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It’s almost impossible to say how much of  
a difference it has made to every aspect of 
my health. It improves my mood and boosts 
my creativity. The workshops are fun. They 
help me gain balance and give my body and 
my brain a workout. It’s great for my body 
and my soul!
PARTICIPANT IN DANCE FOR  
PARKINSONS AT SKÅNES DANSTEATER 

In Region Skåne, there are several examples of how dance is used to improve individuals’ health. 
Dance for health is a method to improve young people’s mental health. The method is used 
in several of Skåne’s municipalities and has shown good results. For several years, Skånes 
Dansteater has been providing Dance for Parkinsons, an internationally recognised method 
that revolves around the physical and creative abilities of the participants. Led by professional, 
 trained dancers, the dance classes incorporate art, different techniques and the love of dance. 
The photograph is from a video recording of Dance for Parkinsons at Skånes Dansteater. 

Photo: Jenny Baumgartner 
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Region Skåne’s Vision  
for Arts and Health 

In order to achieve the goal of ‘Better life and health 
for more people’1 Region Skåne will develop high quality 
cross-sectoral and sustainable structures for arts and health 
activities. By encouraging research and methodological 
development – as well as fostering projects in internal and 
external collaboration – arts and health initiatives will be 
considered an integrated part of the work for equal health. 
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Introduction 

Arts and health is a cross-sector field focusing on how the arts, in various ways, 
can contribute to prevention, to health promotion, for treatment and for recovery. 
Therefore, the field impacts on the art and culture sector, healthcare and social 
care, the public health sector, the education sector and others. Arts and health 
is a growing interdisciplinary research area and interest in the field is growing, 
both nationally and internationally, with an increased knowledge-base in terms 
of experience and research. 

Region Skåne is progressive in the arts and health field. Strategic initiatives such 
as knowledge dissemination, network building, activities and projects have been 
delivered since 2003. An important step in developing the field in Region Skåne 
came in 2014, when both the Culture Committee and the Healthcare Committee 
adopted an initial common strategy for arts and healthcare in Region Skåne2. 
However, there are still a number of challenges. Region Skåne is a large organ-
isation, and it takes time to establish long-term collaborations. It is, therefore, 
time for a revised strategy, which like the previous one, is developed as a 
partnership between the Culture Committee and the Healthcare Committee. 

The previous strategy focused primarily on initiatives within the Culture Com-
mittee’s and the Healthcare Committee’s common area of interest, namely arts in 
healthcare contexts. The revised strategy document aims to clearly highlight the 
role of the arts in preventative and health promotion work, beyond the bounda-
ries of healthcare. Therefore, the emphasis is on the importance of collaboration 
between more policy areas/sectors and internal administrative bodies and with 
external partner such as municipalities, stakeholders for the arts, civil society 
and academia externally.
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Region Skåne’s focus on dialogic reading 
with all infants at 8 months of age has given 
the Swedish child health services a useful 
tool for encouraging language development 
in small children. In this context, language 
development is concerned with the child’s 
entire communication, in other words not 
linked to any specific language or mother 
tongue. The programme is evidence-based and 
adhere to the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and what we know about children’s 
communication. Basically, a child’s capacity to 
understand and be understood promotes their 
general development and health.
KATHY FALKENSTEIN HAGANDER,  
CHILD PUBLIC HEALTH CONSULTANT,  
MD PHD, REGION SKÅNE

Bokstart is a national initiative for parents and adults who spend time with young children 
(aged 0-3), with the aim of stimulating language development at an early age. Region Skåne 
invests in dialogic reading for all babies at the age of 8 months, as part of the health home 
visits. All children are gifted with a book from Region Skåne. The photo shows a Bokstart 
visit from the child health service, reading a picture book together.  

Photo: Susanne Kronholm
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Background and  
current situation

Since the previous strategy period, Region Skåne has continued developing 
the field. Regular policy discussions between the Culture Committee and the 
Healthcare Committee have been held. A strategic group for culture and health 
was created, consisting of representatives from the arts administration, regional 
development, hospitals, libraries and healthcare. Joint and committee-specific 
initiatives within the field of art and health have been implemented by supporting 
activities and projects as well as delivering training courses and conferences. 
Increasing numbers of cross-policy collaborations and cooperation between 
different administrative bodies in Region Skåne have taken place within, for 
example, the library area, “designed living environment”, “arts on prescription”, 
as well as in the promotion of reading and language development initiatives for 
young children in paediatric care and around accessibility to the art in Region 
Skåne’s art collection. 

