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Strengthening Healthcare Systems Through the Arts 
By Randy Cohen, Vice President of Research, Americans for the Arts 

 
The Ancient Greeks anointed Apollo as the god of both the arts and of healing—a hefty 
portfolio even by early mythology standards. As different as those areas may seem, 
new research suggests this was a prescient choice. When the arts are part of our 
healthcare experience, we have shorter hospital stays, less depression, and take less 
medication—all of which adds up to reduced healthcare costs. 
 
Half of Healthcare Institutions Have Arts Programs 
In recent years, there has been a growing understanding of the benefits, and 
prevalence, of arts in healthcare programs. A 2007 survey of arts in healthcare 
institutions conducted by The Joint Commission—which accredits the nation’s 22,000 
hospitals and healthcare entities—showed that 45% of them have active arts programs, 
and all indicators point to an even larger percentage today. The most common are 
permanent visual art displays, performances in public spaces, and bedside art activities 
for patients. Some hospitals even boast their own staff orchestras. Many organizations 
have “art carts” that make the rounds to patients. Activities include music, dance and 
movement, arts and crafts, and creative writing for patients and their families. In some 
hospitals, the cart includes poster art so patients can personally select a visual image to 
hang on their hospital room wall.  
 
When hospital administrators were asked, “Why the arts,” chief among the responses 
were that they aid in the mental and emotional recovery of patients (80%) as well as 
their physical recovery (41%). Many programs extend beyond the patients in order to 
strengthen the entire healing system: 80% of programs serve patients directly, 58% 
include the patient’s family, and 42% are for staff to help them deal with the stress of 
working in the healthcare environment. The availability of arts programs in hospitals is 
even helping to reduce nursing staff turnover.  
 
Arts Programs Reduce Healthcare Costs 
As Lieutenant Governors face decreasing state revenues, especially during the COVID-
19 pandemic, healthcare costs march steadily upward. In 1970, spending on health was 
6.9% of GDP. In 2019, the figure has ballooned to 17.8% ($3.7 trillion). As the nation’s 
population grows and we live longer, health expenditures are expected to reach 20% of 
GDP by 2028.  
 
In addition to measuring improved quality of care, research also document the 
economic benefits of arts in healthcare programs. Tallahassee Memorial HealthCare, 
for example, used music to address their challenges related to pediatric CT scans—a 
difficult procedure to administer with children that has high re-test rates and often 
requires sedation to be accomplished successfully. In hopes of increasing efficiency and 
improving the experience for their young patients, hospital staff incorporated a musician 
to sit with the child and play music during the procedure prep period. The result was 
remarkable. They not only achieved a 98% procedural success rate, but also were able 



to put three hours of nursing time back on the floors, reduced the amount of medication 
administered to the patients, and cut down on overnight stays—achieving an average 
financial savings of $567 per procedure. With four million CT scans performed annually 
on children, the potential cost savings for this single procedure could take a $2.25 billion 
bite out of healthcare costs.  
 
The Arts Benefit Elder Care  
Every day, 10,000 Americans turn 65 years old and the fastest-growing age group is 
women 85 years and older. As we age, we gain wisdom but often struggle with the loss 
of physical and cognitive abilities. The arts keep us vibrant by providing physical and 
mental stimulation, entertainment, and avenues for social interaction and connection.  
 
A landmark study published in The Gerontologist revealed that weekly arts participation 
(singing in a choral group) by persons aged 65 and older resulted in better physical and 
mental health, fewer doctor visits, and less medication usage than the study’s non-
singing control group. In fact, comparing just medication use and doctor visits, the 
individuals who sang in the chorus had an annual savings of $172.91 per year, per 
participant. Incorporating the arts into elder care can add up to huge savings for 
Medicare, private insurers, and individuals. 
 
Patients receiving care for memory and cognitive impairments benefit greatly from the 
arts. TimeSlips in Milwaukee uses an improvisational story telling method with older 
adults who imagine stories and poems in response to inspiring cues. It fosters creativity 
and inspiration and strengthens family connections. In one testimonial, a participant 
said, “I can’t remember, but here I can imagine.”  
 
State & Local Arts Agencies are Leading the Way in Arts and Healthcare 
State arts agencies support arts programs that address a vast array of physical and 
mental health issues—PTSD, chronic illnesses, Alzheimer’s, neurological disorders and 
brain injuries, opioid addiction, and more. The arts are a proven contributor in keeping 
us healthy, helping us heal when we are not well, and reducing healthcare costs. With 
those benefits, it is no wonder that 68% of Americans agree that the arts improve health 
and the healthcare experience—and 73% favor government funding for arts in 
healthcare programs. 
 
If you have questions or would like additional information, please contact Jay Dick, 
Americans for the Arts’ Senior Director of State and Local Government Affairs at 
jay@artsusa.org��


