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Art making is a form of human
development, at any age, and it
works its agency through the shifting
of what an individual perceives as
possible. As long as there is
possibility, there is hope; in its
absence, there is only despair. The
sense of the possibility, complexity,
and essential mystery of the world is
what keeps the soul engaged with
reality. (Permuth, 2006, p. 23)

Introduction
Although many older adults cope with
challenges such as health conditions,
economic insecurity, caregiving responsibilities,
and grief and loss, aging can be a time of
growth and fulfillment. A growing body of
research demonstrates that engagement in the
creative arts can enhance older adults’
biopsychosocial well-being. The topic of
creative aging has gained increased attention
among practitioners and policymakers and is
congruent with social work’s strengths-based,
person-in-environment perspective. Social
workers play a valuable role in supporting
creative expression as a form of
communication and social engagement
among older adults.

The Growing Field of
Creative Aging
Folklorists and creative arts therapy
professionals have long recognized the role of
the arts in enhancing health and well-being
across the lifespan. In recent years, both
interdisciplinary and public interest in the arts
and aging has grown tremendously in the
United States. Multiple local and national
organizations dedicated to enhancing creative
expression among older adults now exist.
Choirs, dance companies, theatre troupes,
writing workshops, visual art classes, and
other creative outlets for older adults are
increasing in number and popularity.

Hanna and Perlstein (2008), who helped
lead a three-year national public awareness
campaign to promote understanding of the
relationship between creativity and aging,
note that the “principle of lifelong learning
underlies arts programs for older adults.
Through creativity, the expertise gained with
aging has the potential to offset the
complications of aging” (p. 3). Recent
research supports this statement. The National
Endowment for the Arts (NEA) sponsored a
national longitudinal study to determine how
participation in professionally conducted,
community-based, participatory arts programs
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(such as dance, drama, music, and literary and
visual arts) affected the health and well-being of
older adults. This multisite Creativity and Aging
Study—which was cosponsored by the Substance
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
and the National Institute of Mental Health,
among others—found that participants in the arts
programs fared better than did individuals in the
control groups. Specifically, participants reported
better physical health (fewer falls, fewer medical
appointments, and less medication usage), better
mental health (less loneliness and enhanced
morale), and increased involvement in activities,
as compared to their counterparts (Cohen, 2006;
Cohen et al., 2006; George Washington
University, 2006). Several factors help explain
the link between creative expression and healthy
aging: a sense of mastery (which, in turn,
enhances the immune system); social engagement,
with its concurrent physical and psychosocial
benefits; and brain plasticity, or the brain’s ability
to change and grow (Cohen, 2006).

Building on the success of the Creativity and
Aging Study, in 2008 the MetLife Foundation
launched its Creative Aging Program in
cooperation with the National Guild for
Community Arts Education (then the National
Guild of Community Schools of the Arts). The
program provides technical assistance and
funding to help Guild member organizations
design, implement, and evaluate skills-based
participatory arts programs for adults aged 60
years and older. During the pilot year, older
adults in eight states reported statistically
significant improvements in mood (as well as
decreased loneliness and increased social
engagement) after participating in three-month

visual arts, music, and dance programs (National
Guild for Community Arts Education [National
Guild], n.d.). Moreover, staff of the nine grantee
organizations reported that participation in the
Creative Aging Program increased their
awareness of both older adults’ needs and aging
resources (National Guild, n.d.)—thus enhancing
the likelihood of continued creative aging
programs in their communities. Twelve
organizations in eight states were selected to
participate in the Creative Aging Program in
2011 (National Guild, 2011).

The following research also illustrates the benefits
of creativity for older adults:

• Use of acting techniques improves
comprehension, memory, problem-solving
skills, and quality of life in older adults
(Noice & Noice, as cited in Arditti &
Skirble, 2006; Noice & Noice, as cited in
Silver, 2011). Improvisational theater
enhances quality of life and “feelings of
success and empowerment” for people in
the early to mid stages of Alzheimer’s
disease and related disorders (Northwestern
University, 2011, para. 5).

• Tango dancing enhances older adults’
biopsychosocial well-being (McKinley, as
cited in McGill University, 2005) and
improves physical symptoms and quality of
life for people with Parkinson’s disease (a
condition that tends to be diagnosed in
adults 50 years or older) (Hackney &
Earhart, 2009, 2010).

• Participation in visual art and group
storytelling programs increases social
engagement and cognitive function for
individuals living with dementia (Agency for

Healthcare Research and Quality, 2011;
Fritsch et al., 2009; Kinney & Rentz, as
cited in Davis Basting, 2006). Furthermore,
evidence exists that some types of dementia
and other neurological disorders may even
enhance visual creativity (Miller, 2007).

