic right for all chil-
dren (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989). Specific
components of arts activities are aligned with different aspects of SEWB. For
example, the aesthetic and emotional components of arts activities can provide
opportunities for emotional expression, self-regulation and stress reduction
(Juslin 2013), all of which are intrinsic to how we manage our mental health
(Fancourt and Steptoe 2019). Activities such as making and listening to music
are associated with stress management and prevention (Martin et al. 2018).
Arts engagement can also help to reduce the risk of developing mental illness
such as depression in pre-adolescence (Fancourt and Steptoe 2019). Other
benefits of engaging in the arts include self-expression, distraction from illness/
problems, and a perceived improvement in mental health and well-being (Dray
et al. 2017; Thomson et al. 2020; Uttley et al. 2015; Zarobe and Bungay 2017).

While there is a growing evidence base to show that the arts can promote
SEWB, including a report from the UK All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts,
Health and Well-Being (Gordon-Nesbitt 2017), a scoping review into the role
of the arts in promoting health and well-being (Fancourt and Finn 2019),
and numerous articles reporting on the health outcomes of art programmes
in specific contexts, for example, mental health settings (e.g. Lewis and
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Spandler 2019), community settings (e.g. Brownett 2018) and schools (e.g.
Alfonso 2018), there is little exploration into the mechanisms that enable
the promotion of SEWB through the arts. This gap also extends to the role of
arts organizations and arts educators in intentionally promoting the SEWB of
participating young people (Allensworth et al. 2018). To address this gap, it is
important to understand how arts organizations currently promote the SEWB
of young people. To achieve this aim, we brought personnel from arts organi-
zations in Western Australia together and used art-based methods to explore
multiple ways of knowing (Leavy 2018).

RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

Ethics approval to conduct this art-based study was granted by the Human
Research Ethics Office at The University of Western Australia. The overarching
four-phased project aimed to develop a resource that would build the capac-
ity of arts organizations to promote the SEWB of children and young people
who participate in their arts programmes. The research comprised four phases.
Phase 1 involved workshops with arts personnel to gather insights into
current practices and challenges. Phase 2 involved focus groups with young
participants in arts programmes and their parents; exploring experiences and
the impact of arts engagement on their SEWB. During phase 3 a draft resource
was developed in collaboration with psychologists and arts advisors. The final
phase, phase 4, included piloting the resource to assess its practicality and
effectiveness.

Arts programmes considered in this project included dance, drama, music,
visual arts and circus. While some of the arts organizations were conducting
programmes in schools, the majority were working with school-aged chil-
dren out of school time. This article reports on the phase 1 workshop with arts
personnel.

Phase 1 was conducted as an art-based study and structured as a work-
shop. Art-based methods were used for several reasons: to empower partici-
pants, recognize their expertise in promoting SEWB in young people, provide
familiar means of self-expression, generate multiple ways of knowing (Leavy
2017), provide infinite outcome possibilities (McNiff 2012) and ensure trans-
lation to a broader audience (Chilton and Leavy 2020). Participants can also
construct alternative forms of representation through art-based methods that
promote dialogue and shared storytelling (Jones 2006; Morris and Paris 2021).
In this phase of the study the art works and the description of the artwork was
used as data. The adult participants in the workshop developed the artwork
and provided a description for each. In addition, focus groups were used to
provide further opportunities to explore experiences, meanings and perspec-
tives (Patton 2002).

