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Abstract
The fact that the world population is ageing brings about societal challenges, but 
at the same time creates new opportunities for more creative and meaningful lives 
at older age. In this article, we investigate existing gaps in several fields of re-
search that aim to better understand the role of creativity in later life and its effects 
on healthy ageing. We present an overview of the diverse definitions of creativity 
and culture, review current approaches to wellbeing, and summarise findings from 
research on the effects of creative activities on wellbeing and healthy ageing. In 
addition, we discuss recent research on the impact of environmental contexts and 
relations on creative wellbeing. Through identifying the definitions and scope of 
research on creativity and wellbeing in the lives of older adults, we aim to provide 
promising future research directions. Our review shows that current research on 
the impact of artistic and creative activities on wellbeing in later life generally 
does not consider older adults’ own subjective and relational experiences, and too 
often ignores elements of the complex environmental conditions in healthy ageing. 
Therefore, we conclude that there is a sustained need for holistic and relational 
approaches that address the entanglement of social and natural environments with 
healthy ageing and creative wellbeing.
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Introduction

In an ethnographic interview encounter, a 70-year-old artist participating in a research 
project in Finland, stated that “our society only worships novelty”. According to this 
interviewee’s experience, contemporary society does not appreciate anything old, 
“not historical buildings, not ancient trees, nor old people”1. It is well evidenced 
by studies in different fields that older people are indeed discriminated against and 
stereotyped because of their age in many different situations (Nelson, 2009, 2017; 
Molina-Luque & et al. 2022; Comincioli & et al. 2021). Yet, as the world population 
is rapidly ageing it brings about a need for societal transformation at many levels, 
including public policies on health, retirement, migration and social services, as well 
as arts and cultural offerings (Lee et al., 2023), and consideration for service, commu-
nication, spatial, material and many other forms of design (Comincioli & et al. 2021, 
2022; Nelson, 2017). Sadly however, societies are not prepared enough for sustain-
able changes the ageing demography requires, as addressed in the measures recom-
mended by the United Nations in proclaiming the current decade as the “decade of 
healthy ageing” (UN 2019).

At the same time, environmental and climate crises, and their consequent eco-
nomic, social and political challenges are also transforming our societies at a rapid 
pace. Since the ecological emergency is changing human living conditions in many 
parts of the world, societies need to be restructured in ways that economic growth 
alone cannot address (BIOS 2019). In addition, the growing global inequality and 
failure to mitigate climate change is bringing about existential crises, where ques-
tions on meaning, sense, and belonging arise in a new context (Latour 2017). Amidst 
these changes, the ageing population should not be seen as another challenge or threat 
to consumerist economies, but rather as a largely forgotten human wealth, and a 
diversity of people with valuable life-long experiences and knowledge to learn from 
for the future. The fact that people are increasingly living longer is an important 
achievement, that, amongst other things, opens space for transgenerational creativity 
through sharing experiences, and promotes possibilities for more meaningful life in 
older age, specially through artistic and cultural activities.

There is a growing body of research across different fields focusing on the social, 
mental and physical health benefits of artistic, cultural, and creative activities and 
experiences, as well as on the promotion of healthy ageing through creativity. Over 
the past two decades, there has been a major increase in research into the effects of 
the arts on health and wellbeing (for research reviews see, Chacur & et al. 2022; War-
ran et al., 2022; O’Neill, 2019; Fancourt & Finn, 2019; Fraser et al., 2015; Gallistl, 
2018; and Price & Tinker, 2014). Similarly, there is a lot of evidence on the arts hav-
ing a major role to play in the promotion of health and prevention of ill health, as well 
as management and treatment of illness across all ages (Warran et al., 2022; Fancourt 
& Finn, 2019). However, since research on wellbeing and health effects of creativity 
in later life have so far mostly focused on older adults in institutional care settings, or 

1  From SENSOTRA research project archives, sensobiographic walk 2 (2018), see Järviluoma & Murray, 
2023.
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in the context of specific health problems, new approaches to how creativity affects 
healthy ageing are urgently needed.

Despite increasing knowledge, many fundamental concepts such as “art”, “cre-
ativity”, “health”, and “wellbeing” are still not defined consistently across different 
fields of research, and therefore, require context-sensitive interpretation and com-
munication to different stakeholders. This in turn makes it rather difficult to share, 
understand, compare, and fully utilise research findings emerging from all the related 
fields, ranging from medical sciences to arts and social sciences. Here, we address 
this challenge by examining the ways in which contextual relations are accounted 
for in terms of late-life creativity and wellbeing. The main objective of our article 
is to identify any existing gaps in research on creativity and healthy ageing by 
discussing related recent research thematically through a narrative review in 
order to identify priorities and promising directions for future research. To that 
end, we examine the questions and areas for which future research is needed to help 
better understand how creativity affects the wellbeing of healthy older adults in order 
to improve the lives of ageing populations.

In this article, we first examine the main research areas concerned with creativity, 
and discuss their specific definitions of creativity. We then explicate how the concepts 
of health and wellbeing are approached across different fields of study, and are linked 
to creativity. This leads to our narrative review of existing research on creativity and 
wellbeing in the context of “healthy ageing”. Based on this, we argue that artistic, 
cultural, and creative activities and experiences can fulfil deep human needs and fos-
ter better wellbeing and health. Finally, we conclude by identifying future research 
directions that take into account environmental, cultural and more-than-human con-
texts, and consider their interrelationships and impact on late-life creativity.