• Creative expression through dance, music,
visual arts, and writing fosters resilience in
older adult survivors of the Holocaust and
strengthens links with younger generations
(Corley, 2010).

• Professional artists remain engaged and
productive as they age (Jeffri, 2007, 2011),
and “artists who remain creatively engaged
in later life also show flexibility in thinking
and psychological adaptability to
degenerative [physical] challenges”
(Braverman Schmidt, 2006, p. 29).

These studies exemplify ways in which creative
expression enhances older adults’ physical,
psychosocial, and spiritual well-being. Furthermore,
the growth of creative aging research and
programs has been paralleled by the emergence
of creative aging in the policy arena. The NEA
convened a White House Mini- Conference on
Creativity and Aging in May 2005 (Misey Boyer,
2005), leading to inclusion of the topic of arts
participation at the December 2005 White
House Conference on Aging (Blanchard, 2006;
Hanna & Perlstein, 2008).

Implications for Social Work Practice
Both social work and the arts operate on multiple
levels—clinical, group, community, and political—
and value cultural expression and diversity
(Gutiérrez & Creekmore, 2008). Both disciplines
also foster intergenerational relationships
(Hooyman, 2006; Larson, 2006). A recent study
identified four intersections between social work
and the arts:

(a) The arts and social work aim to
emotionally, physically, and spiritually move
us and be moved in the world; (b) both
depend on the construction of language,
expression, and communication; (c) the arts
enhance personal and professional
self-reflection; (d) the arts transcend social
work knowledge dichotomies and provide
an integrated model for social work
body-mind-spirit connection in a social
context. (Damianakis, 2007, p. 529)

Perhaps it is no coincidence, then, that the arts
have been linked historically with social work
practice (Gutiérrez & Creekmore, 2008) and that
the emerging field of creative aging includes
social workers. Hanna and Perlstein (2008)
assert that “a new paradigm that articulates the
idea of seeing older people for their potential
rather than their problems defines the emerging
field of creative aging” (p. 2). This paradigm
aligns closely with the strengths perspective of the
social work profession (Blundo, 2008; Kim,
2008). Social workers can promote older adults’
engagement with the creative arts in multiple ways:

Identify local resources that promote creative
aging. Sites that may sponsor or host creative
arts programs, classes, and other opportunities
for older adults include public school systems,
higher education institutions, lifelong learning
centers, community arts schools, performing arts
centers, local arts councils, parks and recreation
centers, community and cultural centers, public
libraries, aging and intergenerational
organizations, senior centers, residential
communities for older adults, health care
organizations, and religious congregations (Hanna
& Perlstein, 2008). Although some older adults
may not wish to participate in age-specific
programs, others may welcome the opportunity
to develop skills alongside their peers. Moreover,
some arts and aging programs may provide
opportunities to develop intergenerational
relationships.

Be attuned to the forms of creative expression—
past and current—that energize each older adult.
Client references to dancing with a spouse or
partner, acting in a high school play, or writing
poetry can provide clues to fulfilling forms of
creative self-expression and social engagement.
Enjoyment of the arts need not be limited to
participation in structured classes, programs, or
organizations or even firsthand experience,
however. Commenting on a client’s habit of
singing along with the radio, enthusiasm
regarding a grandchild’s drawing talent, or
excitement about the premiere of a local play
can open the door to a conversation about
activities that individual finds meaningful.
Discussing an older adult’s experiences with the
arts can facilitate not only life review and
reminiscence but also reflection on the person’s
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current circumstances and future goals or
concerns.

Support older adults’ participation in creative
arts activities. With their person-in-environment
perspective, social workers are well equipped
both to help older adults identify the ways in
which the arts enhance their lives and to explore
avenues for creative expression. Some older
adults may prefer to engage in arts activities on
an individual basis. Others may benefit from
participating in community-based creative arts
programs—such as choirs, orchestras, writing
groups, quilting circles, or improvisational theater
troupes. (Many programs welcome participants of
all experience and ability levels.) Yet other older
adults may enjoy taking classes or one-on-one
lessons in a creative art they have done in the
past or have wanted to learn. Some individuals
may even wish to teach a class or start a
program of their own. Social work knowledge of
community resources, such as transportation and
adaptive equipment, can also facilitate older
adults’ participation in creative arts activities.