PROCEDURE

A purposive sampling technique was used to identify 38 organizations
involved in the practice, development, production, administration and teach-
ing of dance, drama, visual arts, music and circus programmes for children
and young people. Arts practitioners from all organizations were invited to
participate in a stakeholder workshop conducted on the lands of Whadyuk
Noongar in Boorloo, metropolitan Perth, Western Australia, in March 2021. All
workshop participants were involved in each of the data collection activities
which were interspersed throughout the workshop.
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Tableau and lightbox installation techniques were used as the art-based
methods. Tableau involves an individual or a group using their bodies to
develop a silent and still representation of a scene, guided by a prompt
(Mayor 2020). In this study the scene was developed in response to the
prompt for participants to consider how they currently promote the SEWB
of young people through their programmes. A lightbox is a horizon-
tal box with a translucent surface that is lit from behind. While the uses
of the lightbox are vast, in this project the lightbox was used to create
a group symbolic representation showing the promotion of SEWB using
found objects. Tableau and lightbox installation techniques were chosen as
the art-based methods because in the experience of the arts researchers
in the research team, these activities are collaborative and evoke discus-
sion between participants. They were also chosen as most participants were
from visual arts and drama organizations, and skills from these art forms
are engaged in tableau and lightbox activities. The research team developed
a plan, including provocations (questions for participants to promote or
stimulate thinking), for the tableau and lightbox activities and a discussion
guide for the focus groups.

Participants were divided into three groups for the tableau activity, with
six people in each group and representatives from visual arts, music, dance,
drama and circus. Two groups were presented with the provocation: ‘What
does an arts session look and feel like when young people’s SEWB is being
promoted?”. The third group was given the following provocation: ‘What does
an arts session look and feel like when young people’s SEWB is being stifled?”.
The groups were given fifteen minutes to create a tableau in response to their
provocations. The tableaus were then shared with the whole group, facilitated
by thought-tracking, where a character steps out of a scene to describe to
the audience how they are feeling and what they are doing. Finally, a person
from the tableau group described what was happening in the scene, with this
description recorded by scribes.

Participants in the lightbox activity were invited to create lightbox
installations during the workshop using natural objects (e.g. bark, nuts,
seed pods, cones and twigs). One lightbox and a trolley of natural objects
were provided per group. White sand was placed on the surface of each
lightbox and participants were asked, ‘How can the promotion of young
people’s SEWB in arts programmes be represented using found objects?”.
The provocation was displayed on a PowerPoint slide for participants to
refer to during the activity. Once created, a participant representing the
group was asked to provide a narrative for each creation, and this was
documented by researchers. Lightbox exploration was ongoing throughout
the two-hour workshop, allowing for continuous reflection and explora-
tion. Images of each lightbox, with their associated narratives, are seen in
Figures 2—4.

Participants remained in the same groups for the art-based activities and
the focus groups to help develop a feeling of comfort and openness with
each other. For the focus groups, participants were seated at three large
tables within the workshop venue. Participants were guided through a series
of focus group questions to explore their perception of how arts organiza-
tions currently promote the SEWB of young people in their programmes.
Discussion guide questions were supported by prompts, where participants
could reflect on specific ways they enhanced SEWB in arts programmes with
young people. The focus groups were facilitated by a member of the research
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team, an experienced arts facilitator, with other research team members
providing co-facilitation and note-taking.

DATA COLLECTION

All tableau and lightbox descriptions and focus group conversations were
recorded by trained note-takers, assigned to each group and using a pre-
planned format. This format enabled them to capture overall discussion
themes and individual quotes. All notes were checked for accuracy after the
workshop by members of the research team who attended. Lightbox activities
were photographed. The workshop was two hours in length and participants
received a gift voucher on completion. A self-administered survey designed to
capture demographic data including age, gender and years of arts involvement
was completed by participants at the beginning of the workshop.

DATA ANALYSIS

Firstly, tableau and lightbox activities were collated so that data from each activ-
ity could be read and viewed (in the case of lightboxes) as complete works. Then
the descriptions presented by the speakers for each of the tableau and lightbox
activities and the dialogue from the focus groups discussions were organized
using the software package, QSR NVivo Version 12 (QSR International Pty Ltd
2018), ready for thematic analysis. Thematic analysis took place systematically,
guided by Virgina Braun and Victoria Clarke’s (2006) framework. To maintain
dependability and determine credibility, two members of the research team
(LF and SF) worked independently in the initial stages of the analysis (Bryman
2016). Notes and quotes were read multiple times to develop initial ideas
and codes. Open coding was used to assign the data to codes, which were
then grouped into potential categories and themes. The two researchers then
came together to discuss the themes, categories and codes. The coding and
themes were then presented to the research team, with minor inconsistencies
between researchers discussed until a consensus was reached. As the research-
ers conducting the initial analyses were from a health promotion background,
discussion with the broader research team, which also included arts research-
ers, addressed possible subjective approaches to the analysis to ensure it was
sufficiently wholistic and addressed relevant themes (Olmos-Vega et al. 2023).