Moreover, Region Skåne has increased its collaboration with municipalities, 
civil society, the arts and culture sector and universities and colleges with focus 
on arts and health. Interests and initiatives from the external stakeholders have 
also grown.

Despite the positive examples, the evaluation of the previous strategy period 
highlighted that there was still much to do in the field. A need for a stronger 
foundation and more knowledge, mandates, and resources was identified. 
Initiatives in the arts and health field are often experienced as carried out by 
individuals, and initiatives are often short-term projects. Projects were seen as 
difficult to transform into long-term initiatives. During the evaluation it was 
also highlighted that there was a need to place further emphasis on prevention 
and health promotion work and in doing so to collaborate across different 
committees and administrative bodies in Region Skåne, as well as with external 
partners such as municipalities, the third sector, patient organisations, and 
stakeholders within the art and culture area.

The development in the field has moved from initially promoting arts in 
healthcare to the now much broader application of arts and health initiatives 
and research, which embraces arts in various innovative ways as inherent inter-
ventions and activities both in care contexts and as health promotion, treatment, 
and as preventative measures.
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WHY A STRATEGY?

In order to:

• Have a systematic, common method of working in the field, a shared platform, 
long-term structures as well as a shared knowledge base and an understanding 
of the methods and interconnections in the field. 

• Clarify intentions and common goals. 

• Make better use of resources, initiatives and activities already existing in Region 
Skåne, as well as among external stakeholders. 

• Strengthen the field of arts and health and be better equipped to face prevailing 
challenges within society.

• Make better, well-informed decisions in the field.

REGION SKÅNE’S STRATEGY FOR ARTS AND HEALTH  
2022–2030 AIMS TO ACHIEVE THE FOLLOWING:

• Increased cross-sector collaboration, coordination, long-term structures, and devel-
opment of activities in the field of arts and health as well as within the organisation 
itself, in collaboration with external bodies, such as municipalities, arts and culture 
organisation, civil society and academia.

• Optimised impact of the arts on people’s health and well-being. Creating platforms for 
prevention, health promotion and healthcare collaborations with increased access to 
the arts.

• For arts to be a natural complement to other initiatives within healthcare, a resource 
for person-centred care and a well-defined part of the work on creating positive 
healthcare related experiences.

• For the population of Skåne to be empowered and find tools that can influence their 
own health experience through the arts and culture. To stimulate the development of 
methodologies for increased accessibility to arts participation in arts and culture life, 
which in turn can contribute to social sustainability and equal health. 
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Not just medicine  
– people need to have fun too.
ANONYMOUS PLAY THERAPY ATTENDEE  
AT SKÅNE UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL

We focus on the child’s perspective, 
offering opportunities for play and creativity 
and to share different cultural experiences. 
When they come to us, the patient and 
their family are offered a space to think 
about something other than their illness. 
I’m convinced that the games and other 
play therapy activities help to make the 
children feel healthier and more energetic 
than they would have done otherwise.
BODIL LINDEBORG, CHILDREN CULTURE OFFICER,  
PLAY THERAPY AT SKÅNE UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL

Storytelling, singing, theatre, baking, film showings, games, exhibitions, magic classes, and 
opportunities for children to be creative are some of the activities offered in play therapy at the 
hospitals in Helsingborg, Kristianstad, Malmö and Lund. The service focuses on children’s rights 
to play and to engage in leisure and arts activities even when they are at the hospital.  
The photo shows hospital librarian Catarina Katsler helping Selma Smith to choose a book.

Photo: Lars Dareborg
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Not just medicine  
– people need to have fun too.
ANONYMOUS PLAY THERAPY ATTENDEE  
AT SKÅNE UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL
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Strategic initiative areas 

The important strategic areas to achieve Region Skåne’s vision 
for arts and health are:

• Identify the link between arts and health and the importance of cross-policy 
collaboration in relevant regional steering documents.

• Disseminate know-how about the strategy for arts and health and work to ensure 
this is implemented in the activities within Region Skåne.

• Build structures for collaboration and knowledge sharing between relevant decision
-makers and administrations in Region Skåne.

• Stimulate boards and committees to implement arts and health initiatives.

• Develop action plans at administrative level for arts and health in work strategies, 
for example by describing initiatives in the annual activity plans and budgets. 
Follow-up these annually in reports in order to keep the contents of the strategy 
alive during the duration of the plan.