Collaborate with creative arts therapists and
activities professionals. Thanks to the growth of
art, dance, music, poetry, and dance/movement
therapy, an increasing number of professionals
trained in the use of the arts as therapeutic
modalities are available to support older adults.
Some, similar to social workers, even specialize
in aging. The settings in which creative arts
therapists work include health care and behavioral
health organizations, nursing homes, home- and
community-based settings, educational institutions,
and private practice. Social workers serve as
valuable links to these professionals, who may—
in turn—facilitate referrals to social work. With
appropriate safeguards for client confidentiality
and privacy, the two professions can exchange
biopsychosocial information that may enhance
assessment, intervention, and outcomes. Some
social workers have even created collaborative
programs with their creative arts therapy
colleagues—such as a drop-in group cofacilitated
by a social worker, art therapist, music therapist,
and dance/movement therapist on a short-term
rehabilitation unit (Froman, Petrich, & Kocher,
2010). Activities professionals (who work in
health care settings, senior centers and adult day
programs, assisted living communities and

nursing homes, and other settings) also
incorporate the arts in their work with older
adults and are natural collaborative partners for
social workers. Similar to creative arts therapists,
these professionals are often adept at tailoring
arts activities to the cognitive, physical, and
psychosocial abilities of older adults.

Develop new arts and aging programs in
partnership with arts organizations and
professional teaching artists. Although the field
of creative aging is growing rapidly, arts and
aging programs do not yet exist in many
communities. The Arts and Aging Toolkit (National
Guild of Community Schools of the Arts, 2007),
available online in English and Spanish at no
cost, provides detailed guidance regarding how
to enhance, design, promote, implement, and
evaluate participatory, skill-based arts and aging
programs. Furthermore, a number of nationally
recognized programs can serve as models.

Seek and develop continuing education
opportunities addressing creative aging. The
National Center for Creative Aging, which
helped create the Arts and Aging Toolkit, regularly
hosts webinars and symposia. Other programs
focusing on creativity and aging are available at
geriatric education centers (see, for example,
Washington DC Area Geriatric Education Center
Consortium, n.d.), colleges and universities (such
as the Shepherd University School of Social
Work [Owens, 2010]), and national
organizations, such as the American Society on
Aging and the National Council on Aging.
Other potential sites for creative aging programs
include continuing education programs affiliated
with schools of social work, aging and social
service organizations, and arts organizations.

Conclusion
In recent decades, creative aging has emerged
as a dynamic interdisciplinary field. Participation
in the arts offers a vital avenue of self-expression
and social engagement for older adults, and a
growing body of evidence supports the
biopsychosocial benefits of participatory arts and
aging programs. Creative aging complements
social work, and social workers can play an
integral role in supporting creative expression
among older adults.
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Some, similar to social workers, even specialize
in aging. The settings in which creative arts
therapists work include health care and behavioral
health organizations, nursing homes, home- and
community-based settings, educational institutions,
and private practice. Social workers serve as
valuable links to these professionals, who may—
in turn—facilitate referrals to social work. With
appropriate safeguards for client confidentiality
and privacy, the two professions can exchange
biopsychosocial information that may enhance
assessment, intervention, and outcomes. Some
social workers have even created collaborative
programs with their creative arts therapy
colleagues—such as a drop-in group cofacilitated
by a social worker, art therapist, music therapist,
and dance/movement therapist on a short-term
rehabilitation unit (Froman, Petrich, & Kocher,
2010). Activities professionals (who work in
health care settings, senior centers and adult day
programs, assisted living communities and

nursing homes, and other settings) also
incorporate the arts in their work with older
adults and are natural collaborative partners for
social workers. Similar to creative arts therapists,
these professionals are often adept at tailoring
arts activities to the cognitive, physical, and
psychosocial abilities of older adults.

Develop new arts and aging programs in
partnership with arts organizations and
professional teaching artists. Although the field
of creative aging is growing rapidly, arts and
aging programs do not yet exist in many
communities. The Arts and Aging Toolkit (National
Guild of Community Schools of the Arts, 2007),
available online in English and Spanish at no
cost, provides detailed guidance regarding how
to enhance, design, promote, implement, and
evaluate participatory, skill-based arts and aging
programs. Furthermore, a number of nationally
recognized programs can serve as models.

Seek and develop continuing education
opportunities addressing creative aging. The
National Center for Creative Aging, which
helped create the Arts and Aging Toolkit, regularly
hosts webinars and symposia. Other programs
focusing on creativity and aging are available at
geriatric education centers (see, for example,
Washington DC Area Geriatric Education Center
Consortium, n.d.), colleges and universities (such
as the Shepherd University School of Social
Work [Owens, 2010]), and national
organizations, such as the American Society on
Aging and the National Council on Aging.
Other potential sites for creative aging programs
include continuing education programs affiliated
with schools of social work, aging and social
service organizations, and arts organizations.

Conclusion
In recent decades, creative aging has emerged
as a dynamic interdisciplinary field. Participation
in the arts offers a vital avenue of self-expression
and social engagement for older adults, and a
growing body of evidence supports the
biopsychosocial benefits of participatory arts and
aging programs. Creative aging complements
social work, and social workers can play an
integral role in supporting creative expression
among older adults.