FINDINGS

The workshop involved participants from: two circus groups (four partici-
pants), one dance group (three participants), five mixed arts groups (more
than one art form) (seven participants), four theatre groups (four participants)
and two visual arts groups (two participants). Most of the arts organizations
represented at the workshop provided programmes in metropolitan and
regional areas. One organization focused solely on programmes for Aboriginal
people while two organizations delivered specific arts programmes to
Aboriginal people in remote parts of Western Australia in addition to their
other programmes.

There were five male and thirteen female workshop participants, with the
majority aged between 31 and 61 years (31-41, n = 4; 42-51, n = 5; 52-61, n
= 3) and possessing over eight years of arts experience (1-2 years, n = 2; 7-8
years, n = 1; <8 years, n = 10). Five participants did not complete age and
experience survey questions.
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Data from the tableau, lightbox and focus group activities represented
ways that the SEWB of young people is promoted or stifled through arts
programmes.

Tableau Group 1 - a scene where SEWB is being promoted

This freeze frame was described as a scene from a mental health warm-up
conducted in an arts session. Participants walk across the room mentally
making a list of troubling thoughts. Participants then put these thoughts in a
box placed on the floor in the room. The teaching artist, acting as a“postman’
then comes and takes the box away. The thought tracker (a class participant)
says: ‘I'm posting thoughts about school.

Tableau Group 2 - a scene where SEWB is being stifled

In this scene participants were sitting in rows on the floor. A teacher is stand-
ing above them at the front pointing at the board. One child is angry, one
scared, two are disengaged. The teacher is described as a straight white male
who knows all the answers. The thought tracker (a class participant) says,
“You have no right to talk to me like that’.

Tableau Group 3 - a scene where SEWB is being stifled

In this scene the participants are watching a comedy and are positioned in a
row. They are told to be quiet and are not allowed to laugh. Participants have
sticky notes across their mouths symbolizing a muzzle. The thought tracker (a
class participant) says, ‘I hate the theatre’.

Lightbox Group 1

Figure 1: SEW-Arts workshop participants, Social and Emotional Wellbeing
in an Arts Class, 2021. Natural objects on sand. 100cm x 70cm. Edith Cowan
University, Western Australia. Courtesy of the artists.
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Lightbox Group 2

I —

Figure 2: SEW-Arts workshop participants, Social and Emotional Wellbeing
in an Arts Class, 2021. Natural objects on sand. 100cm x 70cm. Edith Cowan
University, Western Australia. Courtesy of the artists.

Lightbox Group 3

Figure 3: SEW-Arts workshop participants, Social and Emotional Wellbeing

in an Arts Class, 2021. Natural objects on sand. 100cm x 70cm. Edith Cowan
University, Western Australia. Courtesy of the artists.

Getting creative

www.intellectbooks.com 7



Leanne Fried | Christine Lovering | Sarah Falconer | Jacinta Francis | Robyn Johnston | Karen Lombardi | Lilly Blue | Julia E. Morris

8

Thematic analysis

Four main themes were identified as approaches used by arts organizations to
promote the SEWB of young people in their programmes. These were: devel-
oping empowerment and agency, creating safe places, connecting and collab-
orating, and encouraging emotion awareness.

Developing empowerment and agency

A strong theme identified as a means of promoting SEWB was developing
empowerment and agency through the voice of young people. A spokesper-
son in the lightbox activity described their representation as:’We are guided by
more than one leader and the room is filled with many voices and everyone
feels heard and supported’ (see Figure 3).