• Follow up the 2022–2030 Region Skåne strategy annually in the Healthcare
 Committee and the Culture Committee.

ART AND HEALTH ESTABLISHED, STRENGTHENED, 
AND FINANCED IN REGION SKÅNE

• Deliver competence raising initiatives for and with relevant stakeholders within the
healthcare, social care, public health and arts and culture sectors as well as civil
society etc.

• In a structured manner, evaluate and analyse the impact of more arts and health
activities and projects, and thereby stimulate methodology and knowledge develop-
ment within the field.

• Develop and encourage platforms and networks for knowledge exchange and col-
laboration between stakeholders in arts, research, healthcare, public health and
social care.

• Work towards generating more research within the field and establish cross- 
disciplinary and cross-sector research groups.

KNOWLEDGE-DRIVEN ARTS AND HEALTH ACTIVITIES 
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ARTS AND HEALTH ACTIVITIES IN BROAD  
CROSS-SECTORAL COLLABORATIONS 

• Build long-term structures for increased collaborations within Region Skåne in order 
both to stimulate the development of the field and to make better use of financial 
and other resources.

• Increased cross-sectoral collaboration with and between external stakeholders 
such as municipalities, civil society, the arts and culture sector, academia etc. 

• Include citizens, patients, and relatives in the work of developing the field of arts 
and health.

• Bring together existing activities and operations in municipalities, third sector or-
ganisations, the arts and culture sector and so forth with relevant initiatives within 
care, welfare, and health promotion.

• Continue to develop collaboration with universities and colleges, for example,  
by means of education about art and health.

METHODOLOGY DEVELOPMENT AND NEW PRACTICE WITHIN 
ARTS AND HEALTH THROUGH A VARIETY OF STAKEHOLDERS

• Increase opportunities to implement and finance initiatives which develop the field.

• Stimulate and support arts and culture stakeholders to be active within the field of 
art and health and in turn increase the number of stakeholders in the field.

• Develop existing methods and working models as well as stimulate the development 
of new ones.

• Map existing arts and culture initiatives in healthcare and social care as well as in 
health promotion and preventive work and ensure dissemination of such information.
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The days when the hospital clowns came 
to see us on the wards brightened up a 
hard time in hospital by providing moments 
of fun. They often made us forget the 
pain and the sadness. At one time they 
arranged a party, decorating the ward 
with toilet paper garlands and balloons 
on the ceiling, playing cheerful music 
and performing funny pranks. The clowns 
provide a wonderful, laughterfilled break 
from a serious time in hospital. 
MAGDALENA, GRATEFUL PARENT

The clowns are a group of professional artists specially trained to work with children and 
young people in healthcare setting. The hospital clowns regularly visit Skåne’s university 
hospitals in Malmö and Lund, Helsingborg, Kristianstad Central Hospital and the hospital  
in Ystad. They have a salutogenic approach and their situational and improvisational 
 methodology is always person-centred. 

Photo: Clownronden
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Research and evidence

A number of research studies as well as practical experience have shown that 
participation in artistic and cultural activities can improve health, well-being and 
quality of life. The effects can be seen in many areas: participation in arts activi-
ties can both contribute to longer life and impact on health and can be positively 
compared with health promotion initiatives3. 

The international evidence base increasingly shows that participation in art and 
culture activities has a preventative effect and can contribute to treatment, reha-
bilitation, and support in the final stages of life3,4. Findings from research which 
demonstrates the benefits of participation in art and culture activities, includes 
improved social cohesion, reduced loneliness and isolation and increased prosocial 
behaviour for individuals of different ages5,6,7. Participation in art and culture 
activities can especially be supportive for individuals who experience mental 
health problems8, 9. 

In terms of the prevention of mental and physical illness, research points positive 
benefits of participation in art and culture activities, such as supporting wellbeing, 
increased motivation, and quality of life10. 

There is evidence that participation in art and culture activities can impact on 
cognitive ability in older people, for example the memory and the ability to 
think, plan and do things11. Further, there is evidence that participation in art and 
culture can reduce physical deterioration in older adults, including better walking, 
strength, and balance12. 

