CULTURE: A RESOURE FOR HEALTH. THE FOUNDATION OF
AN INTERDISCIPLINARY CENTRE OF EXPERTISE
The Current Challenge
The global crisis linked to Covid-19 has highlighted the central contribution of culture and art
to our mental health and our capacity for social cohesion, or in a word, to individual and
collective human development.
If in these dramatic circumstances a large number of people had not been able to dispose of
a wide range of cultural resources, also through a ramping up of scope for their digital fruition, and had not also independently activated individual and collective cultural actions, the
immediate psychological and human costs of the pandemic would have been considerably
higher. However, for those who live in situations of vulnerability or fragility and do not have
the access, opportunities, resources and skills to take care of their own personal wellbeing
and that of their loved ones, Covid-19 has brought about a further worsening of their condition.
The challenge we are facing, the greatest since WWII, marks a dramatic break with the past
in terms of the range of the effects foreseen. The scenario is that of a society dealing with a
kind of post-traumatic stress disorder, in which the enormous social costs of the crisis touch
on various social and political dimensions. The chasm of inequality thus widens and exposes
the vulnerable, who pay the highest price in economic, social and human terms. The very
rules themselves imposed by the healthcare management of Covid-19, with physical distancing and the drastic downsizing of the relational and cultural fabric in both private and public
spaces deeply affects everyone by transforming lifestyles, heightening emotions, changing
ties and altering values. Social cohesion is at stake in a profound and fundamental sense.
The biopsychological and social health of communities is at stake.
Culture: a Resource for Health
The impact of culture on multiple dimensions of the health and wellbeing of individuals,
groups and communities is based on an increasingly robust body of scientific evidence,
culminating with the WHO’s publication of the Health Evidence Network Synthesis Report 67
in November 2019 (“What is the evidence of the role of the arts in improving health and wellbeing?”), the largest review ever carried out on the subject, examining more than 900 papers
(covering 3,000 studies) over the last 20 years. Art and culture are key health resources both
in the dimension of healthcare and medical humanities and in the construction of equity and
social quality. And evidence from the cutting edge of scientific research (from neuroscience
to epigenetics to psycho-neuro-endocrine-immunology) further confirms this.
Although not explicitly included in the Sustainable Development Goals, the very challenges of
sustainability (as expressed in the 17 goals for the third millennium – SDGs of the UN Agenda
2030) find a transversal response in art and culture, one capable of generating significant
changes.
The New European Agenda 2030 for Culture (May 2018) relaunches the dimension of cultural
crossovers, i.e. the systematic and systemic relationships of culture with other policy areas,
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as a mainstay of the health, social, civil and environmental policies of the coming decades.
At the World Economic Forum in Davos in 2020, the care economy and cultural-based development were key themes with a view to social justice in the relationship between all
stakeholders.
The time is thus ripe for a paradigm shift on a scale never experienced before.
A Strategic Alliance between Culture, Health, Education and the Social Sector
Today, the relationship between culture, health and the social sector may become a strategic
alliance for the relaunch of the country. Within this great crisis, it is possible and indeed
urgent to work on a new notion of welfare in which the themes of human development
become an integral part of prevention and treatment strategies. The struggle against
inequality and for the promotion of health are thus combined with the construction of shared
meanings, with the sense of social belonging, with respect and protection of human life in all
its dimensions and all its complexity.
By involving public and private actors and stakeholders, working from a multidisciplinary,
multilevel and inter-sectoral perspective, we can generate an authentic contribution to a new
form of welfare through art and culture. A cultural welfare.
Towards a Cultural Welfare. Where to Start Building?
Around the world, and especially in Europe, including Italy, there are now many experiences
of cultural welfare which have been carried out continuously over the years, in and outside
the halls of culture, and in and outside the places of care.
Practices of art and beauty in hospitals; experiences that museums and performing arts
offer to people with Alzheimer’s and their carers; art projects in the field involving schools,
prisons, disadvantaged communities and clinics as a means to foster human regeneration.
