
Arts and Ageing: 
Creativity, Social Capital and Resilience
in Later Life 

CHAD Health & Social Inequalities Symposium
Thursday 9th November 2017
Staffordshire University 

Dr Jackie Reynolds 
Public Engagement (with Research) Fellow
Live Age Festival Co-Director 
Keele University 

Ages & Stages Theatre Company 
Live Age 2017

Photo credit: Moonbrushed Media 



Why is it important to consider creativity, 
social capital & resilience in later life? 

Creativity – huge growth of interest in the potential of 
arts and creativity in later life – health, well-being, 
lifelong learning. 
Social capital – social connectedness and the outcomes 
of this – accessing information, mutual support. Quality 
of life, addressing loneliness. 
Resilience – The ability to ‘bounce back’ from adversity 
and upheavals faced in life’s transitions. Also, 
maintaining meaning and purpose as we age. 
Identify assets/protective factors that mitigate risks  –
e.g. social networks. 
All 3 have individual and collective dimensions and 
relate to ‘ageing well’.  

Art Brasil’s ‘One Foot in the 
Groove’ at Live Age 2016
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Gaps in Understanding 

How is social capital experienced?

What does arts-generated social capital 
look like?

How does this relate to ageing/later life 
(using life course perspectives)

In what ways (if any) might this contribute 
to resilience in later life? Bollywood Dance with Janet Henson 
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The Research

Explored the meanings that older people attach to 
their participation in group arts activities throughout 
their lives. 

Included focus on relationships, support, transitions. 

Qualitative study, narrative approach, life course 
perspectives. In-depth interviews. 

24 participants (aged 60-87) linked to case study town 
in English Midlands. Range of arts groups – I’m 
focusing on 10 women in craft groups.  

Sewing Workshop 
with Hullaballoo Arts 
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Findings – Importance of Life Course Perspectives  

• Key role of childhood 
experiences at home, school 
and church in shaping 
people’s arts engagement. 

• Employment experiences also 
significant for some. 

• Highly gendered experiences, 
and influenced by cohort 
factors. 

“We used to sit in the evenings cutting 
up old coats, rag pieces and auntie used 
to sit pegging rugs on sugar bags, you 
know and those were our times in the 
evenings – we used to say, “Can we get 
the box out with the bits in?” and we 
used to sit cutting these little bits of 
material up and watching her do this –
she taught me how to knit, she sat with 
me knitting and I had a little toy sewing 
machine.” 

(Alice)



Findings – Meaning and Purpose  

• Positive self-identity and self-
esteem. 

• Craft skills as ‘compensation’ for 
lack of educational opportunities 
(cohort effects – class and 
gender). 

• Importance of being active and 
productive for learning identity 
and sense of achievement. 

• Important in navigating transition 
to retirement. 

“I think you’re all learning off one 
another, you’ve all got something to put 
in, whereas if you’re just meeting up with 
a group of friends just for a chat, you’re 
not really developing anything from each 
other...I think all life is a learning curve. 
And I wouldn’t go, like say to just – like 
some people meet up every week or 
every fortnight or whatever just for coffee 
or something, I couldn’t do that, as I say, 
I’ve got to be doing, I’ve got to be 
achieving something.”

(Heather)



Findings – Networks & Mutual Support (1) 

• History of being a ‘joiner’ and a 
‘people person’. 

• BUT also anxieties over joining 
groups – esp. going alone. 

• Mutual support highly significant.
Loss of confidence could be 
linked to retirement and/or loss 
of caring roles. 

• Own health and caring
responsibilities could be a 
barrier. 

“It’s funny when you retire cos
you feel as though, “Well I’ve 
done it now. And I’ve finished me 
job. I’ve brought me children up. 
I’m no good now.” But you are –
really – and you’ve got a lot of 
experience and things that 
you’ve done haven’t you?” 

(Sandra)



Findings – Networks & Mutual Support (2) 
Value of Groups

• Local opportunities.
• Support with car sharing. 
• Social contact between group 

meetings. 
• Feeling valued by the group –

emotional support.
• Mutually supportive environment in 

terms of skills development.  Sharing 
expensive equipment; magazine 
subscriptions etc. 

• Could be a strategy for dealing with ill-
health (though could also aggravate 
problems). 

“I would never have attempted the 
patchwork or anything like that if I hadn’t 
have been – and the encouragement, and 
when you’ve done something and you 
take it in and everybody, oh they’re over 
the moon that you’ve finished it, that is 
very important to me. And like the 
beading and that, if you get stuck there’s 
always somebody there who will show 
you and guide you and help you. So I 
wouldn’t have done that on my own, not 
the making the necklaces side of it.”

(Heather)



Findings – Community Resilience   

• Passing on skills to younger 
generations.  

• Developing leadership 
through encouragement 
and support.

• Community activism – fund 
raising and supporting 
charitable causes.  

“But I do take the crochet class down at 
church, done that about twenty years, 
but now it’s turned more into a craft 
class because all the ladies that come I 
think have got more crocheting than 
they know what to do with really so 
now they knit, and we take on projects, 
we’ve done blankets for the babies in 
the orphanages in Romania, and – we 
just take on a project and try and do it.”

(Dorothy)



Conclusion    

• Importance of life course 
perspectives. 

• Interdependence of individual 
and community resilience.

• Distinctive aspects of craft 
groups – continuity, learning, 
challenge, mutual support. 

• Focus on everyday life challenges 
the exclusionary and aspirational
focus often seen in  discussions 
of ‘successful ageing’.

...we need to study resilience 
over time. People develop 
themes in their lives that offer 
them hope, optimism, purpose, 
emotional clarity and a wisdom 
built on a complex and accepting 
view of their social relationships. 
But they do not do so all at once. 
Resilience takes time to unfold.        
(Zautra et al, 2008, p.50) 
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Thank you for listening!

Any Questions?


