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Chapter 1: Introduction

Applied Drama projects are created for a variety of reasons and for participants to take part in. Mental health is becoming a popular topic in conversations on social media, politics, careers and many other aspects of everyday life. There are many people looking into different ways to improve their mental health and to find methods that will provide a great amount of support for them so that they can carry out the things they need to everyday. Drama is not only beneficial to adults who have poor mental health; it has also proved to be a supportive outlet for young people. According to RSM Stage Academy, by the time children leave primary school; one in five of those children will have an experience with poor mental health. (RSM Stage Academy, 2021) Young people will often turn to the Performing Arts as an outlet to tell their stories and to find the confidence to express themselves.

My aim in this study is to research into experiences of people with poor mental health and the benefits that the Performing Arts has provided them with. I have decided to focus on the benefits that Performing Arts has on mental health in Wales. In order to do this, I will be conducting interviews with those who have chosen a career path in the arts. I will also be reading about work that Applied Drama facilitators and Drama Therapists have undertaken.

My objectives during this study are as follows:
 
1. Undertake research into the amount of people who suffer from Anxiety and Depression in Wales. According to Saloni Dattani, Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser, these are the most prominent mental illnesses in the world with 264 million people suffering with Depression and 284 million suffering with Anxiety as of 2017. (Dattani, Ritchie and Roser, 2021) 
2. What are the affects of social media on someone’s mental health? With social media platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat and Tik Tok taking over everyday life, it should be known that these platforms could cause a lot of damage when it comes to mental health. I aim to find out what aspects of these social media platforms causes damage to a person’s mental health. This information will come from interviewing people, articles and case studies.
3. How many people find Performing Arts beneficial to their mental health? This the key question that I aim to answer in this study. There are case studies and projects that have been carried out in the past, and I aim to read these case studies and evaluations of the projects in order to find my answer and provide evidence that many people find comfort in performing arts when it comes to their mental health.

Studies into mental health and how it affects different people have become increasingly more apparent in recent years, it’s becoming a topic that people want to learn more about, understand and talk about. In 2009, it was said that 16% of workforce in Wales (16-59 years old for women and 16-64 years old for men) suffers from a mental illness, for example depression or anxiety. (Friedli & Parsonage, 2009) Friedli and Parsonage have found that there are a lot of mental illnesses that people have been diagnosed with, so I have decided to focus on Depression and Anxiety. I have made this decision because both Depression and Anxiety have become the most prominent mental illnesses in the world, so I am very interested to see how many people in Wales suffer from these two illnesses.
















Chapter 2: Literature Review

This is a study that aims to show that Performing Arts can have a positive effect on a person’s mental health.  There have been many Arts on Prescription projects conducted in Wales, which have produced a number of case studies, and Dramatherapy is an up and coming form of treatment for mental health that many NHS hospitals are considering to offer. One drama therapist to name is Melanie Beer in Cardiff. She has been working as a drama therapist in Cardiff since 2010. She has worked with people whose ages range from four to eighteen plus who suffer with their mental health, have learning difficulties and autism. There are also books based on people’s experiences with poor mental health and performing arts, practitioners working on improving the mental health of others and how performing arts can improve someone’s mental health in a general sense. I can also use primary sources such as interviews with people who have found that performing arts has helped their Depression or Anxiety and find comfort in it. I can also interview people who have a career in Dramatherapy and use their skills and knowledge to help those with poor mental health. Online articles and different websites will also hold a lot of information on this topic that will support my claim in performing arts being a new support system for people who have been diagnosed with Depression and Anxiety.

Introducing a creative element into workshops that aim to improve the participants’ mental health makes it easier for them open up about their feelings and to tell their stories. (University of South Wales, 2022) By allowing people to be creative in workshops, they will build up their confidence and learn new skills while opening up about their experiences, feelings and opinions. This is extremely important when looking at what you set out to achieve with projects built around mental health. They key is to encourage your participants to open up without any pressure or force to do so.

When in a drama workshop, participants are told before, and during the session, that there are no wrong answers in what they create. This encourages the participants to create work with no fear of being rejected by the group and the facilitator. (Howard, 2014) During a workshop, the facilitators create a space that trust that everyone in the group must respect, as well as have respect for each other. Drama also creates an environment where people feel that they can express themselves and their feelings while knowing that they will be accepted and respected. (Howard, 2014)

Being creative in workshops also provides the participants with choices in what they share and how they do it. It also offers them with a sense of confidentiality, especially when participating in storytelling activities. They can create a fantasy story that holds some elements of their experiences, or they can make the story very personal to them. Having those choices and sense of confidentiality can offer the individuals in the group a sense of safety and security in the space.