Creativity: Definitions and Research Areas

The world is constantly in flux and totally mixed and compounded. Nothing is really 
new. Creativity itself is a matter of seeing afresh what is already there -- (Gary Sny-
der, 1995, 175)

The world of market capitalism and business values innovation. Creativity, as a 
means to innovation, is increasingly seen as something that professionals from differ-
ent fields need to study through courses and books, such as the ever-popular “Artist’s 
Way”, by Cameron (2016). Regardless of its growing popularity, however, there is 
no widely accepted definition of what is exactly meant by the versatile concept of 
“creativity”. Most often, creativity is understood as the ability to create new ideas and 
innovative solutions, that are appropriate within a context – as defined by Klimczuk 
(2015, 32) – that makes them meaningful. Psychologists largely follow a similar 
definition, in which not only new ideas or solutions are important, but also their 
applicability in an appropriate context (Moran, 2010, 74). Following the poet Gary 
Snyder’s words noted above, creativity is not only about creating something new, but 
rather, taking a fresh perspective at the unfolding complexity “already there”. Along 
the same lines, anthropologists have argued that creativity is as much a process of 
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selection and recombination, as one of thinking anew, with creativity emerging from 
past traditions, but moving beyond them (Lavie et al., 1993).

Despite its importance in diverse fields, creativity is often understood almost 
synonymously with “artistic” creation. However, artistic creativity is only a specific 
form of creativity, one that leads to unconventional points of view, or brings surpris-
ing observations to attention, and by doing so, make its audience perceive the reality 
and themselves in alternate ways. Art and adult education scholar Laura Formenti has 
noted that artists question us, and the very definition of art, by provoking us to see dif-
ferently, to feel our own (dis)orientation as part of the human experience (Formenti, 
2017, 71). The metaphorical nature of art replicates linguistic expressions, stories, 
and ways of knowing in new and undetermined ways, connecting the past with the 
present and the future. Yet, these qualities of art as novel and transformative compo-
sitions are also kin to other more boarder forms of creativity in general.

In creativity research, a focus on the individual capacity of recognized creative 
professionals is commonly noted as the “Big-C”, in contrast to the broader everyday 
creativity or the “little-c”. The way in which professional creativity (Big-C) can be 
equalled with artistic genius resembles the way in which another related concept, that 
of culture, can be used as synonymous to artistic and cultural production. In contrast 
to “culture as art”, the so-called anthropological concept of culture is a broader notion 
which includes ways of life and systems of meaning (e.g., Hall, 1997), comprehend-
ing both material and symbolic cultures of different groups. This type of definition is 
used also by UNESCO in defining culture as “the set of distinctive spiritual, material, 
intellectual and emotional features of society or a social group, that encompasses, 
not only art and literature, but lifestyles, ways of living together, value systems, tra-
ditions, and beliefs” (UNESCO, 2001, 3). By juxtaposing the concept of creativity 
to this broader framework of culture, creativity can be understood as a socially and 
culturally constituted process, surpassing the divisions between exceptionally cre-
ative individuals’ (artistic) works and creativity in everyday life. The invention of the 
creatively “new” takes place within a field of culturally available possibilities, where 
improvisation is inevitable, and people, as creative beings, go along responding to 
life’s contingencies (Lavie et al., 1993; Hallam & Ingold, 2007). Everyday innova-
tion and improvisation is a form of creativity available to everyone regardless of 
their relationship with professional art-making (Richards, 2010). In this regard, even 
pure aesthetic experiences can be considered as creative experiences, and can in fact 
contribute to one’s creative wellbeing (Mastandrea et al., 2019).

Due to its increasing importance, and broader scope, these days research on cre-
ativity is conducted across a wide range of areas, from neuropsychology to art and 
design, anthropology to economy and philosophy of science. In a few of these fields, 
however, common dichotomies between general and domain-specific creativity – as 
with the Big-C and little-c differentiation – have generated criticism. There have also 
been several proposals for a general theory of creativity. Arthur Koestler (1964) in 
“Act of creation” formulates a non-reductive, synthetic approach to how creativity in 
science, humour and art could be understood. Koestler defines a process – calling it 
“bisociation” – in which elements from distinct matrices are brought together to form 
a new matrix of meaning through, for instance, comparison and analogies. Koestler’s 
theory recognizes, that besides arts and sciences – i.e., the cultural achievements of 
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human civilization at large – creativity can be found in the simplest of daily activi-
ties. This form of everyday creativity happens when people tap into different forms 
of knowledge with the help of both creative products and creative processes (see 
Richards, 2010).

Despite this broader relevance of creativity, a major part of creativity research 
seems to arise from attempts towards increasing economic growth by using creativ-
ity in business and organizational management, with its focus mostly on innovation. 
In a recent review of over 38 000 highly-cited academic articles, Mejia et al. (2021) 
have classified the topics of creativity research into 12 clusters, of which the largest 
four explore: (1) organizational creativity and team creativity, (2) social psychology 
of creativity, (3) the creative industries and creative cities, and (4) idea generation. 
While research falling into these four categories are at different levels and scales, 
they all pertain mainly to business management and innovation. The remaining eight 
smaller clusters include other facets of creativity research such as neuroscience, heal-
ing, identity, and cultural expertise (Mejia et al., 2021).

In sociological research, on the other hand, it has been pointed out that both cre-
ativity and innovation in late modern societies are often taken instrumentally, as 
components to an aesthetic economy (Gallistl, 2018). Reckwitz (2017) argues that 
creativity has been invented as a driver for the aestheticization of modern society, 
in a way that values aesthetic novelty for novelty’s sake. Besides their criticism of 
economy-centred conceptualizations, societal research approaches look beyond the 
commodification of creativity into social practices. In sociology of art, for instance, 
creativity can be traced in trajectories of artistic production, by even including the 
agency of art objects themselves, as proposed by Gell (1998). In a further proposal, 
Fox (2015) has applied an affective object-oriented ontology to analyse creativity as 
a social practice emerging from human and nonhuman assemblages. The primary 
insight from different sociological approaches is that artistic or creative expression, 
self-realization through art-making, or making sense of life and creating meaning 
through aesthetic experience, are all inevitably embedded in social and cultural envi-
ronments and relations (for other sociological approaches, see Lebuda & Glăveanu, 
2019).