Research in the field of arts and health is relatively new (approximately 25 years). 
However, there is evidence to support claims that participation in art and cultural 
activities can promote health and wellbeing, although more research is needed 
in different areas of the field. Some positive developments are the establishment 
of various networks for researchers in the field, for example the Nordic Arts & 
Health Research Network13.
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Importance of the field

Our society is facing a number of major challenges. In Skåne, as in many other 
places in Sweden and abroad, the proportion of older and younger people in 
relation to people of working age is increasing. Although older people above 
the age of 80 are fitter than previously, there is an expectation of an increasing 
demand for resources and the need for a stronger focus on the living conditions 
of older people14. 

Polarisation in society is another aspect which is leading to increased exclusion, 
different socio-economic situations, and an increased inequality in health. A 
further development linked to health is that mental illness is increasing, not least 
among children and young people. Mental health diagnosis is the most common 
cause of sick leave in Sweden and has been since 2014. Illness means distress for 
the individual, but absence from work due to sickness also generates high costs 
for society and an increased pressure on the welfare system.

In order to deal with the future challenges, strategic prevention and health pro-
motion initiatives are important, as well as cross-sector coordination and collab-
oration. There is a demand for long-term solutions, new methods, and innovative 
collaboration15. The arts and health field is one example of a cross-sectoral 
field which can contribute to this work. Arts and culture activities are obvious 
resources that should be explored in order to achieve the goal of ‘Better life and 
health for more people’. 

The years of the pandemic (2020 and 2021) brought the role of the arts for our 
well-being into focus. For a long time, we were unable to attend arts and culture 
events. Many people experienced levels of unhappiness, were socially isolated 
and became unemployed. Studies show an increase in depression, anxiety, and 
insomnia, especially among those who already had a history of poor mental 
health 16, 17. However, it is too early to draw any conclusions. The pandemic peri-
od can be considered a historic crisis and the long-term consequences unknown 
at the time of writing this strategy document. 

Art and health initiatives are seen as an investment in a society where people are 
healthier, more secure and have greater well-being. Cross-sector collaboration 
contributes to a future with a more sustainable society and generates profits 
for the benefit of individual citizens and society as a whole. Moreover, it can 
stimulate the arts and culture sector, particularly in terms of working to achieve 
the policy goals of increased accessibility and participation.  
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It was so nice to just associate freely with the 
text and that there was no right or wrong.
PARTICIPANT IN SHARED READING WITHIN PSYCHIATRY

Shared Reading is a simple and undemanding method 
where we talk about thoughts that pops into our heads. 
The individuals who attend our short reading sessions 
don’t need to read the text in advance. They just have to 
come in and sit down. As a shared reading guide, I’ve 
learned to try to be brave and not avoid texts that might 
be difficult or heavy to deal with – in the group we may 
talk about the emotions that the text evokes in us. A text 
might lead to a conversation about how life can go off 
the rails, helping people to put their feelings into words. 
In another session, people might find themselves talking 
about how experiencing art can bring peace of mind. 
I know that my choice of a text or a poem has worked 
when I get comments like “Thank you for a wonderful 
afternoon” or “Can I come again?”
MALIN PRYMNE, HOSPITAL LIBRARIAN,  
SKÅNE UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL

Shared Reading is a concept to promote reading and literature where participants read together and 
have an opportunity to think and talk about the texts they are reading. The concept is used in many 
different contexts and with several different target groups, especially when working to  empower 
 people who are isolated or have mental health problems. Shared Reading highlights the role of 
 literature in prevention, health promotion and rehabilitation without being a therapeutical treatment.

Photo: Andrey Popov / Adobe Stock
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Definitions

Arts and Health
The arts and health field is multifaceted, and consists of a broad spectrum of pro-
fessionals from many different disciplines, such as researchers, arts and culture 
professionals, social care, and healthcare professionals etc. The cross-sectoral 
nature of the field means that it is characterised by a variety of approaches and 
methods and there are different definitions of how the field is constructed. 

The concept of arts and health is often used as an umbrella term, but the field has 
many components and covers medicine, social science and humanistic methods 
and practices. In this strategy document, arts and health is defined as an: 

Active engagement in an art and culture activity which is carried out with 
the aim of creating health promotion effect and/or of increasing quality of 
life, be it physical, mental, social, aesthetic, or existential.  

Arts and health activities often involve collaborations between the arts and 
culture sector and the healthcare sector, social care, public health, or other stake-
holders who are active in prevention and health promotion work.

Health
The arts and health field adopts a broad definition of the concept of health, which 
includes physical, mental, cultural, existential, emotional, spiritual, work-related, 
social and community health. 