From reading the Student Health and Wellbeing in Wales: Report of the 2019/20 School Health Research Network Student Health and Wellbeing Survey, it is clear that mental health symptoms develop and worsen with age if they are not treated when found.  (School Health Research Network, 2021) The report says, “Mental health symptoms increased with age; 12% of students in year 7 reported a very high level of symptoms, rising to 22% in year 11.” (School Health Research Network, 2021) The transition from primary school to secondary school can be very stressful for some children; they will often feel nervous and anxious when they have to make new friends. They will also have the fear of being rejected by the people they try to be friends with. Girls will be affected in a different way to boys, this is because they feel that they have to act and look a certain way in order to fit in with their new school. This will all come down to social media.

Social media is a big part of everyday life, especially in young people. 49.5% of young people will suffer from a mental disorder as a result of social media. (University of Nevada, 2022) The social media posts made by the celebrities that they follow and the models on these platforms easily influence young people. They can feel that they have to look like them in order to feel good about themselves, when in reality they don’t. Mayo Clinic have said that “A small 2013 study found that older adolescents who used social media passively, such as by just viewing others’ photos, reported declines in life satisfaction.” (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2022) 

It is very important to remember that every individual person has their own values and lives by them every day of their life. We must consider that people who have poor mental health who might not share the same social structures as each other. (Preston, 2016, p.19) When working with people on mental health, it is important to create an atmosphere in which everyone in the group feels safe, respected and comfortable. Activities, such as storytelling, can inspire all kinds of work and is, mostly, a success when working with people on their mental health. They have the freedom to tell their stories through a fantasy or through the eyes of someone else. (Preston, 2016, p.24)

It is important to be careful when asking people to explore their own stories, which may be traumatic for them, in workshops because they are already feeling vulnerable. They can easily feel exploited and can often be ‘re-traumatized’ by the experience. (Baim, 2020, p.72) Telling the group what they’ll be doing before the workshop starts would be the best thing to do in these circumstances so that everyone is prepared for the activities that they will be participating in. Something else that is a great thing to create with people who have poor mental health is a contract that everyone can contribute to. This is a technique used by Geese Theatre Company in their workshops to establish that everyone is entitled to how they want to be treated during the workshop. The contract also establishes rules that everyone has to follow in the space. (Baim, Brookes & Mountford, 2002)





Chapter 3: Methods

My approach to this study consists of conducting various interviews with people who have chosen to study and are working in the Performing Arts industry. Whether it is because they wish to improve the mental health of others, or because they found support in this industry themselves and find that they want to help others as a result of their own experience. I will also create a survey for a selected amount of people to answer, once this has been done, I will collect the data and compare it to other studies that have been done in the past. There is a great amount of literature that supports the use of performing arts as a therapy technique, and published works from Applied Drama facilitators who talk about their work surrounding mental health. 

There are reports that are available on this topic that will provide me with statistics and information on how much of the Welsh population suffer with poor mental health, which age group is affected the most and how beneficial Performing Arts is to improving their mental health.

When providing questions for the people I aim to interview, I will be considerate towards their feelings and any experiences that they may have with poor mental health, whether it’s personal or about someone that they have worked with. I will be respectful and professional in my approach to the interviews.

When I create the survey for people to answer, I will choose my questions carefully and devise the questions so that I am able to collect the information that I set out to find.

I will conduct a significant amount of research on the published work of Applied Drama facilitators and what they have learnt from using drama techniques and activities with people to improve their mental health. I will compare the findings of each facilitator and what can be learnt from each experience.

Statistics are essential in any study, so I will set out to gather some data on Depression and Anxiety, compare them against how beneficial people have found performing arts when it comes to their mental health and analyze those figures by comparing them to primary sources, such as the survey. Graphs and pie charts will also be useful in my study to show the statistics that arise in a visual form.

Ethics are an important consideration when it comes to any type of research into any topic. In order to be ethical in my research, I will be asking each individual that I aim to interview for their consent before asking them the questions. I will respect their choice, whether they agree to the interview or not. The people being interviewed will be referred to as either facilitators or students, other than that information, they will remain anonymous in this study. The individuals who participate in the survey will also be anonymous in order to collect information from various different people.
Chapter 4: Reflection

I would say that the most difficult part of my practical project was brainstorming what I wanted to create. I decided that a short film with a blog alongside the creation of the video would be the best project for me to undertake. This is something new for me to pursue and creating a blog is something that has always sparked my interest. This project has given me the opportunity to undertake these activities and turn them into a meaningful and educational video for people to watch and experience different stories.

I have had some challenges with creating a video, coming up with ideas being the main challenge. Something that helped me overcome this challenge was to create a mind map of possible ideas on my pin board, stand back and look at it and decide which of those ideas would create a very educational and informative short film. I decided that the video would follow the theme of a journey with videos of myself walking around various areas of Swansea with a voice-over that I had recorded of the stories of the Performing Arts that I have received from people. I made this choice because I am a big believer in the saying ‘take a walk through my shoes to really understand me’, I think this is the best approach to telling other people’s stories about their own mental health.

