
 

 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited 

 
 

Page | 49  
https://doi.org/10.59298/ROJE/2024/424954 

 

The Role of Art in Building Community Identity and 
Health 

Nyiramukama Diana Kashaka 

Faculty of Education, Kampala International University, Uganda 

 
ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the transformative role of art in shaping community identity and enhancing 
collective health. Drawing from diverse cultural, social, and psychological perspectives, the discussion 
highlights art's capacity to build shared identities, foster resilience, and address health disparities. Art acts 
as a catalyst for community solidarity, emotional healing, and social inclusion, serving as a medium 
through which individuals and groups can express histories, values, and aspirations. Case studies from 
global contexts demonstrate the tangible benefits of artistic engagement in fostering mental and physical 
well-being, enhancing social cohesion, and inspiring civic pride. This review calls for increased 
integration of art into public health and community planning policies, emphasizing its potential to reduce 
social isolation and create sustainable, empathetic societies. 
Keywords: Art and Community Identity, Social Inclusion through Art, Art and Public Health, 

Community Resilience, Art-Based Mental Health Interventions. 

INTRODUCTION 
A vast array of art pieces, performances, and stories tell visitors about the diverse regional and personal 
identities of regional NWT communities. Not only are such pieces of art a reflection of cultural heritage, 
but they are also introducing cultural or attitudinal change. This paper, however, does not solely discuss 
what individual art pieces may promise in this regard. Indeed, when we talk about “art” in continental 
Canadian terms, we are discussing what communities, towns, and regions throughout North America do. 
Specifically, we are discussing how these art activities contribute to the creation and continuing 
development of “community” and “regional identification.” Art is one of the major, if not the primary, 
factors that personify communities. Whether these are identified by being “stoolball towns” or “fishing 
villages” or just by being “a friendly place to live,” community identities are reflected in the creations of 
their citizens [1, 2]. But are not all these conclusions simple matters of ‘everyday common sense’? In a 
broad sense, the answer must be in the affirmative, or they would not be widely accepted, for we lack 
detailed case study verification through, say lifestyle surveys. But “common sense” is usually so frequently 
born out of “resonance reality” that new possibilities are seldom if ever, considered. Secondly, and 
practically, finding various validation routes reinforces value assertions when wide-reaching agendas are 
being sought. It is also worth noting that previous studies of the impacts of these forums have generally 
ignored the issue of the health benefits. So, in summary, our research agenda is about providing a better 
understanding of the role of art in the building and maintenance of community identity and organization; 
the impacts of people engaged in such art, and servicing the needs of the health sector so that it may be 
more proactive in harnessing the positive role of art in health maintenance. We expected that links 
between art and community identity would be the strongest. The significance of ‘events’ socialization is 
easy to overlook since art also now has a ‘prime’ function as entertainment and cultural tourism [3, 4]. 
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Understanding Community Identity 
When we speak of community identity, we are speaking of the shared imagination of a certain kind of 
group. Community identity goes deeper than demographic categorization: it speaks to the grasping sense 
of belonging, of knowing and being known as one of a “we” rather than a “they.” This sense can be 
informed and held up by things like shared geography, history, and the concurrent understanding of 
social and cultural values and norms. But it is also marked, equally or more so, by shared experiences. A 
community’s identity (and conversely its outsider status) is cemented by a year’s worth of “seeing you at 
the store” and offering the requisite greeting, by volunteering with the same fellow teachers at the local 
school, by huddling together in the tense hush of a sports bar after the home team scores a basket, by the 
subtle strata of friendship groups that have gathered around the local watering hole. In sum, community 
identity is a built thing, the product of both our living experiences and the larger stories we tell about 
them [5, 6]. A strong sense of community identity grants its members some tangible benefits. For one, 
resilient communities tend to be strong on social support and attitudes of collective responsibility – 
characteristics encouraged by communities of shared identity. Indeed, researchers have discovered a 
correlation between the strength of community identity and the degree of pro-social attitudes. Moreover, 
a strong community is also associated with better individual health. Having identified so strongly with a 
community, then, goes beyond providing an emotionally fulfilling sense of purpose and belonging. It also 
provides an avenue for mutually beneficial relationship building and fosters physical health and a well-
rounded sense of “villaging.” This sense of partnership results in stronger communities and more well-
rounded individuals. Neighborhood identity has been linked to lower blood pressure, and the social 
networking benefits of neighborhood identity may even have prophylactic effects against getting a cold. 
This is the immune system effect [7, 8]. 

