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ABSTRACT

The arts hold transformative potential in shaping public understanding and discourse on health policy by
engaging emotions and creating compelling narratives. This paper examines the historical and
contemporary relationship between art and health policy, highlighting how creative works influence
societal attitudes toward health-related issues. Drawing on case studies, interdisciplinary insights, and
practice-based research, it explores the successes, challenges, and ethical considerations of using arts-
based communication to address health policy topics, such as mental health, epidemics, and healthcare
equity. While the arts offer an inclusive platform for dialogue and reflection, they also require ethical
frameworks to ensure authenticity and inclusivity. Ultimately, this study advocates for continued
exploration and evaluation of arts-based strategies to foster meaningful public engagement and policy
transformation.
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Social determinants of health.

INTRODUCTION

The arts have a profound capacity to shape the collective consciousness. As both ideas and institutions,
the arts inspire dialogue among diverse audiences, in both formal and informal settings. Engaging on a
baseline emotional level and appealing to the senses, creative works offer interpretative insights into
complex social problems. In the field of health communication, there is growing interest in understanding
the persuasive power of narrative storytelling for health messaging. The messages of some artistic works
tackle themes such as social determinants of health, epidemics, diseases, healthcare delivery, and
individual behaviors that impact health [1, 27. The question is when and how works of art may efficiently
promote the message they contain. Can they, and if so, under what circumstances do they succeed in
altering the opinions, ideas, or emotions of people about health or health policies? There is a growing
interest in answering those intricate questions as the field of health communication is trying to show the
value of the arts in public health policy. This paper proceeds in three steps. Drawing cross-disciplinary
insights from the humanities, linguistics, visual arts, and design, as well as interpretations, historical
analysis, and interviews of artists and agents involved in the production and consumption of artistic
works, I examine health policy themes excerpted from artistic narratives. Case study analyses underscore
the potential and some of the limits of the arts to convey health policy messages and values [3, 47.
Historical Perspective on The Relationship Between Arts and Health Policy

The relationship between art and health can be historical, personal, emotional, mental, and cross-
disciplinary. This historical context is critical in understanding the role of art in changing societal views
toward health and health policy. At the turn of the 19th century, people believed health to be inherent in
each person, regulated by body and mind interactions, and nourished by a healthy natural environment
and a good society. By the 1930s, influenced by shifting scientific understandings, the framing of health
had turned to being the ability to meet social challenges, which resulted in an entirely new way of
thinking about health as a clinical entity. Today, conversations about shaping a new social consensus that
values communities in which people can work for health need to take their cue from these historical,
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perhaps art-influenced moments embedded with critical junctures [5,6,7]. In the established public health
literature, the awareness of this framing of health and its impacts has raised the dialogue on how to
communicate these broader health messages to achieve synergy across professionals, stakeholders, and
the public. Concerning the visual arts, we can see a long legacy of artists exploring themes of illness,
healing, and public health. During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, several social movements began
to use images to impact public opinion about health. Art history documents depict a tidy evolution from
an art object of inquiry to a mechanism capable of altering social norms [8, 9,107].

Current Practices of Incorporating Arts in Health Policy Communication
While art’s capacity to shape public debate has a long history, policy, and research interest in the field of
arts and health has gained traction in recent years. This paper presents current practices of integrating
art into health policy communications. Visual arts, performance, and multimedia are often utilized in
health policy to capture the affective dimension of an issue and to express embodied experiences. These
strategies for engaging the public draw on a diverse range of examples and reflect how contemporary
health policy communications can be, and are, successful in unsettling audiences, stimulating reflection,
and complicating our perspectives of health. Most examples of using art to communicate health policy
were nearing the end, or during, an evaluation process. While participants acknowledged the importance
of evaluation and a commitment to critical reflection on curatorial strategies and the commissioning of
these artworks, we wanted to concentrate our discussion on the possibilities that arts open up for health
policy communication [11, 12, 187. To foreground the types of engagements or acts of communication,
that the arts enable, we included contributors from NGOs, government health departments, and
communities, rather than art supporters or artists. Practice-led research indicates four dominant
principles that underpin commissions for photographs and videos to convey health policy ambitions using
arts: (1) the visual arts need to connect the community/narrative and the public policy; in this way, it
becomes community-curated art; (2) events in public spaces and policy spaces can showcase and connect
with an increasingly diverse public; (8) connecting what is known about policy practices and the ways a
country wishes to be seen as doing or needing concerning health with the personal vignette; and (4) what
is visible and what is associated with visibility — that is, the images and videos are not of an issue; they
show an event of attendees talking, of presenters conveying. These works arise from a range of
practitioner and academic art-based research endeavors in health policy. Practice-based research is a
variety of research that is not just about doing research, but where the doing is the research [14, 15, 167.