The aforementioned concept of culture has been understood yet in a third sense, as 
a universal human property, one in which all the different local variations of culture 
share the same trait, typical to human species – of necessarily having a culture. In 
the same vein, creativity can be understood as encompassing the human experience 
at large. From a humanist perspective, creativity can be found at the heart of human 
societies. In his seminal book “The Invention of Culture”, anthropologist Roy Wag-
ner (2016) places “people-as-inventors” at the centre of the process that creates cul-
ture, in a dialogic dance between invention and convention, innovation and control, 
and meaning and context.

As these demonstrative cases from different fields show, the challenge of a com-
prehensive definition of creativity research results from its diversity and spread across 
many diverging disciplines. To reach beyond the diversified definitions, creativity can 
be considered as something even more fundamental than a crucial component of the 
human experience. Philosopher Whitehead (1929) formulated a broader definition, 
according to which creativity is not a particular quality of human beings or human 
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consciousness, but “a principle of novelty” that animates all events, experiences, 
feelings, and relations in the universe. In deed anthropological research, inspired 
by post-human and relational approaches, takes this further by including more-than-
human participants in the formulation of cultures and societies, and claiming that 
culture is not exclusively human either (Kohn, 2013; Holbraad & Pedersen, 2017). 
Similarly, findings from research into communication systems of animals and plants, 
contemporary animism, and cultural properties found amongst some animals – all 
taken as evidence of human interdependency on the non-human world – reinforce 
criticisms towards the Western tradition of human exceptionalism as the sole creator 
of civilization and culture, and thus creativity itself.

Therefore, these relational and post-human approaches are also emerging in cre-
ativity research. A special issue of Qualitative Inquiry (2022) has recently addressed 
a range of post-human ecological approaches to the study and theorization of creativ-
ity, and their potential to transform understandings of the 21st century learning events 
and environments, including cities, schools, museums, parklands, digital environ-
ments and wild places. The “manifesto for posthuman creativity studies” highlights 
the emergent, collective, and ecological aspects of creativity (Harris & Jones 2022). 
Many of these relational and ecological perspectives are also present in the con-
tinuous development of “research-creation”, a practice and theory that incorporates 
artistic practices and insights into research methodologies (Manning, 2016; Loveless, 
2015).

In summary, recent research recognizes that creativity is a pluriversal phenom-
enon that needs to be researched from a variety of angles (see Kaufman & Sternberg, 
2010). Furthermore, while creativity is “intrinsic to the very processes of social and 
cultural life” (Hallam & Ingold 2007, 19), in the context of this article it is necessary 
to investigate how to support, fortify and promote all the different kinds of creativity 
that aid in maintaining health and wellbeing of ageing people, while also not neglect-
ing the role of non-human elements in human creativity, in particular that of sur-
rounding nature, and including the totality of our life-supporting planetary systems.

Health, Wellbeing, and Quality of Life

The Oxford English Dictionary2 traces the word “wellness” centuries back to being 
the opposite of the word “illness”. In contemporary public discourses, wellness, wel-
fare, and wellbeing in both mental and physical sense are considered more broadly 
than just the absence of illness, and more generally refer to one’s overall prosperity. 
In a similar vein, drawing on its 1948 constitution, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) has defined health as “[the] state of complete physical, mental and social 
wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (see e.g., Rudnicka et 
al., 2020). In human historical and cultural milieu, the clinical approach to health as 
something primarily physical has not been a prevailing principle, but instead some-
thing rather exceptional. In fact, throughout most of human history, healing and med-

2 www.oed.com.
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icine have been connected with spirituality, social structure, art and ritual in many 
complex ways (see Fancourt, 2017, 3–22).

In the late modern societies, health problems in physical and mental spheres are 
often taken as distinct, thus separating “mental wellbeing” from “health”. Increas-
ingly, however, mental health problems have become a major challenge to overall 
health and general wellbeing, and according to WHO (2017) they are currently lead-
ing causes of disability. Mental health is crucial in the definition of general wellbeing, 
which – following the definition by WHO – is inseparable from being healthy. Mental 
wellbeing is a dynamic state, in which the individual is able to “develop their poten-
tial, work productively and creatively, build strong and positive relationships with 
others, and contribute to their community” (Foresight Mental Capital and Wellbeing 
Project, 2008). While the more recent dichotomous separation of physical and mental 
wellbeing is deeply rooted in modern medical science, it is also well evidenced that 
attitudes, imagination, and cultural and social expectations can have physically mea-
surable effects on health, as occurs with the placebo effect (Wager & Atlas, 2015).

Following on from the complex interconnectedness of physical and mental health, 
research on wellbeing should not therefore be reduced to understanding the effects of 
merely psychological, economic, social or any other separate aspects alone. Research 
in this area needs to consider the complex cultural and social networks that are always 
at play in the experiences and manifestations of wellbeing and health. This becomes 
especially distinct in cross-cultural comparisons that have shown how differently 
health can be understood in different cultural contexts (Honkasalo, 2017; Kottow, 
2018; Scharoun et al., 2020). Consequently, artistic and cultural inventions that aim 
to promote communal cohesion and older adults’ wellbeing take place in different 
sociocultural contexts and institutional structures that require local, ethnographic 
understanding to identify benefits and necessities of improvement (Lee et al., 2023).