In the tableau activity, one of the groups depicted young people who were
audience members in a comedy show. Even though it was a comedy, they
were instructed to‘be quiet’and not laugh’and were positioned in a row, each
with sticky notes across their mouths. The main message was the need for
children and young people to have a voice and to express their emotions in
arts sessions to develop agency and empowerment and promote their SEWB.

Focus group participants stressed the importance of young people having
a say in arts sessions, allowing them to‘have a voice and the emotions that go
along with that’. The voice of young people was seen as essential to engage-
ment while the need to provide leadership opportunities to facilitate agency
and empowerment was considered important. One participant described
how their organization allows children ‘to devise what the programme will
be which gives them empowerment and agency’. Young people also needed
the opportunity to not participate if they did not want to. One participant
described their organization’s aim as: ‘holding the space for participants to
develop their sense of agency and empowerment. We have anecdotal evidence
that this has had a positive impact on their social and emotional well-being’.

Creating safe spaces

Another way that arts organizations promoted the SEWB of children and
young people was by creating safe spaces. Circles were used in the lightbox
activity to show an inclusive arts environment that promotes SEWB. In a light-
box narration the circle was said to ‘represent a safe place to share ideas’ (see
Figure 1). In the tableau activity straight rows with the teacher out the front
demanding attention created a space where young people did not feel safe
and their SEWB was stifled.

Focus group participants from one arts organization explained how they
train teaching artists ‘in teaching practices that welcome everyone, creating a
space for individuals to be themselves and to share’. A participant discussed
how they’teach in circles so no-one is out the front”. The importance of provid-
ing a cohesive learning environment, with ‘safe spaces to learn, grow, and fail’,
was also discussed. This included culturally safe places: ‘Culturally safe spaces
are important [as they] grow/allow freedom of expression’.

Connecting and collaborating

Providing opportunities for young people to connect and collaborate with
others, including the teacher, was deemed important for their SEWB. In
the tableau activity, one group depicted young people sitting in rows with a
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dominant teaching artist who was demanding attention at the front of the class.
Class participants appeared angry, scared and disengaged. The main message
was the need for the teacher to connect with individual participants to promote
their SEWB. In the lightbox activity, groups used the circle repeatedly not only
as a symbol to represent safety but as one of connection (see Figure 2) and
SEWB was described as a collaborative process: ‘It’s not an individual process
and is a process rather than an outcome’ (see Figure 3). Focus group partici-
pants discussed the importance of encouraging individuals to work together,
thus also building resilience and strength. Additionally, arts organizations
mentioned the need for community connection: ‘Our programmes are often
driven by the needs of the community we are working in’".

Encouraging emotion awareness

In the tableau activity, one group depicted a mental health warm-up with
class participants asked to place any uncomfortable thoughts or emotions
they have in a post box. The main message was that emotions can, and often
need to be regulated to enable the full engagement of young people in arts
activities and to promote their SEWB. Focus group participants spoke about
commencing their arts sessions with warm-up activities designed to help
develop emotional awareness in young people and ‘make each individual feel
heard, seen, and valued’. Additionally, arts organizations created opportunities
in their sessions for participants to focus on the breath and sensory aware-
ness to increase mindfulness as a means of emotion regulation and a way to
enhance their SEWB.

DISCUSSION

The art activities used in this project showed how young people’s SEWB can
be promoted and stifled in arts sessions. Additionally, four approaches used by
arts organizations to promote the SEWB of young people through their arts
programmes were identified.

Research evidence supports the approaches used by arts organizations
as having a positive relationship with well-being. For example, developing
empowerment and agency helps young people discover and negotiate who they
are and their place in the world (Graham and Fitzgerald 2011) with confidence
and self-awareness (Ranson 2000). Empowerment includes feeling heard,
as expressed in the lightbox activity, which results in young people devel-
oping confidence in themselves and their ideas. Empowerment and agency
also enable young people to build and maintain strong relationships based
on openness and trust (Mitra 2009). Feeling empowered is a protective factor
for children and young people’s mental health as they learn they are impor-
tant, have rights and can exert some control over their lives (Srivastav et al.
2020). A tableau scene showed how disempowerment can result in emotions
such as anger and fear. There are many opportunities through arts activities,
as embodied experiences, to enable empowerment and agency of participants
(Pavarini et al. 2021) and in turn support the rights of young people (UNCRC
1989).