References
Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2011).
Innovation profile: Weekly group storytelling enhances
verbal skills, encourages positive behavior change,
and reduces confusion in patients with Alzheimer’s
disease and related dementia. Retrieved from
www.innovations.ahrq.gov/content.aspx?id=2113

Arditti, A., & Skirble, R. (2006, February 15).
Stagecraft: Acting like an actor to improve your
memory [Interview transcript]. In Voice of America
(Ed.), Special English. Retrieved from www.voanews.
com/learningenglish/home/a-23-2006-02-15-
voa1-83127542.html

Blanchard, J. (2006). As the pendulum swings: A
historical review of the politics and policies of the arts
and aging. Generations, XXX(1), 50–56.

Blundo, R. (2008). Strengths-based framework. In
Encyclopedia of Social Work (20th ed. Vol. 4, pp.
173–177). Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Braverman Schmidt, P. (2006). Creativity and coping
in later life. Generations, XXX(1), 27–31.

Cohen, G. D. (2006). Research on creativity and
aging: The positive impact of the arts on health and
illness. Generations, XXX(1), 7–15. Retrieved from
Center on Aging, Health, and Humanities at George
Washington University website: www.gwumc.edu/
cahh/pdf/RESEARCH%20ON%20CREATIVITY%20
AND%20AGING.pdf

Cohen, G. D., Perlstein, S., Chapline, J., Kelly, J.,
Firth, K. M., & Simmens, S. (2006). The impact of
professionally conducted cultural programs on the
physical health, mental health, and social functioning
of older adults. Gerontologist, 46, 726–734.
doi:10.1093/geront/46.6.726

Damianakis, T. (2007). Social work’s dialogue with
the arts: Epistemological and practice intersections.
Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary
Social Services, 88, 525–533.
doi:10.1606/1044-3894.3674

Davis Basting, A. (2006). Arts in dementia care:
‘This is not the end…it’s the end of this chapter.’
Generations, XXX(1), 16–20.

Fritsch, T., Kwak, J., Grant, S., Lang, J., Montgomery,
R. R., & Basting, A. D. (2009). Impact of TimeSlips,
a creative expression intervention program, on
nursing home residents with dementia and their
caregivers. Gerontologist, 49, 117–127.
doi:10.1093/geront/gnp008

Froman, R., Petrich, H. L., & Kocher, M. (2010,
March). Meeting at the crossroads: Creative arts
therapy & social work in a short-term rehab unit.
Presentation delivered at Aging in America: Annual
Conference of the National Council on Aging and
the American Society on Aging, Chicago, IL.

George Washington University, Center on Aging,
Health, and Humanities. (2006). The Creativity and
Aging Study: The impact of professionally conducted
cultural programs on older adults. Final report.
Retrieved from www.gwumc.edu/cahh/pdf/
NEA%20Study%20Final%20Report.pdf

Gutiérrez, L., & Creekmore, M. (2008). Cultural
institutes and the arts. In Encyclopedia of Social
Work (20th ed. Vol. 1, pp. 492–497). Washington,
DC: NASW Press.

Hackney, M. E., & Earhart, G. M. (2009). Short
duration, intensive tango dancing for Parkinson
disease: An uncontrolled pilot study. Complementary
Therapies in Medicine, 17, 203–207.
doi:10.1016/j.ctim.2008.10.005

Hackney, M. E., & Earhart, G. M. (2010). Effects of
dance on gait and balance in severe Parkinson’s
disease: A case study. Disability and Rehabilitation,
32, 679–684.
doi:10.3109/09638280903247905

Hanna, G., & Perlstein, S. (2008). Creativity matters:
Arts and aging in America [Monograph of Americans
for the Arts]. Retrieved from National Center for
Creative Aging website: www.creativeaging.org/

Arts Programs for
Individuals with
Alzheimer’s Disease
and Related
Disorders

• Participants in the TimeSlips

Creative Storytelling Project

decreased confusion; enhanced

participant alertness,

communication, and social

engagement; and improved

nursing home staff interactions

with and perceptions of

residents with dementia

(Agency for Healthcare

Research and Quality, 2011;

Fritsch et al., 2009).

• Participants in the Memories

in the Making® program

create drawings or paintings

with the support of trained art

facilitators, who convey each

artist’s verbal interpretation to

family members and other

care providers.

• Participants in the Memory

Ensemble™, cofacilitated by

the Lookingglass Theatre

Company and researchers

from Northwestern University,

learn to create improvisational

theater (Hill, 2011;

Northwestern University, 2011).