Experiences of wellbeing that happen in the context of social relations and cul-
tural capacities can be investigated from the perspective of “relational wellbeing”. 
This approach has been defined as an emergent construct grounded in the interpretiv-
ist tradition in social sciences (White, 2017). It aims to understand how people as 
subjects experience and see the world in relation to others, in contrast to the posi-
tivist approach to wellbeing taken in psychology and economics which emphasize 
objective measurable outcomes. A nonreductive example for defining wellbeing in 
a way that considers people’s diversity and their own agency from the standpoint of 
human dignity is the “capabilities approach”. This approach suggests that the focus 
should be on people’s functional capabilities instead of just their illness or health 
(Nussbaum, 2011). In the capabilities approach, Quality of Life (QoL) is assessed 
in terms of whether people have the capabilities they need “to do and to be” freely 
according to their values. Nussbaum defines these capabilities as those “freedoms or 
opportunities created by a combination of personal abilities and the political, social 
and economic environment” (2011, 20). The concept of QoL therefore considers an 
even broader notion of health than general wellbeing. According to WHO3, QoL of 
an individual is related to “[their] perception of their position in life in the context 
of the culture and value systems in which they live and in relation to their goals, 

3  See the updated toolkit on WHOQoL at the official website: https://www.who.int/toolkits/whoqol.
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expectations, standards and concerns.” This type of relational approach continues to 
recognize creative expression as a factor contributing to wellbeing – and as such, to 
QoL as well – in accordance with personal and spiritual values, that again relate to 
cultural and social structures in which they take place.

However, these relational and context-sensitive approaches to wellbeing across 
cultural and societal contexts need to be further complemented with the ecological 
perspective of the environmental context in which they are located. For example, a 
growing body of research is evidencing the crucial health and wellbeing effects of 
green spaces and natural environments (see e.g., Simkin et al., 2020; Hartig et al. 
2014). In terms of public health, the measurable benefits of green spaces for the broad-
est segments of the population are clearly shown in four major areas of improved air 
quality, increased physical activity, increased social contact, and the reduction of 
stress (Hartig et al. 2014). Similarly, spending time in biodiverse spaces such as old 
growth forests has been shown to reduce depression (Lee et al., 2017), and access to 
urban green spaces promotes physical, social and mental wellbeing (Hansen et al., 
2017; Roe et al., 2013). Yet it is necessary to remain mindful that wellbeing effects of 
the environment are variable according to the local, community, and personal level.

While relational approaches to wellbeing, such as the capabilities approach, seem 
most appropriate in the context of research presented in this article, as noted above, 
we propose that such approaches should be broadened even further to also include the 
human relations with the more-than-human elements and natural environments as an 
entangled context of experienced wellbeing and health.

Critical Views on Creativity and Wellbeing

The multifaceted relationship between creativity and wellbeing requires research 
across a range of disciplinary contexts (Kiernan et al., 2020). Participation in cre-
ative outputs resulting from processes involving recognized professionals, as well as 
processes of improvisation and innovation in everyday situations, are both important 
for improving wellbeing and Quality of Life (Richards, 2010). According to creativ-
ity research from different fields of study, intentional creativity builds a better world 
(Runco, 2007). Furthermore, aesthetic experiences, such as enjoyment of art, also 
promote wellbeing and health (Froggett, 2017). In addition, there is evidence that 
engaging in cultural activities can even prolong life (Väänänen et al., 2009; Martín-
María 2017).

White (2017) has argued that the basis of anxiety about wellbeing lies in the ero-
sion of social and relational networks that has occurred with the development of late 
capitalist, globalized modernity. Furthermore, in such socio-economic transforma-
tions, creativity itself has become an asset to wellbeing. According to Hallam and 
Ingold (2007), creativity has come to be seen as a major driver of economic prosper-
ity and social wellbeing due to a global commodity market, in which every aspect 
of life is convertible into an object of fascination, to be appropriated and consumed. 
Innovation and creativity can, actually, be fulfilling as a form of self-realization for 
the individual, when it takes place in a culturally and socially acceptable context 
(Cohen, 2009). Although this satisfactory wellbeing function of creativity is most 
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often associated with professional artists and art-making hobbies, it can as well apply 
to individual economic and career aspirations (see Miyazaki, 2006) that can contrib-
ute to a sense of meaning.

Over the past two decades, there has been a significant increase in research on 
the role of the arts on health and wellbeing. A scoping review of over 3000 studies 
by Fancourt and Finn (2019) demonstrated that the arts play a major role in the pre-
vention of ill health, in the promotion of health, and in management and treatment 
of illness. Creative and artistic activities are also shown to improve people’s sense 
of self-worth and to promote their social interactions, which are important factors 
contributing to better health (Price & Tinker, 2014). Furthermore, there is a wide 
array of research evidencing the related neurological health benefits of music for 
a range of health conditions and illnesses (Fancourt, 2017, 294–296; Sacks, 2007). 
Besides measurable physical health, significant stress markers and mental health 
factors are shown to improve with different creative and artistic activities, not only 
music (Fancourt & Finn 2019; Corbin et al., 2021; McCrary et al., 2021; Davies et 
al., 2014). Similarly, community-based artistic activities have been effectively used 
as a means of preventing social exclusion, and research on these practices has shown 
broader wellbeing effects of art-based interventions (Fancourt, 2017, 281–320; see 
also Archibald & Kitson, 2020; Adams et al., 2011; Rossi et al., 2014). Collaboration 
with professional artists, high quality of facilitation and sensitivity to participants’ 
perspectives are some of the important factors contributing to the success of such 
participatory interventions (Stickley & Clift, 2017; Cho & Chang, 2022).