Definition and Significance 
Community identity is core to the study of the ways we live and associate together. Definitions of identity 
are variously located in personal or private subjectivity, the social or public identity of people in groups, 
and their cultural status as members of particular societies; they also encompass within-group distinctions 
and hierarchies. None of these definitions is exclusive of the others. Yet 'identity' talks to our experience 
of diversity, inequality, inclusion, exclusion, and affiliation in different ways. As such, it mediates between 
our sense of who we are as individuals and our experience of living together in families, friendships, local 
and national communities, and regional and global worlds. Belonging and identification with groups and 
individuals can offer comfort, security, a platform for greater confidence, and tolerance of the differences 
of others, as well as investment in varied ways in the family, community, or social grouping. Shared 
values and identification with a facet of life, way of communicating, or acting can foster shared collective 
identity and inform daily practice positively. This can result in increased confidence in our ability to help 
ourselves, an increased sense of interconnection, and consequently a reduction in isolation and increased 
social inclusion, resulting in healthier and overall safer communities. In times of crisis, an engaged, 
connected community can draw on the extensive knowledge and resources available to its members to 
help address urgent issues through collective action. Such a capacity to mobilize the power of individual 
and collective asset-based processes provides a basis for enhancing community resilience. Identity 
frameworks argue for social justice, human rights, and equity, including the heterogeneity of communities 
and the often hierarchical and exclusionary dynamics found within them. A range of academic literature 
explores and unpacks community engagement and development, with identity at the center of personal, 
civic, psychological, social, cultural, and environmental action [9, 10]. 

The Intersection of Art and Community Identity 
Art holds an innate power to encapsulate and express the spirit of the communities that create it. In the 
collaborative creation of music, improvised theatre games, or murals, participants are invited to share 
themselves, their resources, or ideas to build experiences that resonate with the values of many people 
together. Powerful emotional connections can also take place when an outsider hears music, a song, or a 
dance that unites a local community. This may be felt as witnessing a genuine, joyful experience when 
listening to the traditional music of an indigenous village, or experiencing an intense longing to belong to 
the ancient culture when watching wooden mask dancers perform. These spontaneous feelings or 
observations reflect how the arts can effectively constitute expressions of community identity [11, 12]. 
Art practices can be directed inward, helping communities understand their histories, traditions, and 
aspirations. Village historians note that 'oral history is a social act' that strives to 'articulate the continuity 
of one’s group, to build identity.' Alternatively, some artistic expressions can serve to ward off unwanted 
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attention, hardening communities by alienating potential predators. Music serves similar purposes, 
challenging the labels attached to their communities by powerful outsiders. For some musical 
participants, their participation exemplifies a belief in appreciative social change: the act of empathy with 
a particular lifestyle or respect for difference in self-expression. Engaging in the arts can help some 
communities think of new audiences for narratives about themselves or nonviolent community pathways. 
Murals in various cities or 'destination brass band parades' could be performed as forms of pride. Murals 
may also gently challenge powerful narratives. This can foster a longer-term project of nurturing valued 
exchanges and deeper levels of public trust within local communities themselves in a more comprehensive 
approach to thick civic negotiations between equal fellow citizens. The works created during such 
processes—be they visual arts, performance events, public art, or poetry—will shape the identity or 
symbolic representation of the groups and the individuals who make up these groups. The artists who 
facilitate the collaborative production of these works fulfill 'catalytic' roles that actively encourage others 
to share messages of their own using artistic expressions [13, 14]. 

Art As a Tool for Social Connection and Well-Being 
Art is key to creating social connections among community members. Art comes in many forms, and 
people actively engage in the production, sharing, and appreciation of visual art, music, dance, creative 
writing, and more. Such expressive arts often serve more as ways to create and express relationships than 
they do as artistic end products. Visual art installations, collaborative murals, and group quilts are some 
examples of gatherings where participants work or create together. Collaborations are rich opportunities 
for communities to come together to focus on tasks that require cooperation and negotiation toward a 
common goal. In recent years, there has been increasing interest in "collaborative sessions," 
collaborations, and programs that bring people together for artistic engagement [15, 16]. At community 
events and workshops, art can also be a successful means of expressing common values, experiences, and 
collective identity. Working together to create community centers, murals and other visual art, fashion 
shows, and theater performances can strengthen the shared beliefs and experiences of the participants. 
Expressive art programs can also be a means of reducing social isolation. Traditionally, artistic 
involvement has been seen as a reciter or researcher activity. Nevertheless, artistic production is 
increasingly recognized for its contributions to mental health, offering the benefits of consciously 
producing art and seeing the outputs. In particular, creating visual art with a therapeutic focus, and 
understanding professional art therapy processes, reduces stress and social anxiety and creates feelings of 
empowerment and belonging. A review of community arts programs provides empirical evidence for the 
social well-being of participation in such coordinated expressive activities beyond traditional clinical 
isolation. Integration measurement produced more research findings for individual changes in clinical 
feelings than community social projects, revealing the individual and intrapersonal challenges that exist 
within community-based leisure. Social identity plays an essential role in supporting mental health and 
well-being. It not only means creating and accepting the broad context of relationships, possessions, and 
attitudes in the community but also participating in such creations and strategies. Social constructs and 
supports collective relevance contribute greatly to social relationships and anticipate solutions, such as 
contentment, rewards, support, and engagement. Art is the essence of human expression and perspective 
on the social world [17, 18]. 