Some of these are already acknowledged as good practices of health promotion and medical
humanities, but since most of them are small and fragmented, until now they have lacked the
capacity to become a force to influence political decision-making.
Nevertheless, they are an important source of innovation and suggest useful ways of working
with sustainable solutions through the adoption of policies in the field of health and wellbeing
– from health promotion to life-long care, from the perinatal stage to the fourth age – and the
cost-effectiveness ratio of which has proved to be very favourable.
During the initial phase of the Covid-19 emergency, phenomena of spontaneous generative
welfare emerged, with a large provision of volunteer resources and the grassroots activation
of practices of cultural and relational growth (from families to whole apartment blocks). The
lack of capacity in the public and private sectors to direct these spontaneous phenomena and
enhance them in terms of impact, as well as the lack of socio-cultural practices tailored to
suit individual conditions of vulnerability and educational poverty, show the need to work
towards a cultural welfare that might offer non-selective and specific access and fruition, as
well as taking responsibility for the strategic coordination of various actions. Moreover, it
appears more necessary than ever to take care of the carers affected by an unprecedented
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level of burnout, as well as the mental wellbeing of the whole population, put to the test by
the lockdown and by a drastic change in lifestyle, also through creative and social practices,
as laid out in the international guidelines (IOM MHPSS Manual 2019), in various areas of
everyday life, and to reopen physical public meeting spaces, reconstructing the meaning of
social interaction together with citizens.
The Commitment of the Cultural Welfare Centre
In this major crisis, the CCW will deploy its finest expertise in order to:
• valorise and strengthen the ongoing experiences that adopt art and culture in the
processes of change in methodological terms;
• create an ecosystem of dialogue and exchange between practitioners, researchers,
policy makers and citizens;
• develop and support interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral research;
• accompany the training of skills at various levels of engagement and
professionalism with crossover approaches;
• promote the dissemination of replicable and measurable practices that can ensure
social impact, visibility and the durability of the phenomenon;
• nurture systemic and political approaches that implement this vision.
The CCW believes that making art and culture grow and take root permanently within a daily
social and civil dimension is part of the commitment to a radical renewal of living conditions
in terms of equity and health all over the planet.
Who We Are
Ten professionals/ten people who over the last 15 years have been deeply involved in social
responsibility, in the theory/practice concerning the virtuous relationship between culture
and health, cooperating on many projects, and who decided to join together to place their
knowledge and skill at the service of the growth of civilisation.
The call, launched by Catterina Seia with the close collaboration of Alessandra Rossi Ghiglione, involves Annalisa Cicerchia, Giuseppe Costa, Luca Dal Pozzolo, Elisa Fulco, Pier Luigi
Sacco and Flaviano Zandonai. Irene Sanesi, an expert in cultural management, accompanies
the governance of the platform.
The organisational secretariat is headed by Silvia Cerrone. The coordinated image was generously elaborated by Martina Abbadessa – UncommonIdea. The blog is made possible thanks
to the professionalism of Elisa Biava – SCT Centre.
What We Do
With an advocacy role, we accompany the transformation underway with research activities
both directly and by valorising that carried out by other subjects. We support the definition of
strategies, the design and implementation of intervention plans; we provide advice and capacity building to both public and private cultural policy makers in the fields of education, social
welfare, health, business and philanthropy, at a national, European and international level.
2

The first, recent WHO research on the topic, Health Evidence Network Synthesis Report 67
(“What is the evidence of the role of the arts in improving health and wellbeing?”) is a great
resource of awareness and knowledge. The commented version, translated into Italian, may
be found online at culturalwelfare.center. The intervention is produced by CCW in collaboration with Dors, Fondazione Medicina a Misura di Donna, SCT Centre-Unito.
The CCW will provide a reasoned bibliography to approach the topic and will produce an
annual report on Art, Culture, Wellness and Health from 2021.

www.culturewelfare.center
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