However, it is often difficult to provide conclusive evidence for direct and mea-
surable effects of art-based interventions on health. It has, therefore, been noted that 
the shifting and contested subject domains of “arts” and “health” need to be assessed 
critically and framed in theoretical discussions (Parr, 2017). In UK-based research, 
for instance, there has been a preoccupation with the possibility of arts and health 
research becoming a “remedial plaster” solution for social justice issues, if such 
research focuses on the biopolitical measures of wellbeing effects (Parr, 2017, also 
Miessen, 2011). According to Bishop (2012), social inclusion policies are rooted in 
a neoliberal agenda that seeks to “enable all members of society to be self-admin-
istering, fully functioning consumers who do not rely on the welfare state and who 
can cope with a deregulated, privatized world” (Bishop, 2012, 12; see also Sansi & 
Strathern, 2016). These critical perspectives are considered to be important because, 
to their proponents, if creativity is presented as an individual ability to counter struc-
tural disadvantages, participatory art-based interventions can become unintended 
devices of neoliberal governmentality (Bishop, 2012; Miessen, 2011).

Finally, creativity and artistic and cultural activities can also be approached as 
means of promoting resilience against adversities on both individual and community 
levels. In the following section, we focus on this aspect of creativity and further 
examine the entanglement of health, wellbeing, and creativity in the context of soci-
etal challenges associated with ageing.
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Research on Creativity and Healthy Ageing

Healthy ageing is a matter that deserves much more attention in our rapidly ageing 
societies. As the number of older people is increasing, cultures of ageing are also 
changing (Higgs, 2016). Yet, at the same time negative images of later life stages are 
becoming even more prevalent (Higgs & Gilleard, 2015; Gallistl, 2018). In contrast, 
it is also increasingly argued that instead of being treated as a challenge to a produc-
tive society – in terms of economy – the growing number of older adults should be 
celebrated as an achievement in terms of better human health (Irving, 2014).

Human life course can be divided into different stages such as infancy, youth, 
working years and old age (for a critical overview of life course approaches see 
Alwin, 2012). An intriguing comparison with a more respectful relationship to later 
stages of life is offered by the ancient Vedic tradition (Banerjee, 2021), which also 
divides life into four stages, or ashrama. The first phase, brahmacharya, refers to 
youth and adolescence spent in studying. This is followed by the second ashrama of 
leading a family and working for the benefit of society. In later adulthood, it is time 
to move to retirement, as it were, or the third life stage of vanaprashtha, which liter-
ally means “living in the forest”. This stage marks the beginning of the second half 
of life, when people can enjoy the fruits of their previous work and advise younger 
generations, gradually moving away from material concerns towards more spiritual 
values. Still later, this period is followed by the fourth stage of sannyasa, which is tra-
ditionally associated with spiritual exercises and giving up on mundane possessions. 
(Banerjee, 2021) Here, late life refers to the second half of life, one full of meaning. 
Contemporary ageing studies in the West have also proposed new categorizations 
focusing on later life stages. Psychiatrist Gene Cohen, for instance, has identified 
four stages in the second half of life. Cohen’s research clearly demonstrates that cre-
ative thinking improves health in older age. Furthermore, interest in the arts, reflec-
tion, and quests for a deeper meaning are characteristic of, and necessary to, mid-life 
– particularly the later stages – where creativity plays a crucial role in maintaining 
health and quality of life (Cohen, 2006, 2009).

Such positive approaches to later life and increased longevity include diverse 
takes on “positive ageing” (Bar-Tur & Malkinson, 2014), “active ageing” (e.g., 
Parry & McCarthy, 2017), and “successful ageing” (Rowe & Kahn, 1997; Rubin-
stein & Medeiros, 2015). These provide multiple definitions of ageing, and recom-
mend policy advice intended to maintain, or even increase, the productive later stages 
of life, despite any health and capability challenges (see e.g., Urtamo et al., 2019). 
The equally multi-faceted notions of “creative ageing” often emphasize the creative 
potential and productivity of professionals in later stages of life (Gallistl, 2021). All 
of these approaches to ageing can be useful in various ways within different disci-
plines and areas of research. However, in investigating the interrelatedness of creativ-
ity and wellbeing in later life, we find the concept of “healthy ageing”, as defined by 
the World Health Organization, to be the most inclusive, and one that does not imply 
perfect health. WHO (2020) defines healthy ageing as “the process of developing and 
maintaining functional abilities that enable wellbeing in older age”. In this definition, 
functional ability entails not only a person’s physical and mental capacities, but also 
the “environments they inhabit and the ways in which people interact with their envi-
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ronment” (WHO, 2020, 8; Rudnicka et al., 2020, see also Sadana & Michel, 2019). 
While social and physical environments can encourage creativity in later life, more 
research is needed to identify the mechanisms by which this could be accomplished 
and encouraged (O’Neill, 2019; Chacur et al., 2022; Comincioli et al., 2022). At pres-
ent, the relationship between, for instance, art and aesthetics, environmental factors, 
and health and wellbeing remain generally unknown.