Psychological and Emotional Benefits 
Art is a powerful agent for generating individual as well as community self-understanding. It enables 
people to move towards some level of catharsis where they can begin to heal from the pain and confusion 
of political unrest or changes. Group mural projects have inspired creation, fostered healing, and given 
hope to many young people in our country. Art can heal because it is a form of creation; it allows people 
to come together to create something that they can be proud of and that gives them meaning. When 
young people take part in creating a beautiful mural or another piece of art that celebrates who they are 
and where they live, they develop a sense of pride and a stronger identity in themselves and the world, 
they live in. They have had to think critically about the messages and images they portray to the public 
about themselves and their home, the key to formulating a positive message in an organized and peaceful 
way. They help to make meaning of the image; they hear each other’s thoughts and hopes and have come 
to understand the layers of meaning that can be put into one picture. This sort of action involves 
creativity, a sense of purpose and belief, and hope — the mural on the side of a mall celebrates those gifts 
[19, 20]. A growing body of knowledge suggests that art participation is important for physical, mental, 
and emotional health. People could take part in a randomized controlled trial, in which we compared art-



 

 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited 

 
 

Page | 52 

making with academic studying when drawing is focused on as a positive strategy. We demonstrated that 
people who did not usually engage with art and were classified as stressed, anxious, and/or depressed had 
significantly decreased anxiety and an improved mood after three weeks of engaging with art activities. 
This is consistent with the argument that engagement with the creative arts is associated with better 
mental and physical health and can also help speed up patient recovery. There is an emerging body of 
evidence implicating exposure to the arts with enhanced psychological health outcomes, which suggests 
that policy integration is required to optimize the health benefits of engagement with the arts. The 
application of this research in schools, especially, could be fruitful in terms of improving self-esteem, 
confidence, and sociability. If the study is extended to examine painting as an expressive tool within a 
classroom of students who are depressed, we can display how it can lead to the possibility of providing 
effective low-cost alternatives for therapists to apply in schools. Moreover, the impact of art, especially on 
an individual’s self-esteem, is both theoretically and practically relevant as it has implications for health 
and occupational therapy. Agencies addressing issues including bereavement and reducing re-offending 
rates in young offenders have also been contacted [21, 22]. 

Case Studies and Examples 
Art in America published an issue about the relationships of art to social issues, already articulating some 
of these positions in greater detail. Today, there exists a wide body of data and reports relating to art's 
effects on mental health and well-being, and research further discusses art programs and interventions as 
a platform for conversations on larger social issues. For youth in particular, engagement with the arts is 
associated with increases in levels of empathy, tolerance, and understanding of alternative perspectives, 
while research also recommends investigating the outcomes of art-based programs within an institutional 
setting [23, 24]. Community building is a common theme. In Sheffield, UK, the organization facilitates 
large-scale parades on issues such as climate change, displacement and housing, and food-system 
sustainability. A social enterprise uses art to create playing cards that help communities invest in and 
value their assets. Co-creating art generates conversation and makes connections, resulting in the art 
being a "by-product of a cohesive community, rather than a tool to create it." In Rajasthan, local women 
painted traditional designs on school walls, inspiring not only communities but also a "feeling of 
commitment by the parents with the school." In South Africa, a workshop brought HIV-positive 
potters—classified as neither healthy nor sick—into an environment where they could express 
themselves, and earnings from selling the products brought economic independence [25, 26]. 

Future Directions 
Six years since the original publication of this evidence review, the subsequent meta-analysis and the 
correspondence have further demonstrated the importance of art to personal and societal health. This 
review demonstrates that art builds community identity and can thus be used to foster resilience in the 
context of community planning and public health. While more evidence has emerged on art and health 
since this review, there is a scarcity of funding for art and public health to maintain diverse, deep 
engagement. This review provides policy and scientific direction for how art can reduce social isolation 
and create resilience through evidence synthesis. We encourage more research into diverse cultures on 
what community leaders, artists, and the public imagine when they conceive of a "paradise to build 
toward..." This is what sets a society’s goals and gives it health and resilience [27, 28, 29]. Visual arts and 
music have different capabilities for connecting people and creating empathy between strangers. 
However, building empathy among strangers is a potential avenue for crime, violent extremism, mental 
illness-related crime, and hate crime reduction. This health review recommends increased personal and 
public art support in diverse communities and research to measure and improve the quality of 
engagement. Future research should investigate ways to sustain artistic engagement despite funding 
shortages, and how to foster lasting community relationships. Finally, no previous work to our 
knowledge has suggested public or health policy changes that would drive investment into such art 
initiatives. Art is not a commodity to invest in because it adds mental health benefits for the end user; 
rather, art is that from which mental health status and social relationships can generate and grow [30, 31, 
32]. 

CONCLUSION 
Art has a profound role in the creation and sustainability of community identity, serving as a bridge 
between individual expression and collective values. This review demonstrates how art enhances social 
cohesion, reduces isolation, and fosters physical and mental well-being, particularly in marginalized 
communities. By creating shared experiences and facilitating dialogue, art can act as a unifying force that 
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strengthens community resilience and health outcomes. However, the potential of art to influence public 
health remains underutilized. Policymakers and community leaders are urged to prioritize investment in 
arts-based initiatives as a means to address systemic health disparities and nurture vibrant, connected 
societies. Future research should explore strategies to maintain funding for art programs and investigate 
their long-term impacts on diverse populations. Embracing art as an integral part of community planning 
can lead to more empathetic, inclusive, and healthier societies. 
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