I found the various walk I took around the different places in Swansea to be a therapeutic experience. Walking around in the fresh air and thinking about the different stories that I am using in this video really gave me a new perspective on the world. I know that a lot of people around the world, and in Wales, suffer with their mental health, especially Depression and Anxiety. While I was out and being passed by a lot of different people, I kept thinking about what their stories might be. This was very educational time for me, considering the different people that I saw out in Swansea and what they might experience on a day-to-day basis. Because of this, I have started to respect everyone’s differences in life and have realized that, sometimes, those differences are what make people so special. 

I included videos and pictures of the beach because I, personally, find the beach a very calming place. According to Healthwatch Cornwall, people who visit the beach find themselves in a meditative state, have big picture thinking, experience gratitude and their sleeping is improved when they get home. (Jobling, 2021) There are many other things that people experience when they are at the beach and when they get home, and these things all contribute to improving a person’s mental health. Healthwatch Cornwall also gives advice on how to enjoy your time at the beach too, some of the advice that they give is to take your shoes off to connect to the sand and to simply stay still to embrace the moment that you find yourself in. (Jobling, 2021)

Reading about how much the beach can help someone’s mental health has made me feel so much more grateful to have the sea in walking distance from where I live, especially in a city. According to King’s College London, people who live in cities are more vulnerable to experiencing poor mental health, such as Depression and Anxiety, due to lack of access to green spaces, noise and air pollution. (Mechelli, 2019) Other causes of these two mental illnesses in cities are loneliness, crime and social inequities. (Mechelli, 2019)

The research that I have undertaken has taught me a lot about Depression, Anxiety, the causes of these two mental illnesses and the effects that social media have on young people. For starters, I have learnt there are a lot more people suffering with Depression and Anxiety in Wales than I originally thought. I always knew that they would be the most common and prominent mental illnesses in this country, and the world, but it was eye opening to learn just how many live with them. As I mentioned earlier in my reflection, during my walks I took the time to consider the people that I was passing and what they might experience every day in their lives. I have started to do that with the people I know that I find myself being around, because you never really know what’s going in everyone’s lives.

I have also learned that more people tend to suffer from Anxiety in this day and age because of social expectations, experiencing the many lockdowns that came along with a global pandemic and the uncertainties of when we would be able to return to normal life. The COVID-19 pandemic itself has been a very scary and unexpected experience for everyone around the world and some people may have found it harder than others, such as those who were considered vulnerable and those live alone. In 2020 Cardiff University created a survey with 13,000 participants, 20% of those who answered the survey said they were suffering with severe effects to their mental health. (Cardiff University, 2020)
Cardiff University also created a briefing paper about mental health in Wales before an after the pandemic. According to the report, there was in increase of 17% in the amount of people in Wales who were suffering from poor mental health. (Jesús Rodríguez, 2021) This report shows a big increase in the population of Welsh people who have poor mental health due their experienced and fears during the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. Learning how many people’s mental health was affected by the pandemic was incredibly shocking to me; it really puts how people were affected in different ways by COVID-19. People weren’t just affected medically by the virus; they were affected mentally by the fear that the media was creating surrounding the virus and how people in different countries were being affected.

I have found that social media primarily affects the younger generation, such as teenagers and young adults. Social media has become a place where negative activity is almost inevitable, with comments of negativity directed at others and shaming people what they post and for their appearance. This is why it, mostly, affects the younger generation. Depending on the different social circles they find themselves in, there are expectations on what they should be posting on their social media. They also find themselves comparing their appearances to other people online, such as celebrities, social figures and models. Cyber-bullying has also come from young people having a presence online, which is incredibly distressing who find themselves in that situation. As of March 2020, it has been proven that in Wales and England, from ages 10 to 15, one in five children have experienced some kind of cyber-bullying. (Stripe, 2020) This figure means that 764,000 children (19%) in England and Wales have experienced cyber-bullying that could have, potentially, had a negative affect on their mental health.

I have found that there are many causes for Depression, ranging from physical health problems, being passed on genetically and life events among other different things such as sleep, diet and exercise. (Mind, 2019) The fact that there are many causes for Depression makes a lot of sense in my mind, only because Depression is one out of the two most common mental illnesses in the world, but also in Wales. I also found that are a lot of causes for Anxiety too, such as past experiences, physical and mental health and one’s current life situation. (Mind, 2019) Finding out that a person’s current life situation can cause Anxiety connects back to how people have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic: an unexpected event that changed the lives of everyone so suddenly. There are connections that have been made between Depression and Anxiety, Thomas Tjornehoj of Hartgrove hospital said that, “The chance of acquiring depression is much higher when an anxiety disorder already exists.” (Tjornehoj, 2022) This proves that when Anxiety is present in a person’s life, it’s easy for Depression to be found too. These two mental illnesses go hand in hand together in some cases, which can make things, sometimes, difficult for the people who are suffering with the two.