Arts and culture
Arts and culture should, in this context, be understood as arts activities such 
as music, theatre, dance, visual arts, and literature as well as the work pro-
duced by cultural organisations such as museums, libraries and institutions 
delivering adult education.
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Link to regional strategies 
and steering documents 

The strategy is linked to a number of regional steering documents. Region 
Skåne’s overall vision is Belief in the future and quality of life18. Of the five 
associated goals, the goal Better life and health for more people is emphasised. 
This goal has also provided inspiration for previous strategies.

 The regional development strategy, Open Skåne 203019 functions as a platform 
for collaboration in Skåne and will formulate and create a broad consensus for a 
common set of goals for Skåne 2030. In this document, the importance of art and 
cultural life for quality of life and public health, as well as its importance as a 
binding force in social development, is highlighted. 

The arts and culture sector works continuously with the arts and culture policy 
objectives to increase accessibility and participation in arts and culture life. 
Everyone, regardless of personal and geographical circumstances, should have 
access to a broad range of varied activities and the opportunity to participate in a 
creative process themselves. In the regional arts and culture plan 2021-202420 a 
number of target groups are highlighted, particularly children and young people, 
but in the arts and health context there is also focus on older people and people 
with disabilities. In additional, the arts and culture plan stresses the importance 
of initiatives to increase knowledge and the interplay between arts and health, 
that collaboration across policy areas should be stimulated and that systematic 
working methods, structures and networks should be developed within the field.

The steering document The health system of the future21 stipulates that Region 
Skåne’s healthcare environment should be stimulating and inspiring for patients 
in order to contribute to a positive experience and to recovery. In addition, the 
importance of prevention and health promotion initiatives to improve the health 
of the population and in the longer term for more effective use of healthcare 
resources, are highlighted. As the determinate factors of health is often found 
outside the healthcare sector, it is suggested that initiatives are implemented 
in collaboration with citizens, municipalities, civil society, the third sector and 
other relevant stakeholders in society.
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Our patients have hugely benefitted from 
and really enjoyed the Arts on Prescription. 
In most cases, we are dealing with people 
seeking treatment due to mental illness, 
depression, anxiety but also because of 
loneliness. Many of our patients have reached 
the end of their medical treatment and tried 
pretty much everything that the healthcare 
system can offer without it resolving their 
health issues. After participating in the Arts on 
Prescription programme almost none of them 
have needed to seek healthcare in the same 
way as before, and in my view, it has led to 
increased wellbeing and a reduction in the 
number of visits to the health services.
YVONNE LINDBERG, REGISTERED COUNSELLOR/ 
REHAB COORDINATOR, VIKTORIA VÅRD & HÄLSA

The Arts on Prescription (AoP) is a programme where participants get to take part in arts and 
culture activities twice a week for ten weeks, with each session lasting about two hours. The target 
group is primarycare patients with mental health problems including stress, anxiety and mild to 
 moderate-depression and people who are in risk of social isolation/loneliness. From 2021 to 2024 
AoP is delivered as a research project in collaboration with 14 participating healthcare units and nine 
arts organisations. One of the sessions is to engage in music activities at Malmö Live.

Photo: Julia_104 / Adobe Stock
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Art makes the world bigger and more fun.  
Art can promote talks about life and explain 
the world. Making a work of art in a location 
is Region Skåne’s way of caring for local 
people and visitors. All inhabitants in Skåne 
should have the opportunity to encounter 
art works in Region Skåne’s properties and 
premises. Experiencing art in a healthcare 
setting may increase the sense of a context, 
meaning and presence, and boost wellbeing 
and good existential health.
EXTRACT FROM THE FRAMEWORK FOR REGION SKÅNE’S  
ART COLLECTION, ORRIT STAHLÉNIUS, OFFICE FOR  
CULTURE AND KRISTINA MÖSTER NILSSON,  
OFFICE FOR PROPERTY DEVELOPMENT

In Region Skåne, art is a means of creating sustainable, health promoting and attractive 
 environments. There are almost 34,000 art works in the collection, including paintings, photo-
graphs, sculptures, textile pictures, graphical works and permanent artistic creations. A total of 
about 5,000 artists are represented, most of them working in Skåne. The photo shows the art 
work “Högt i tak” (Aim high) by Magnus Thierfelder at Skåne University Hospital in Malmö.

Photo: Beng Flemark
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Region Skåne, 291 89 Kristianstad 
region@skane.se – www.skane.se
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