Without a clear understanding of the underlying factors that explain effects or out-
comes, both science and society remain doubtful and dismissive of any reported find-
ings of the wellbeing benefits of creativity and the arts (Cohen, 2009). Fortunately, 
however, research in this area is gaining new interest. Over the last decade, research 
on older adults’ participation in artistic activities has progressively increased (Chacur 
et al., 2022, 9). Involvement in creative and artistic activities, and participation in cul-
tural and artistic performances in later life have been shown to reduce stress, depres-
sion, anxiety, loneliness, and diverse conditions related to mental illnesses, such as 
those affecting memory (Fancourt, 2017). These types of activities also seem to have 
measurable effects on common physical conditions, such as reducing high blood 
pressure, or helping to mitigate both mental and physical health problems related to 
lack of movement, social activities, and exercise (Fancourt, 2017; Fancourt & Finn, 
2019). The potential for improving not only public health but also the quality of life 
for vast numbers of people does, therefore, seem immense.

To the present day, the growing body of research on creativity in later life has 
largely been dominated by biomedical research targeting mental health, and gener-
ally focusing on professionally-led art-based interventions. In their scoping review, 
Fraser et al. (2015) point out that gerontological research has for too long focused 
on biomedical outcomes of late-life creativity, primarily concentrating on its benefits 
in clinical and therapeutic settings, particularly institutional care. Based on this, they 
argue for continuous programmes of research to build a better understanding of how 
the arts contribute to the quality of life, while also taking into account the diversity 
of older adults. Intersectional differences relate to the identification with, and access 
to, different forms of arts and creative activities, as well as to the experience of age-
ing. These vary across societal contexts, however, there are also new initiatives for 
crosscultural definition of the conditions for healthy ageing (Scharoun et al., 2020).

While some forms of the arts, and creative, artistic and cultural activities have so 
far been used more than others to promote health and wellbeing of older adults, com-
prehensive research is still lacking in identifying any differences between them or 
their effectiveness. There is, however, considerable evidence on the beneficial effects 
of making and listening to music (Fancourt & Warran, 2020; Cohen, 2009; Chacur 
et al., 2022), the visual arts (see Chacur et al., 2022), as well as dance and other per-
forming arts (Clifford et al., 2022). In various research cited in this article, a wide 
range of creative, artistic and cultural activities have been the focus of the individual 
studies. These have, for instance, focused on creative writing, painting, and different 
crafts, as well as a range of cultural activities, including intergenerational cultural 
programmes. There are clearly many other activities that could potentially be benefi-
cial to health and wellbeing, and have not yet been investigated from the perspective 
of promoting creative healthy ageing. These may, for example, include activities in 
different creative fields and artistic practices, as well as self-initiated community and 
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group activities, or individual practices of the arts, crafts, games, or other engaging 
creative activities.

This observation for future research directions is in no way meant to undermine the 
importance of institutionally-organized and/or professionally-led creative and artistic 
activities and cultural programmes. Professional facilitation has indeed been identi-
fied as a factor in increasing the benefits of arts-based interventions for healthy age-
ing (Cho & Chang, 2022). Evidence already exists on the positive impact of socially 
motivated and professionally-led arts interventions on people’s health, especially in 
institutional healthcare settings (e.g., Stickley & Clift, 2017). Nevertheless, further 
research is called for to identify key factors in patterns of improved health and well-
being, as well as to explore ways of improving access to such services for heterog-
enous groups of older adults (Price & Tinker, 2014). For instance, in their important 
work on evidencing the relationship between the arts and health, Fancourt and Finn 
(2019) argue that the beneficial impact of the arts could be furthered by promoting 
arts engagement at the individual, local, and national levels, as well as through sup-
porting cross-sectoral collaboration (see also Lee et al., 2023).

It should also be noted that despite the increasing positive evidence from medi-
cally-oriented research, much less has been done to investigate the effects of creative 
and artistic activities on the lives of “healthy” older adults, or those who do not 
live with significant negative medical conditions. While research from a biomedical 
perspective is extremely valuable in demonstrating – or negating – the significant 
health benefits of creative and artistic activities (Fancourt, 2017; Fancourt & Warran, 
2020; Stickley & Clift, 2017), a wider focus is also required. According to a review 
by neurologist O’Neill (2019), cultural and aesthetic experiences in a broader sense 
are largely missing from the creativity and healthy ageing research. Based on this, 
O’Neill proposes that creativity should be promoted as a method of maintaining good 
health across the entire age spectrum, but particularly in older age.

Furthermore, we would argue here that creativity should be fostered through a 
broader range of approaches, and not just participatory arts-based interventions, 
which tend to be the most common form of such initiatives. Currently, outside insti-
tutional healthcare settings and social interventions, research has predominantly 
focused on professional artists, especially in terms of qualitative inquiries (see e.g., 
Gallistl, 2018; Cohen, 2009; cf. Heikkinen, 2004). Yet, it is becoming evident that 
many different types of nonprofessional social and leisure activities can also impact 
wellbeing (Adams et al., 2011). For instance, social pursuits have been identified as a 
crucial component leading to positive health effects in creative activities (e.g., Brug-
gencate et al., 2018, Corbin et al., 2021; Groot et al., 2021).

It is also important to point out that creativity is not just limited to exceptionally 
artistic individuals or creative professional practitioners. As discussed earlier, in its 
broader definition, creativity can be understood as an intrinsic quality of life that 
has significant effects on human wellbeing, one which continues well into older age. 
In fact, the previously described later stages of life have been noted for increased 
freedom, productivity, and creativity (Gallistl, 2018; Cohen, 2006, 2009). Gallistl 
(2018), having analysed research conducted on late-life creativity since 2010, con-
cludes that, following a broader cultural turn in gerontology (Twigg & Martin, 2015), 
a considerable number of recent studies have convincingly demonstrated the well-
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being effects of creativity in achieving healthy ageing. Findings from these stud-
ies, however, focus on self-realization and subjective achievements, in accordance 
with individualist economical innovation and creativity ideals (Gallistl, 2018). In the 
same vein, Reckwitz argues that late-life creativity should not be studied only by its 
measurable effects, but as a more general model for ageing in late-modern societies 
(Reckwitz, 2017, viii).