With their person-

in-environment

perspective, social

workers are well

equipped to help

older adults both

identify the ways in

which the arts

enhance their lives

and to explore

avenues for creative

expression.

storage/Creativity%20Matters%20AFTA%20
Monograph%209%2008.pdf

Hill, J. (2011, Aug. 15). Improv for Alzheimer’s: “A
sense of accomplishment.” In S. Inskeep & R.
Montagne (Eds.), Morning Edition. Retrieved from
National Public Radio website: www.npr.org/2011/
08/15/139585522/improv-for-alzheimer-s-a-sense-
of-accomplishment

Hooyman, N. R. (2006, Winter). Looking through the
intergenerational lens. Aging Times, 1(1). Retrieved
from Council on Social Work Education Gero-Ed
Center website: www.cswe.org/CentersInitiatives/
GeroEdCenter/GECPublications/agingtimes/36525/
17154.aspx#Looking_Through_the_Intergenerational
_Lens

Jeffri, J. (with Heckathorn, D. D., Spiller, M. W., &
Simon, J.). (2007). Above ground: Information on
Artists III: Special focus New York City aging artists.
Retrieved from Research Center for Arts and Culture
website: http://arts.tc.columbia.edu/rcac/
aging_artists

Jeffri, J. (with Iguchi, M. Y., & Penrose, W.). (2011).
Still kicking: Aging performing artists in New York
City and LA metro areas: Information on Artists IV.
Retrieved from Research Center for Arts and Culture
website: http://arts.tc.columbia.edu/rcac/
Still-Kicking

Kim, J. S. (2008). Strengths perspective. In
Encyclopedia of Social Work (20th ed. Vol. 4, pp.
177–181). Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Larson, R. (2006). Building intergenerational bonds
through the arts. Generations, XXX(1), 38–41.

McGill University. (2005, November 23). Shall we
dance? Doing the tango improves the aging brain
[Press release]. Retrieved from www.mcgill.ca/
newsroom/news/item/?item_id=17607

Miller, B. L. (2007). MindAlert awards: A joint
program of the American Society on Aging and the
MetLife Foundation. Art and dementia: 2007 special
lecture by Bruce L. Miller, MD. Retrieved from American
Society on Aging website: www.asaging.org/
sites/default/files/files/booklet_2007.pdf

Misey Boyer, J. (2005). Mini-conference on creativity
and aging in America—May 18–19, 2005: Executive
summary and full report. Retrieved from National
Endowment for the Arts website: www.nea.gov/
resources/accessibility/aa/contents.html

National Guild for Community Arts Education. (2011,
January 26). MetLife Foundation and National Guild
award more than $80,000 in grants to 12 creative
aging programs: Arts education program designed to
improve well-being of older adults [Press release].
Retrieved from www.nationalguild.org/getmedia/
142655cc-1b75-4d61-84e9-a120312fc38d/
MetLife-Foundation-Creative-Aging-Program.pdf.aspx

National Guild for Community Arts Education. (n.d.).
MetLife Foundation Creative Aging Program: Findings
from the inaugural year. A report to the field from the
National Guild for Community Arts Education.
Retrieved from www.nationalguild.org/getmedia/
db4cd562-2556-4572-8b75-9b9517ed999f/
CreativeAgingReport.pdf.aspx

National Guild of Community Schools of the Arts.
(2007). Creativity matters: The arts and aging toolkit.
Retrieved from http://artsandaging.org

Northwestern University, Feinberg School of Medicine,
Cognitive Neurology and Alzheimer’s Disease Center.
(2011, June 9). The Memory Ensemble™: An
improvisational theater experience for persons with
memory loss. Retrieved from www.brain.northwestern.
edu/education/memory_ensemble.html

Owens, V. (2010, April 12). Shepherd department
of social work presents program May 12 [Press
release]. Retrieved from www.shepherd.edu/
university/releases/2010/aging-well.html

Permuth, J. (2006). Personal archives: Why
professional artists work with elders. Generations,
XXX(1), 21–23.

Sherman, A. (2006). Toward a creative culture:
Lifelong learning through the arts. Generations,
XXX(1), 42–46.

Silver, D. (2011, June 9). Professors awarded fifth
grant in brain research [Press release]. Retrieved from
Elmhurst College website: http://public.elmhurst.
edu/news/archive/123560459.html

Society for the Arts in Healthcare. (2009). State of
the field report: Arts in healthcare 2009. Retrieved
from www.thesah.org/doc/reports/State%20
of%20the%20Field%20Report%2009.pdf

Stern, M. J. (2011). Age and arts participation: A
case against demographic destiny (Research Report
#53). Retrieved from National Endowment for the
Arts website: www.nea.gov/research/
2008-SPPA-Age.pdf

Washington DC Area Geriatric Education Center
Consortium. (n.d.). Program overview. Retrieved from
http://wagecc.gwumc.edu/overview.html

Resources
American Society on Aging
2006 journal issue on arts and aging; archived
webinars on creativity and aging; MindAlert lecture
monographs. www.asaging.org