The connection between Depression and Anxiety also proves just how common these two mental illnesses are and why so many people are suffering with them. There are similar causes for both of them, which makes it easier for people to be diagnosed with the two, either at the same time or at different times. I have learnt that it is considered normal in some settings for a number of people to suffer from these illnesses in this day and age due to people becoming more aware of what mental health is and the experiences that people have been through in their lives. 

I have also learnt that a lot of students suffer with Depression and Anxiety. The National Union of Students carried out a survey in 2015 that involved 1,093 students; the results showed that 77% of the students said that they were having feelings of Anxiety. (Priest-Stephens, 2016) They also found what triggered these mental health problems in the students who participated in the survey, the triggers found were things such as social media, family problems and workload. (Priest-Stephens, 2016) These are things that young people are bound to find difficult, but I never suspected that something like workload would have a negative affect on a student’s mental health until now. This has made me understand that are many more factors in life that may affect someone’s mental health that I never considered before. 

From my own experience in having to make new friends in college and university, I have found that I experienced a lot of feelings of anxiety over the fears of not being able to fit in and that would people wouldn’t like me, which did have a negative affect on my mental health. I also found that sharing a flat with people that I wouldn’t have met before scared me before moving into my student accommodation. I found myself on edge for the first month while living in the accommodation was scared to leave my room to go into the kitchen. This is something that I learned to live with, but the fear within that first month did increase my level of feelings of anxiety. 

I decided to include my own experience of the transition between being a college student and becoming a university student because of all of the new experiences I was having and the feelings that came along with them. It was nothing that I had ever gone through before and, although it scared me, attending lessons and taking part in drama games and creating a drama piece really gave me something to look forward to in my day-to-day life at the point.

Having received many stories from different people living in different parts of Wales opened my eyes to the different events that people have experienced and how the Performing Arts has helped them come to terms with and accept who they have become because of those events. It was an uplifting experience for me to listen to every one of those stories and appreciate the one interest we all have: creating and sharing art. It was deeply moving how many people found that the Performing Arts had given them a newfound sense of confidence and makes them feel like they can accomplish anything they put their minds to. I have included some of these stories in the short film that I have created to go along with the research that I have undertaken into this topic, but not without the person’s consent to use their story in the film. Everyone was given the right to consent on whether their story could be used or not, and I valued the decision of those who wouldn’t consent to me telling their story. I have also kept the people who have told me their stories anonymous to value their privacy, which they were incredibly grateful for. My film consists of four stories from individuals who gave me their consent to use their stories.

From the research that I have undertaken, I have found that a lot of people have found the Performing Arts to be a great benefit to their mental health, whether it be drama lessons in school, singing in a choir, dancing professionally or for fun and drama workshops. I have even found that people also find comfort in watching stage productions, because they find that they can often relate to a character(s), or events in the production, that they empathize with and can relate to or they can relate to. Personally, I have found a great joy in participating in drama workshops and watching stage productions because I find that there is always something new to learn from both participating and watching. 

I have found that the most common activity that people in Wales are presented with and have found beneficial within Performing Arts is drama workshops. This is particularly because of drama lessons in school and Theatre in Education, where drama companies would be invited into the schools to carry out workshops with groups of children to teach them something new. This is something that both primary school children and secondary school children experience within their years of education up until sixth form. Performing Arts students in colleges are also presented with this opportunity, but the workshops that they take part in are optional and vary between drama workshops and dance workshops. Drama students in university are always encouraged to attend workshops, whether they take part during lessons or outside of the university. This is something that I have found to be incredibly beneficial to my education and for personal reasons. 

Something that I have learnt from my research is that people may have feelings of anxiety before a workshop, but when they leave, those feelings of anxiety are often gone and are replaced by things like positivity, gratitude, confidence and a new perspective on life from learning something new. They also feel a sense of pride from participating in something new, this is only when the person has never had the opportunity to participate in a workshop before.

This project, along with my findings, has proved that Performing Arts and Applied Drama can provide support to those who suffer with Depression and Anxiety in Wales. Some people of different ages and in different areas of Wales have found that different forms of Performing Arts has benefited their mental health and decreased their feelings of Anxiety and any level of Depression that they may have. For the most part, people have found feelings of joy in participating and watching workshops and productions. I am satisfied with the information that I have found and that it has contributed to answering my question on a topic that I am very passionate about and have been for a number of years. My only hope now that I have answered this question, is for more people to become aware of the benefits of the Performing Arts and Applied Drama can have on people suffering with Depression and Anxiety.
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