Despite these studies, there is currently a gap in research into creative experi-
ences of healthy older adults who are not themselves professional artists. As with 
any other age group, it is easy to understand how different groups of older adults may 
have radically different conceptions of what art, creativity, artistic activities, aesthetic 
experiences, and healthy ageing entails for them. Only when the research focus from 
ageing professional artists is broadened to so called ordinary older people, it would 
be possible to more fully understand the role of creativity in healthy ageing for the 
general population. Qualitative approaches are, therefore, needed for understanding 
how older people make sense of their experiences of later life and how meaningful 
lives do emerge. For example, to address the challenge of understanding the kinds 
of environments, contexts, and activities that promote creativity and healthy ageing, 
it is necessary to develop multidimensional research that can take into account the 
experiences of older people and their relationships with their social and physical 
environments through a range of, for instance, multisensory, narrative, ethnographic 
and relational approaches. Similarly, creativity-based research methodologies that 
combine artistic approaches and expressions, and participatory research methods 
with diverse older adults participants as co-researchers, should also be developed 
and utilised.

Finally, it should be pointed out that the prevailing societal focus on the artistic 
agency in later life and the productivity of ageing artists, as noted by Gallistl (2018), 
fosters a view of creativity as productive innovation – i.e., a commodification of 
creativity – that in fact entails an ageist attitude in general. Sadly, this attitude is so 
engrained in our modern societies that it is even embraced by older adults them-
selves, who wish to remain youthful and in denial of the inevitable process of age-
ing (see e.g., Comincioli et al., 2022; Comincioli et al., 2021). This reflects societal 
values in which natural processes, long-term temporal cycles, decay and old age are 
all dismissed – a form of implicit ageism (Comincioli et al., 2022) that research in 
many fields of study should challenge. Therefore, we would instead argue that the 
wellbeing benefits of creativity, both as creative processes and creative outcomes, are 
temporal in relation to normal human ageing, and they also create an arena in which 
age relations should be negotiated.

In summary, research on late-life creativity needs to recognize the existing ageist 
societal biases and stereotypes that affect this broad multidisciplinary field of study. It 
is also necessary to analyse the extent to which Western biomedical approaches, that 
only emphasize measurable medical health outcomes, have become internationally 
more hegemonic (Lamb, 2015), at least in official policy contexts. Transdisciplinary 
approaches involving gerontology and anthropology are much needed to enrich soci-
etal perceptions of late-life creativity that are important in overcoming the existing 
widespread ageist attitudes towards older people. In addition, within most participa-
tory arts-based intervention settings, the experiences of the diverse older adults from 
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different backgrounds are not considered sufficiently enough within late-life creativ-
ity research (Chacur et al., 2022). It is only when we adopt a broader understanding 
of creativity as an intrinsic part of the human life experience – part of quality of life 
and wellbeing, as discussed earlier – that it can be recognized as an element of normal 
healthy living, and therefore, as a condition of healthy ageing in our temporal lives.

The Environmental Context to Creative Wellbeing

All forms of environments clearly play important roles in fostering healthy ageing. 
The significance of natural environments, in particular, has perhaps never been more 
obvious than in this period in human history during which our planetary life-support 
systems are degrading rapidly. For this reason, it is crucial to better understand how 
our everyday environment – including the natural world – affects late-life creativity, 
and what kind of approaches would be necessary to maintain and promote environ-
mental relationships that support such creativity in a sustainable way. This call for a 
transdisciplinary knowledge, that includes our understanding of our natural environ-
ment, resonates well with the objectives of the World Health Organization, which has 
named 2020–2030 the decade of healthy ageing. In their definition, the environmen-
tal context is crucial:

“Creating age-friendly environments and communities requires collaboration 
and coordination across multiple sectors and with diverse stakeholders, includ-
ing older people. Age-friendly environments promote health and support for 
people experiencing capacity loss. Such environments ensure that older people 
age safely, continue to develop personally and contribute to their communities 
while retaining autonomy and health.” (WHO, 2020, 8).

Although the impact of the environment on both creativity and healthy ageing has 
not been sufficiently studied yet, it is gaining increasing interest across different fields 
of research (Chacur et al., 2022) attending to social, material, cultural and sensorial 
aspects of older adults’ living environments. However, in research into environmen-
tal factors, the significance of green and natural environments for ageing people’s 
creative wellbeing have received surprisingly little attention, despite a growing body 
of evidence which suggests that green spaces positively influence both physical 
health and psychological wellbeing (Lahdenperä et al., 2023; García-Llorente et al., 
2018; Mitchell & Popham, 2008). In the quest for promoting age-friendly environ-
ments, a wider relational approach should take into account not only ageing people, 
but also the multispecies, biodiverse and creativity-enhancing qualities of accessible, 
local, green environments and their spatial designs. Recent research further suggests 
that the relationships which ageing people maintain with natural environments can 
sustain their wellbeing in later life (Author 1 2023). As such, relational approaches to 
ageing and space must be used in aid of designing age-friendly environments (Mur-
ray, 2015).