Case Studies of Successful Arts-Based Health Policy Campaigns

The success criteria of arts-based health policy campaigns include factors like strong stakeholder
involvement, a clear framework for evaluation, and current timely policy objectives such as decreasing the
stigma around mental health interventions. Initiatives demonstrating the successful application of arts for
public policy change can offer insight into how these creative campaigns have changed the conversation
around specific health issues. In this section, three case studies of arts-based creative campaigns to change
public health policy are presented. Two of the campaigns were penned for, and one was done
independently by Queue Performances, a monthly theatrical relaxation series that occurs in low-barrier
Toronto art spaces. The Shimmy Awards were a response to arts journalism awards which the organizers
of Queue Performances felt excluded work aimed at social change. Often, The Shimmy Awards used
sarcastic or over-the-top positive language, playfully challenging the practices of the mainstream arts
community. Love Lets Live: Wedding for Mental Illness Awareness was a performance that happened
during the end-of-year show of Emerging Arts Critics, a program that pairs post-secondary students with
major art critics to facilitate dialogue around how critics approach art. These performances were chosen
as they were examples of arts advocating for socially vulnerable populations. Moreover, they showed that
they were part of a larger stakeholder network desiring policy change. Both campaigns were analyzed
employing a framework of arts-based change. This approach values the process of the performance, the
'in-between' of the backstage and the front of the stage in measuring potential change. It is also action-
oriented, requiring participants' intentions for art-making, how they will use the documentation of the
performance, and what they will do with their findings to be made clear. Finally, this framework requires
the artwork to be part of a greater analysis of change [17, 18, 197].
Challenges and Ethical Considerations in Using Arts to Shape Public Perceptions of Health Policy
Communicating health policy to the public through the arts brings both opportunities and challenges,
including ethical considerations. The narrative potential of the arts is powerful but also risky. Some
artists may unintentionally, or to attract audiences, represent health issues in a way that misrepresents
them, removes complexity, or misrepresents the opinions or feelings of impacted populations.
Furthermore, attempting to use the arts for health communication may risk oversimplifying,
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sentimentalizing, or sensationalizing critical health policy issues. Artists, policy communicators, and
policy analysts thus need guidelines for ethically addressing these challenges. Artists, in particular, need
to think carefully about their responsibility to inform themselves about the issues and people they depict,
especially when these involve sensitive health topics. Artists' works that deal with others' health are
already the medium for those others to express a life situation that is usually guided by others. The
depiction of the restrictions is, for some, therefore also a voluntary opening to the seriousness of others,
which primarily affects the responsible artist. Another point is the unusual status of artistic
representation; how much of it is not authentic. In today's age, a lot can be well differentiated, although
someone who creates something will want to have their image. Through personal experience with a
particular topic, this is only offset [20, 21, 227. In addition to the limitations discussed earlier, the
knowledge generated here is limited by questions of who engages with the arts and who is left out. For
public involvement to be meaningful, it must also be accessible and inclusive of currently
underrepresented communities, including deaf and disabled people, and those from different
socioeconomic backgrounds. In conclusion, there are a variety of characteristics of arts and health policy
communications that make them more or less likely to change public understanding and to produce the
desired effects. Further research is required to test this model and to generate generalizable knowledge;
however, we would also advocate for artist and policy teams involved in using the arts for health policy
public communication to think carefully about what effect they are trying to produce and what evidence
they can draw upon to assess the likely outcomes. In combination, criticisms of art as a mechanism for
policy input raise the point that interpretative practices, professional or artistic pronouncements, people-
centered knowledge, and mechanisms of public consultation are inescapably subjective and need to be
reflexively addressed as such. While for many, art is a powerful form of personal expression and can serve

as documentation of experience, for some, there is a concern over the othering and voyeuristic potential of

the representation of potentially sensitive issues. This raises questions over who has the right to
represent another and, at the same time, the danger of silencing voices if certain representations are
discredited as inauthentic. Conversely, in the field of health, there is great interest in ensuring that
patients' voices are heard by policymakers but less critical reflection over people's right not to be involved
in public debate on private health issues. While looking in detail at these possibilities is beyond the scope
of this text, we would advocate for a broad range of public interventions that are evaluated for their
multiple outcomes [23, 24, 257.

CONCLUSION
The arts serve as a powerful vehicle for shaping public perceptions of health policy, offering unique ways
to communicate complex issues and fostering emotional and intellectual engagement. From historical
depictions of public health to contemporary campaigns addressing mental health stigma, the integration
of the arts into health communication has demonstrated its capacity to amplify underrepresented voices
and challenge societal norms. However, the ethical dimensions of representation, inclusivity, and
accessibility must be addressed to avoid misrepresentation and ensure meaningful impact. By embracing
the potential of arts-based strategies and critically evaluating their outcomes, policymakers, artists, and
stakeholders can collaboratively create an informed and empathetic public discourse on health policy.
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