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Adult Inpatient Mental Health

Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and sometimes Friday afternoon, I offered open ended art groups
and/or one-on-one art sessions in the Adult Inpatient Mental Health unit.
Art sessions were 1-3 hours in length. Our group size ranged from 1-8 participants, with an
average of 3 participants per session.
I offered a variety of art materials including acrylic paints, watercolour paints, watercolour paper,
canvas’, pencils/coloured pencils, pastels, charcoal, crayons, paper, etc.
Most patients prefer to work with acrylic paint on canvas.
The sessions were typically open-ended, as I encouraged patients to follow their own creative
urges first and foremost. I placed an emphasis on the art process vs. the end product which can
help alleviate anxiety in participants who have negative feelings towards their own creative
abilities.
I offered art directives to participants who needed a starting point and structure. However, most
participants enjoyed the freedom to create whatever they wanted with no expectations or
judgements from others. This has resulted in a diverse range of artwork displayed on the walls
and windowsill of the common area.
I had one volunteer, Nicole Wadden, who helped with the art group on Wednesday afternoon.

Oncology

The Oncology Art Group was held every Wednesday from 9-11:30am in the oncology staff
room. There were 3 consistent participants, all of whom were outpatients. The participants have
been attending the art care group for 3-4 years. They have become  “steadfast friends”. Unlike
the adult inpatient mental health art group, the Oncology Art Group was always structured and
skill based. The art directives I provided were often inspired by the seasons and holidays.
Occasionally, the participants would give their input on themes and subject matters to explore.
We have worked with a variety of mediums such as acrylic paint, watercolor paint, gouache, pen,
pencil, oil pastels, watercolor pencil crayons and charcoal.
The group proudly displayed their artwork at the Tall and Small in October 2021.



I occasionally offered one-on-one sessions in GARU/stroke and rehabilitation on a referral basis
only. Art sessions were held in the patient's room. I typically offered a simple art directive that
was accessible to the patient and easily modified if needed.

2021 was my second year as the Art Care facilitator at St.Martha’s Regional Hospital. Also, year
2 of the pandemic, we almost made it through the year without any disruptions; until December
2021 when the Omicron outbreak led to the temporary pause of all volunteer services programs,
including the Art Care program.
I am still waiting to hear from the volunteer services coordinator in regards to a return date.

Therapeutic outcomes

Socialization

The social aspect of the Oncology Outpatient Art Group was a core therapeutic element for the
participants. With the same group of participants gathering week after week over the span of
years, there was a strong group cohesiveness and a special social bond between the participants
and myself. The camaraderie is what made the Oncology Art Group so special. Participants have
said “This time is just for ME, it’s “me time”,  “This (art group) is my sanity appoitment’. They
often reported how crucial the weekly art groups were to their mental/emotional health.

I have noted that my inpatient participants often feel lonely or isolated from their family and
friends while in hospital, which has been exacerbated by pandemic restrictions on visitations.
The art groups and one-on-one sessions were sometimes patients' primary source of social
contact while in hospital. Art sessions were especially helpful for shy, introverted patients who
would otherwise spend most of the day in their room with no social connection. 1-3 hrs of
creating art alongside others with no pressure to perform or talk often leads to surprising
connections made between patients who previously had nothing in common. Art can serve as an
entry point to interesting conversations and points of connection. On numerous occasions,  I've
witnessed participants exchange e-mails and phone numbers with each other during art groups.
With loneliness and social isolation at an all time high due to the pandemic, these social
connections are incredibly valuable to participants.



Reduction in Symptoms

One of the most common therapeutic outcomes reported by participants was a reduction in
anxiety and stress levels:

“I find this (art) so soothing and calming.”
“Art relaxes my nerves.”
“I feel way less anxious than I did earlier today.”

Some participants have reported that while creating art, their perception of pain is reduced:

“I was feeling so nauseated that I didn’t think I’d be able to participate today, but I’m so glad I
did. I don’t even feel nauseous anymore.”

Another commonly reported outcome by participants is a reduction in rumination and OCD
symptoms:

“The reason why I like doing art is because it stops my mind from racing, if only temporarily. It’s
a break from my mind”

I had a recurring participant who was highly creative and she suffered from Tourette's syndrome.
She reported (and I noted from my own observation) that her symptoms were significantly
reduced while she was making art.

Fostering Joy and Creativity

The most rewarding aspect of my job is when I witness adults discover their love of art for the
first time. Many participants had not made art since they were a child, so there is often some fear
to work with. It’s remarkable to witness an initially hesitant participant develop an interest in art
and discover their own creative power.

I worked with a patient (one-on-one)  in GARU 1-2 times per week for 9 weeks. Through the
guided art sessions, she began to develop an artist identity and referred to herself as an artist. She
wanted to continue taking art classes outside the hospital and she was contemplating art school.

I worked with a patient in Adult Inpatient Mental Health for several weeks who was prolific in
his creations. He was in his 40’s and he never made art prior to our sessions. His artwork
captured the attention of others, and he demonstrated an immense sense of pride when his work



was being admired and appreciated. Prior to being discharged, he was contemplating showing his
artwork in a public space.

The Oncology participants had no previous art experience prior to the art care program, and now
they often paint in their spare time and gift their loved ones with their paintings.

Many patients report that they plan on continuing an art practice when they are discharged.

Overall, it has been a privilege to offer art sessions to patients in St. Martha’s Regional Hosptial.
I am endlessly amazed by patient outcomes and the healing, transformative power of art.





Oncology Art Group show at Tall and Small Cafe, October 2021
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