Americans for the Arts
Advocacy, research, professional development.
www.artsusa.org

ArtAge Senior Theatre Resource Center
Repertoire, information, technical assistance.
www.seniortheatre.com

Center on Age and Community
National base for TimeSlips Creative Storytelling
Project; research on the arts and dementia.
www.ageandcommunity.org

Center on Aging, Health & Humanities at the
George Washington University Health Sciences
Research on creativity and aging.
www.gwumc.edu/cahh

Generations United
Public policy; National Center on Intergenerational
Shared Sites; research. www.gu.org

Memories in the Making®

Professionally facilitated visual art program, created
by the Alzheimer’s Association, for people with
Alzheimer’s disease; directory of participating

chapters; educational resources and training.
www.thememoriesinthemaking.com

National Center for Creative Aging
Arts and Aging Toolkit; clearinghouse for arts and
aging programs and information; educational
programs and e-newsletter; research and policy
support; technical assistance. www.creativeaging.org

National Council on Aging
Archived webinars on arts and aging. www.ncoa.org

National Endowment for the Arts
Arts and Aging Resource List. www.arts.gov/
resources/accessibility/rlists/ArtsAging.html

National Guild for Community Arts Education
Arts and Aging Toolkit; MetLife Foundation Creative
Aging Initiative; advocacy; information and research;
professional development. www.nationalguild.org

New Horizons International Music Association
International network of music programs for older
adults. www.newhorizonsmusic.org

Oasis Institute
National network of lifelong learning programs.
www.oasisnet.org

Osher Lifelong Learning Institute
National Resource Network and site locator.
http://usm.maine.edu/olli/national/about.jsp

Research Center on Arts and Culture
http://arts.tc.columbia.edu/rcac/

Society for the Arts in Healthcare
Webinars, toolbox, grant opportunities.
www.thesah.org

Stagebridge Senior Theatre Company
Senior theatre productions; acting classes for older
adults; intergenerational storytelling programs;
newsletter and other resources.
www.stagebridge.org

Creative Arts Therapies Associations
American Art Therapy Association:
www.americanarttherapyassociation.org

American Dance Therapy Association: www.adta.org

American Music Therapy Association:
www.musictherapy.org

National Association for Drama Therapy:
www.nadt.org

National Association for Poetry Therapy:
www.poetrytherapy.org

Participation in

the arts offers a

vital avenue of

self-expression and

social engagement

for older adults, and

a growing body of

evidence supports

the biopsychosocial

benefits of

participatory arts

and aging

programs.



With their person-

in-environment

perspective, social

workers are well

equipped to help

older adults both

identify the ways in

which the arts

enhance their lives

and to explore

avenues for creative

expression.

storage/Creativity%20Matters%20AFTA%20
Monograph%209%2008.pdf

Hill, J. (2011, Aug. 15). Improv for Alzheimer’s: “A
sense of accomplishment.” In S. Inskeep & R.
Montagne (Eds.), Morning Edition. Retrieved from
National Public Radio website: www.npr.org/2011/
08/15/139585522/improv-for-alzheimer-s-a-sense-
of-accomplishment

Hooyman, N. R. (2006, Winter). Looking through the
intergenerational lens. Aging Times, 1(1). Retrieved
from Council on Social Work Education Gero-Ed
Center website: www.cswe.org/CentersInitiatives/
GeroEdCenter/GECPublications/agingtimes/36525/
17154.aspx#Looking_Through_the_Intergenerational
_Lens

Jeffri, J. (with Heckathorn, D. D., Spiller, M. W., &
Simon, J.). (2007). Above ground: Information on
Artists III: Special focus New York City aging artists.
Retrieved from Research Center for Arts and Culture
website: http://arts.tc.columbia.edu/rcac/
aging_artists

Jeffri, J. (with Iguchi, M. Y., & Penrose, W.). (2011).
Still kicking: Aging performing artists in New York
City and LA metro areas: Information on Artists IV.
Retrieved from Research Center for Arts and Culture
website: http://arts.tc.columbia.edu/rcac/
Still-Kicking

Kim, J. S. (2008). Strengths perspective. In
Encyclopedia of Social Work (20th ed. Vol. 4, pp.
177–181). Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Larson, R. (2006). Building intergenerational bonds
through the arts. Generations, XXX(1), 38–41.

