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The art of the matter:  
creativity as medicine07 l Creativity fuels 

improvements in mental 
health in south west 
Yorkshire

l NHS Trust adds painting 
and poetry to its remit  
for supporting patients 

l Charity connects with  
50 community groups  
to bolster NHS provision

What is  
the context?
The use of creative activities has 
been shown to increase self-esteem, 
provide a sense of purpose, develop 
social skills, help community 
integration and improve people’s 
quality of life. 

So, it makes complete sense to use  
it in healthcare. 

At the Creative Mind charity they use 
it to develop community partnerships, 
while also co-funding and co-
delivering projects for the population 
of south west Yorkshire.

The charity believes in creativity as 
a means of self-expression. It can 
help tackle social exclusion, promote 
self-acceptance and raise aspirations 
by allowing the individual to discover 
abilities that combat negative feelings 
surrounding their mental health. The 
sense of achievement that can be 
found in creativity is unrivalled.

What’s the story?
Since its launch in November 2011, 
Creative Minds has helped over 
20,000 people by delivering over 
200 projects in partnership with over 
130 community organisations. By 
reconfiguring South West Yorkshire 
Partnership NHS Foundation Trust’s 

services, the charity is changing 
experience and outcomes through 
arts, sports and recreation. It’s been 
able to redefine what effective, 
inexpensive, non-pharmacological 
and locally-configured mental health 
services actually mean. It also 
encourages people with care and 
support needsand practitioners to 
unite for mutual benefit. They also  
provide an opportunity for people  
to engage as equals, creating 
balance between providers  
and participants.

Creative Minds is hosted by their 
local NHS trust and acts as an 
enhancement to regular NHS 
provision.

Meanwhile, the trust’s aim is to create 
a strong infrastructure of community 
organisations able to provide 
excellent creative projects for the 
people who access its services. 
To do this, the trust has set up two 
distinct initiatives: Creative Minds 
Projects and Creative Minds Partners.

Who are the key 
partners?
Creative Minds, South West 
Yorkshire Partnership NHS 
Foundation Trust, and around 130 
charities, organisations and youth 
groups, across Barnsley, Kirklees, 
Calderdale and Wakefield.

What has been  
the impact?
When people find talents, skills and 
passion for a particular activity  
the impact can be life-changing.  
This sentiment has been echoed  
by the majority of Creative Minds’ 
users. People have talked about 
improved confidence, self-esteem 
and stronger emotional resilience. 
Further, that the activities have 
provided a welcome distraction  
from problems. As well as the 
motivation to get out of the house  
to meet people with mutual interests. 
The participants also believe the 
project helps combat the stigma  
of certain health conditions by 
presenting new skills and talents 
through performance, exhibitions  
or paintings with personal  
subject matters.
From starting out in the creative 
realm, the service now has evolved 
a broader remit. It now introduces 
people to music, dance and poetry, 
as well as football, gardening, 
walking and climbing. Through 
Creative Minds’ projects people 
have transformed their lives. They’ve 
redefined themselves as actors, 
poets, playwrights, photographers, 
musicians, singers, climbers, 
successful artists and trophy-
winning footballers. This incredible 
transformation has led to local, 
regional and national recognition 
and has massively challenged  
the stigma of mental health.
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What have been 
the key elements 
of success?
The charity feels lucky to have  
had senior management support 
from the NHS Trust, who acted as 
host. The trust gave the organisation 
the freedom and spirit to develop 
a separate, but complementary 
approach to the trust’s traditional 
services. It was also given support 
to develop a culture that valued 
creativity and creative approaches 
within the NHS. The charity was 
able to build a bridge that enabled 
community organisations to work  
in partnership with the trust. It was 
also able to offer solutions to some  
of the problems faced by people 
using NHS services. 

What has been 
learned?
There needs to be some 
recognition that statutory and 
community languages are very 
different – and that translation  
is sometimes required to help the 
two communicate more effectively. 

The charity also found that most 
service users weren’t hard to 
encourage into activity. It was just 
a question of listening, providing 
choice and letting the participant 
choose for themselves.

All projects developed through 
Creative Minds use a variety  
of accredited evaluation tools.  
These demonstrate the value  
to the individual and the benefits  
of wellbeing. There are individual 
case studies that capture recovery 
journeys and the transformative 
effect of developing a new skill 
or passion. Latterly, the charity 
has encouraged projects to use 
the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental 
Wellbeing Scale to increase 
consistency. They have also just 
started to use participatory research 
techniques to empower people  
to use their new skills to capture  
their transformative journeys.

Who are the  
key contacts?
Phil Walters, Strategic Lead,  
Creative Minds.  
philip.walters@swyt.nhs.uk
info@creativeminds.org.uk  
01924 316 285 @Creat1ve_M1nds 
www.facebook.com/Creat1ve.M1nds 
www.creativeminds.org.uk
Caroline Speirs, Head of TLAP, 
Making it Real and Building 
Community Capacity Policy Advisor. 
caroline.speirs@tlap.org.uk  
020 7766 7358
This case study was provided through our 
colleagues in Think Personal Act Personal – 
see separate listing to access more of  
their excellent case studies and join their 
exciting network.
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