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knowledge



• Prof Vicky Karkou

• Dr Joanna Omylinska-Thurston

• Dr Scott Thurston

Arts for the Blues
A new creative group psychotherapy for depression 





Dance movement psychotherapy 
for depression: systematic 
reviews



Dancing the Blues: performance
Research Investment Fund (RIF), Edge Hill University

Development of 
performance: ‘Getting 
Out of Your Own Way’ 
choreography Julia Griffin, soundscape 
Steve Davismoon, poetry Scott 
Thurston 

• Working with the four key concepts from the systematic review, reduced down to: (i) 
vitality, (ii) relationship, (iii) symbolism, (iv) narrative.

• We recognised as artists that these concepts were essentially compatible with 
creative practice, so the piece became very much about the creative process, whilst 
also dramatising a relationship, readable as therapeutic or more internal.

• The piece also explored the possibility of intermodal transfer (Knill et al 2004) across 
different arts forms, reflecting the interdisciplinary collaboration between a poet, 
dancer and composer.

https://youtu.be/QBQQIugioLc (Thurston et al, in 
preparation)

https://youtu.be/QBQQIugioLc


Arts for the Blues -
development of creative 
intervention - rationale 

• Talking therapies not always 
useful – 49.9% drop out of 
IAPT (NHS Digital, 2022)

• Clients ask for arts 
psychotherapies (Millard et 
al, 2021)

• Limited access to arts 
psychotherapies within NHS 

• IAPT: primarily CBT 
approaches

• Need for evidence-based 
approaches to creative and 
arts psychotherapies



Systematic reviews in music, dance, art, drama 

therapy for depression

Therapeutic factors and mechanisms of 

change in arts therapies

Adults



Children
Systematic reviews in arts 
therapies

Wellcome Trust scoping review on engagement 

with the arts for anxiety and depression for young 

people



Experimentations in the studio (Thurston et al in preparation)

Thematic synthesis of 76 papers on client- and therapist-reported helpful factors and 
outcome studies (Parsons et al, 2019)

Workshops with the public (Haslam et al 2019) and with patients and staff in Improving 
Access to Psychological Treatment (IAPT) services in the NHS (Karkou et al, 2022)

Contributions and feedback during training of over 100 psychotherapists

Funding from Liverpool Clinical Commissioning Group, Edge Hill University, University 
of Salford

Arts for the Blues: development 



The Arts for the Blues 
Model

Omylinska-Thurston et al 
(2020) 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ca
pr.12373

 

https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12373


The Arts for the 
Blues ingredients

Karkou, Omylinska-
Thurston, Thurston et al 
(2020) Arts for the Blues 
project:

https://artsfortheblues.co
m/?s=videos

Introduction
• Encourage active engagement
• Learning skills
E.g. physical warm up, visual warm up, body scan, mindful movement, 
breathing exercises, artistic techniques and practices

Building strengths
• Developing relationships
• Expressing emotions
E.g. mirroring, witnessing, changing leadership, group drawing, symbolic 
movement communication, spontaneous mark-making, automatic 
writing, moving in response to the felt sense

Addressing challenges
• Processing at a deeper level
• Gaining understanding
E.g. active imagination, movement metaphor, reflecting on own work, 
receiving feedback

Closure
• Experimenting with different ways of being
• Integrating useful material
E.g. improvising, role playing, creating movement/visual/poetic 
summaries of therapy journey, engaging in regular arts making

https://artsfortheblues.com/?s=videos


The evidence so far...