McGill University. (2005, November 23). Shall we
dance? Doing the tango improves the aging brain
[Press release]. Retrieved from www.mcgill.ca/
newsroom/news/item/?item_id=17607

Miller, B. L. (2007). MindAlert awards: A joint
program of the American Society on Aging and the
MetLife Foundation. Art and dementia: 2007 special
lecture by Bruce L. Miller, MD. Retrieved from American
Society on Aging website: www.asaging.org/
sites/default/files/files/booklet_2007.pdf

Misey Boyer, J. (2005). Mini-conference on creativity
and aging in America—May 18–19, 2005: Executive
summary and full report. Retrieved from National
Endowment for the Arts website: www.nea.gov/
resources/accessibility/aa/contents.html

National Guild for Community Arts Education. (2011,
January 26). MetLife Foundation and National Guild
award more than $80,000 in grants to 12 creative
aging programs: Arts education program designed to
improve well-being of older adults [Press release].
Retrieved from www.nationalguild.org/getmedia/
142655cc-1b75-4d61-84e9-a120312fc38d/
MetLife-Foundation-Creative-Aging-Program.pdf.aspx

National Guild for Community Arts Education. (n.d.).
MetLife Foundation Creative Aging Program: Findings
from the inaugural year. A report to the field from the
National Guild for Community Arts Education.
Retrieved from www.nationalguild.org/getmedia/
db4cd562-2556-4572-8b75-9b9517ed999f/
CreativeAgingReport.pdf.aspx

National Guild of Community Schools of the Arts.
(2007). Creativity matters: The arts and aging toolkit.
Retrieved from http://artsandaging.org

Northwestern University, Feinberg School of Medicine,
Cognitive Neurology and Alzheimer’s Disease Center.
(2011, June 9). The Memory Ensemble™: An
improvisational theater experience for persons with
memory loss. Retrieved from www.brain.northwestern.
edu/education/memory_ensemble.html

Owens, V. (2010, April 12). Shepherd department
of social work presents program May 12 [Press
release]. Retrieved from www.shepherd.edu/
university/releases/2010/aging-well.html

Permuth, J. (2006). Personal archives: Why
professional artists work with elders. Generations,
XXX(1), 21–23.

Sherman, A. (2006). Toward a creative culture:
Lifelong learning through the arts. Generations,
XXX(1), 42–46.

Silver, D. (2011, June 9). Professors awarded fifth
grant in brain research [Press release]. Retrieved from
Elmhurst College website: http://public.elmhurst.
edu/news/archive/123560459.html

Society for the Arts in Healthcare. (2009). State of
the field report: Arts in healthcare 2009. Retrieved
from www.thesah.org/doc/reports/State%20
of%20the%20Field%20Report%2009.pdf

Stern, M. J. (2011). Age and arts participation: A
case against demographic destiny (Research Report
#53). Retrieved from National Endowment for the
Arts website: www.nea.gov/research/
2008-SPPA-Age.pdf

Washington DC Area Geriatric Education Center
Consortium. (n.d.). Program overview. Retrieved from
http://wagecc.gwumc.edu/overview.html

Resources
American Society on Aging
2006 journal issue on arts and aging; archived
webinars on creativity and aging; MindAlert lecture
monographs. www.asaging.org

Americans for the Arts
Advocacy, research, professional development.
www.artsusa.org

ArtAge Senior Theatre Resource Center
Repertoire, information, technical assistance.
www.seniortheatre.com

Center on Age and Community
National base for TimeSlips Creative Storytelling
Project; research on the arts and dementia.
www.ageandcommunity.org

Center on Aging, Health & Humanities at the
George Washington University Health Sciences
Research on creativity and aging.
www.gwumc.edu/cahh

Generations United
Public policy; National Center on Intergenerational
Shared Sites; research. www.gu.org

Memories in the Making®

Professionally facilitated visual art program, created
by the Alzheimer’s Association, for people with
Alzheimer’s disease; directory of participating

chapters; educational resources and training.
www.thememoriesinthemaking.com

National Center for Creative Aging
Arts and Aging Toolkit; clearinghouse for arts and
aging programs and information; educational
programs and e-newsletter; research and policy
support; technical assistance. www.creativeaging.org

National Council on Aging
Archived webinars on arts and aging. www.ncoa.org

National Endowment for the Arts
Arts and Aging Resource List. www.arts.gov/
resources/accessibility/rlists/ArtsAging.html

National Guild for Community Arts Education
Arts and Aging Toolkit; MetLife Foundation Creative
Aging Initiative; advocacy; information and research;
professional development. www.nationalguild.org

New Horizons International Music Association
International network of music programs for older
adults. www.newhorizonsmusic.org

Oasis Institute
National network of lifelong learning programs.
www.oasisnet.org

Osher Lifelong Learning Institute
National Resource Network and site locator.
http://usm.maine.edu/olli/national/about.jsp

Research Center on Arts and Culture
http://arts.tc.columbia.edu/rcac/

Society for the Arts in Healthcare
Webinars, toolbox, grant opportunities.
www.thesah.org

Stagebridge Senior Theatre Company
Senior theatre productions; acting classes for older
adults; intergenerational storytelling programs;
newsletter and other resources.
www.stagebridge.org

Creative Arts Therapies Associations
American Art Therapy Association:
www.americanarttherapyassociation.org

American Dance Therapy Association: www.adta.org

American Music Therapy Association:
www.musictherapy.org

National Association for Drama Therapy:
www.nadt.org

National Association for Poetry Therapy:
www.poetrytherapy.org

Participation in

the arts offers a

vital avenue of

self-expression and

social engagement

for older adults, and

a growing body of

evidence supports

the biopsychosocial

benefits of

participatory arts

and aging

programs.