Participants in this and other research (Farrington and Shewfelt 2020)
emphasize the importance of creating safe spaces to promote young people’s
SEWB. This aligns with the concept of psychological safety, the feeling that
taking interpersonal risks will not result in embarrassment, ridicule or shame,
and enables people to engage, connect, change and learn (Edmondson and
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Lei 2014). In psychologically safe spaces, individuals can focus on activating
and accomplishing goals, regardless of the nervous feelings often associated
with new experiences (English and Stengel 2010).

Psychological safety enables individuals to utilize their agency or their
ability to make choices that influence the way they engage with activities
(Wanless 2016). Psychological safety is central to mental health and well-
being (Sullivan et al. 2018) and is a distinct state important for rest, restoration
and social bonding (Goetz et al. 2010). In terms of practice, a focus on connect-
ing and collaborating founded on authentic and empathetic relationships can
increase an individual’s perception of psychological safety (Edmondson and
Lei 2014). Educators can be trained to cultivate their ability to empathize and
connect through techniques such as mindfulness, role-playing, fiction reading
and mirror experiences (Gerdes et al. 2011), techniques that teaching artists
are already familiar with using. The circle was identified in our research as a
means of creating safety (Figure 1) and connection (Figure 2), although how
this was used was not explored.

Awareness of emotions allows people to understand their feelings and to
respond to and regulate their emotions more effectively (Weissman et al.
2020). Conversely, low emotional awareness is associated with increased risk
for poor mental health. It has previously been identified that adolescents have
more difficulty than children or adults at identifying the specific emotion
they are feeling (Weissman et al. 2020). Effective emotion regulation is vital
for good mental health (Denny 2020) and can be promoted through specific
programmes, as has been shown in the classroom (Brackett et al. 2019).
Emotion suppression has been found to be a maladaptive emotion regulation
strategy (Gross and John 2003). A tableau scene in this research showed how
the suppression of emotion can result in stifling SEWB. One important way
that emotion regulation can be promoted is through a focus on developing the
teacher’s own emotion awareness and regulation (Brackett et al. 2019).

A strength of the study was the use of the art-based methods in conjunc-
tion with social science methods. Participants were highly engaged in the
tableau and lightbox activities and it is considered that these methods and the
resultant art and focus groups provided rich data and multiple ways of know-
ing (Slutskaya et al. 2012). The positive experience using art-based methods
has given the research team confidence in applying these to future studies.
Another strength of this study was the range of art forms represented in the
workshop. Furthermore, the inclusion of a multidisciplinary team of both arts
and health researchers supported a broader approach to the data analysis and
resultant conclusions. This was a preliminary study, with a small sample size.
Further research that investigates the approaches used by arts organizations
to promote SEWB in specific populations of young people and how these
approaches translate into practice will be beneficial for building a framework
to promote SEWB through the arts.

CONCLUSION

Although a potentially powerful way to support the SEWB of young people is
through the arts, how this occurs is still relatively unknown. Utilizing art-based
data collection methods to help participants develop and express their ideas, this
study indicated how the arts promote SEWB by identifying specific approaches
used by arts organizations. Research provides evidence of the strength of these
approaches in promoting the SEWB of children and young people.
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This research presented the first phase in a project that aims to support
arts educators to intentionally promote the SEWB of young people through
their programmes. Art-based data collection methods were successfully used
to support participants to develop and express their ideas, and facilitated
participant engagement. The description of these approaches used in this
study can assist multidisciplinary research teams to engage research partici-
pants and ultimately improve health outcomes in young people. The further
use of art-based research in other phases of this overall project, particularly
with young people, may not only contribute to their level of engagement and
quality of the data collected but may also promote their SEWB through partic-
ipant empowerment.
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