The relationships people maintain with nature often resemble how they relate to 
the arts (e.g., Synnevåg et al. 2020), both of which can involve personal interpre-
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tations, emotional affects, and a sense of deeper meaning. Thus, relating to green 
environments could be also approached as a field of creativity in later life. As well as 
the holistic experiences associated with being in nature, the arts, and aesthetics more 
generally, can contribute to an understanding of creativity as fundamentally consti-
tuted in situated relations (Fox 2015; Qualitative Inquiry 2022). The arts can also 
help us to understand creativity as a human experience, in a way that can be relevant 
to studies in cultural gerontology, ecocritical sociology, and economy of creativity, 
among other fields. In this approach, the concept of creativity can in fact be broad-
ened to include relationships with natural and cultural environments, spaces, com-
munities, and other material and more-than-human elements (Harris & Jones 2022). 
Connections with, and access to, natural environments and green spaces is a factor in 
healthy ageing that calls for more research. In particular, creative relationships with 
natural environments, including urban green spaces, should be investigated in the 
context of healthy ageing in future research.

More broadly speaking, developments in new materialist, post-humanist, and 
anthropological research indicate that various creative methodologies such as artistic 
collaboration, walking ethnographies, and sensory studies can in fact aid in under-
standing and fortifying creative environmental relationships (Järviluoma & Murray, 
2023; Hallam & Ingold 2007; Harris & Jones 2022). Such methods can also be used 
in design and provision of services for ageing people, by recognising their creativity 
and efforts as resources that can be utilised for empowering service design (Johans-
son et al., 2009).

Furthermore, relational studies can tackle the social and family contexts in which 
older people can live more meaningful lives (Rossi et al., 2014). Social relations 
are, however, also influenced by environmental, technological, and other more-than-
human contexts. It is not surprising therefore that research into the interrelatedness 
of ageing and social, technological, material, and environmental factors is gaining 
momentum following from posthumanist theories. In an extensive review of the 
ongoing posthuman era in gerontology, Andrews and Duff (2019) propose opportuni-
ties for studying vitality in ageing. Their posthumanist approach introduces an imagi-
nation for the material composition and process of ageing contexts and events, and 
“an imagination for the energy and movement of these contexts and events in space-
time”, that can be applied, for instance, to the study of transformative experiences 
of movement and exercise or art and creativity. These new relational approaches to 
ageing, inspired by such theoretical frameworks as new materialisms, science and 
technology studies, assemblage and affect theory, and art and sensory studies, enable 
a more-than-human research perspective on ageing in our increasingly digitalized 
social environments with transforming material and ecological conditions (Andrews 
& Duff, 2019).

Finally, environmental and material transformations can be experienced, and 
attended to, in a variety of ways. Research on local and cross-cultural views can, for 
instance, enrich local and national level policy perspectives, so that they take into 
account the creative experiences of diverse older adults in their experienced environ-
ments before imposing creative and arts-based initiatives on them (Wood et al., 2021; 
Cho & Chang, 2022).
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Discussion and Conclusions

Our narrative review, as presented here, has shown that there has been significant 
progress in recent years in better understanding the positive relationships between 
creativity and health and wellbeing, including in later stages of life. Despite these 
advances, more research is still urgently needed to identify all the various factors that 
better foster creativity and healthy ageing. Drawing from several systematic research 
reviews on creativity in later life, and artistic activities and healthy ageing (e.g., Cha-
cur et al., 2022, Fancourt & Finn 2019; O’Neill, 2019; Urtamo et al., 2019; Fraser 
et al., 2015; Price & Tinker, 2014), we have highlighted existing gaps in current 
research in several related fields. In particular, we have pointed out that, as noted by 
Chacur et al. (2022), the predominance of studies on the benefits of ageing people’s 
participation in artistic activities overshadows a general lack of research about the 
late-life creative experiences of older adults, and different environmental and con-
textual elements and conditions that contribute to their overall creative wellbeing.

Furthermore, as we have discussed, the capacity of ageing people to be creative 
is influenced by the environments in which they live and the social contexts that 
surround their daily lives, including the prevalent societal ageist stereotypes and 
biases, as well as how late-life creativity is understood by, presented to, spoken of, 
and experienced by older adults themselves. In a similar vein, creative relations with 
natural environments and the health and wellbeing benefits of relating with more-
than-human nature in artistic, aesthetic, and creative ways lack research. Following 
the observations made in the previous section about the importance of environmental 
relations, we would argue that to tackle the entangled research challenges of under-
standing late-life creativity, healthy ageing, and health and wellbeing, there is a need 
for more holistic approaches and methodologies that bring the context of both social 
and natural environment into creative healthy ageing research.

Different social and cultural approaches to creativity in later life (e.g., Lebuda & 
Glăveanu, 2019; Kottow, 2018) are able to take into consideration the environmen-
tal and social context of ageing and creativity. Broader relational approaches afford 
some of the most promising directions in tackling the interconnected issues discussed 
here. Deriving from many theoretical advancements in new materialist and proces-
sual theory, relational research approaches can accommodate the co-constitution of 
different spheres of knowledge and practice in relation to other actors, as well as the 
shifting human and more-than-human contexts influencing late-life creativity (White, 
2017; Andrews & Duff, 2019).

As regards the need for qualitative research on experiences of creativity in later 
life, approaches based on cultural studies already have a long tradition of sustainable 
research designs that incorporate ethical consideration for their study participants’ 
rights, interests, and wellbeing (e.g., Grenier & Valois-Nadeau, 2020). Narrative 
inquiry methods can, for instance, be applied to investigate how various forms of 
creative and arts-based engagements and interventions may promote late-life creative 
wellbeing of older adults by changing their perspectives on the nature of ageing in 
a positive way (Medeiros, 2014). Similarly, multisensory methodologies (e.g., Jär-
viluoma & Murray, 2023) could be applied in a relational framework to investigate 
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the creative environmental experiences in later life and their impact on older adults’ 
wellbeing and their healthy ageing.
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