Settings
• Four in-person workshops for the 

public – Edge Hill University

• In-person workshops for staff and 
service users -- IAPT service, Greater 
Manchester NHS Foundation Trust

• Online delivery of full intervention (12 
sessions -- MIND (Mental Health 
Charity)

• In-person delivery with children and 
young people -- 6 mainstream schools 
and 2 special schools in the North 
West



Research methods

Quantitative methods
• GAD-7, PHQ-9, PANAS, WHO -5 Wellbeing Index
• + 12 session: Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), weekly session rating scale, 

https://edgehill.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/example-digital-forms

• Qualitative methods
• Creative data i.e. movement, drawings, poems, journals etc
• Workshops: focus groups/open ended questions on evaluation forms
• 12 sessions: individual interviews pre & post

Online considerations: video recordings, balance between connecting with 
others and privacy, protection of data, digital arts, digital technologies (VR&AR)

https://edgehill.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/example-digital-forms


MIND - 12 
sessions 
intervention –
qualitative

(Omylinska-
Thurston et al, in prep)

Qualitative results



MIND - 12 
sessions 
intervention –
quantitative 
data

(Omylinska-
Thurston et al, in prep)

WHO-5 
pre

WHO-5 
post

GAD-7 
pre

GAD-7 
post

PHQ-9 
pre

PHQ-9 
post

BDI II
pre 

BDI II 
post

M 7.67 13.83 13.17 6.17 15.67 9.00 25.17 14.83

SD 3.56 5.71 4.02 2.86 6.41 8.44 11.48 15.38

z score -.62 -2.41 -2.58 -2.14

p (2-tailed) .533 .016* .010* 0.33*

Quantitative results
• 11 people were recruited; 4 did not begin the group
• 7 completed the group; 1 did not complete measures post 

intervention
• Intention to treat for WHO5, GAD7, PHQ9, BDI II; averages 

calculated for missing data
• Descriptive statistics and Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test



Pilot trial with 56 children with 

emotional/behavioural difficulties
Improvements sustained for 12 months after the intervention:

• Quality of Life – self reported (HRQOL)

• Wellbeing and life functioning – self reported (CORS)

• Emotional and behavioural difficulties – assess by teachers 

(SDQ)

• Duration of sleep (fitbits)

Moula et al 2021

Pilot trial with 26 children with autism
Improvements in:

• Social communication (SCQ)

• Emotional and behavioural wellbeing (SDQ)

Aithal et al 2021



Principle Investigator: 

● Prof Vicky Karkou, Professor of Arts and 
Wellbeing, Edge Hill University

Co-Investigators: 

● Prof Scott Thurston, Professor of Poetry and 
Innovative Creative Practice, University of 
Salford

● Dr Joanna Omylinska-Thurston, Lecturer in 
Counselling, University of Salford

● Prof Axel Kaehne, Professor in Health & Social 
Care, Medical School, Unit for Evaluation & 
Policy Analysis, Edge Hill University

● Dr Mark Pearson, Reader in Implementation 
Science, Hull York Medical School, University of 
Hull

Arts for the Blues: 
Towards integrating the use of the arts in healthcare and cultural settings to tackle 
depression and improve wellbeing in the North-West of England



Stakeholders events



Stakeholders

NHS Leads in Integrated Care Systems

National Academy for Social Prescribing, Thriving 
Communities Leads

Health and culture networks

Public health and arts heritage partnerships in local 
councils

NHS Trusts

Cultural and community organisations

Lived experience group



Training of frontline staff



Number 
of people 
reached

During the life of the current funding:

• Stakeholders’ events x 2: 43 leads in arts, health, community and local authority positions

• Training events x 2: 75 artists and therapists

• Training events online: reached 107 more people

Before the current funding:

• Training events x 10 times: over 200 practitioners

• Service users: 89 adults and children

Total: Over 500 people nationally and internationally



Other related projects

• Arts council – immersive 
performance of therapeutic journey

• Impact funding – collection of data 
from services in the North West of 
England

• Research investment fund – digital 
interventions for adults and children

• Wellcome Trust, Research 
investment fund and Health 
Education England – wellbeing of 
helping professions, clinical staff and 
doctors in training



Dates for your diary:

20 and 21 June 2023

Book: 

https://edgehill.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/rcaw-launch
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Arts for the Blues project

https://artsfortheblues.com

https://artsfortheblues.com/