PracticePerspectives

Creativity and Aging

15
I S S U E

S E P T E M B E R
2 0 1 1

Art making is a form of human
development, at any age, and it
works its agency through the shifting
of what an individual perceives as
possible. As long as there is
possibility, there is hope; in its
absence, there is only despair. The
sense of the possibility, complexity,
and essential mystery of the world is
what keeps the soul engaged with
reality. (Permuth, 2006, p. 23)

Introduction
Although many older adults cope with
challenges such as health conditions,
economic insecurity, caregiving responsibilities,
and grief and loss, aging can be a time of
growth and fulfillment. A growing body of
research demonstrates that engagement in the
creative arts can enhance older adults’
biopsychosocial well-being. The topic of
creative aging has gained increased attention
among practitioners and policymakers and is
congruent with social work’s strengths-based,
person-in-environment perspective. Social
workers play a valuable role in supporting
creative expression as a form of
communication and social engagement
among older adults.

The Growing Field of
Creative Aging
Folklorists and creative arts therapy
professionals have long recognized the role of
the arts in enhancing health and well-being
across the lifespan. In recent years, both
interdisciplinary and public interest in the arts
and aging has grown tremendously in the
United States. Multiple local and national
organizations dedicated to enhancing creative
expression among older adults now exist.
Choirs, dance companies, theatre troupes,
writing workshops, visual art classes, and
other creative outlets for older adults are
increasing in number and popularity.

Hanna and Perlstein (2008), who helped
lead a three-year national public awareness
campaign to promote understanding of the
relationship between creativity and aging,
note that the “principle of lifelong learning
underlies arts programs for older adults.
Through creativity, the expertise gained with
aging has the potential to offset the
complications of aging” (p. 3). Recent
research supports this statement. The National
Endowment for the Arts (NEA) sponsored a
national longitudinal study to determine how
participation in professionally conducted,
community-based, participatory arts programs

Chris Herman, MSW, L ICSW

Senior Prac t i ce Assoc ia te

cherman@naswdc.org

Workforce Studies & Reports available at
Workforce.socialworkers.org/studies/other.asp
• Criminal Justice Social Work: Adapting to New Challenges
• Child Welfare Social Workers’ Attitudes Toward Mobile

Technology Tools: Is There a Generation Gap?
• 2009 Compensation & Benefits Study: Summary of Key

Compensation Findings

Social Work Practice Updates available at
SocialWorkers.org/practice/default.asp
• 2010 Medicare Changes for Clinical Social Workers
• A Shift in Approach: Addressing Bullying in Schools
• Biopsychosocial Challenges Related to Transitions of Care
• Clinical Social Workers Be Aware: The ICD–10–CM is Coming
• Delivering Culturally Appropriate Care for Older Adults
• Enrolling In Medicare as a Clinical Social Work Provider
• From Poverty to Child Welfare Involvement: The Critical Role

of Housing in Family Stability
• MDS 3.0: Implications for Social Workers In Nursing Homes

and Community-Based Settings

• Medicare-Mandated Reportable Changes for Clinical Social
Workers in Solo or Group Practice

• Meeting the Challenge of Supervision in School Social Work
• Meeting the Needs of Immigrant Children and Youth In Child

Welfare
• Part II: Advocating for Change in Home Health Care
• Pharmaceutical Industry Prescription Assistance Programs:

Benefits and Challenges
• Results of Request for Compelling Evidence to Increase

Psychotherapy CPT Codes
• Social Work and Transitions of Care
• Social Workers: A Bridge to Language Access Services
• The Childhood Obesity Epidemic: The Social Work Response
• The Economic Downturn: Implications for School Social Work
• Trends in Medication Adherence
• When A Clinical Social Worker in Solo or Group Practice Dies
• Women and Domestic Violence: Implications for Social Work

Intervention
• Youth Aging Out of Foster Care: Supporting Their Transition

into Adulthood

750 First Street NE, Suite 700
Washington, DC 20002-4241
SocialWorkers.org

The National
Association of
Social Workers

750 First Street NE

Suite 700

Washington, DC 20002-4241

SocialWorkers.org

©2011 National Association of
Social Workers. All Rights Reserved.

Practice Perspectives Issue 15 September 2011

Center for Workforce Studies & Social Work Practice Recent Publications


