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Connecting Socially Isolated Older Rural
Adults with Older Volunteers through
Expressive Arts
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RESUME

Utilisant une approche participative basée sur la recherche dans le domaine des arts, nous avons examiné un programme
novateur de 1'Ontario rural, Canada, congu pour répondre a l'isolement social chez les personnes agées. Les personnes
agées qui étaient socialement isolées ont été jumelées a des bénévoles formés; en dyades, les huit paires ont créées de 1’art
expressif chez elles au cours des dix visites a domicile. Utilisant une enquéte thematique et narrative, nous avons analysé
les expériences et les perceptions du programme du chef, des participants plus dgés, et des bénévoles plus agés a travers
leurs créations artistiques, les journaux hebdomadaires, les évaluations et le carnet d’opérations.

Les résultats révelent une intervention réussie qui influencent positivement le bien-étre des participants plus agés et les
bénévoles plus dgés, en particulier en ce qui concerne les relations, le développement personnel, et en la création du sens,
ainsi que I'extension de I'impact de l'intervention au-dela de la durée du programme. Nous discutons aussi possibilités
pour des programmes similaires pour la politique et permet des services sociaux positifs a I'isolement rural basés dans
les communautés.

ABSTRACT

Employing a participatory arts-based research approach, we examined an innovative program from rural Ontario,
Canada, designed to address social isolation among older people. Older socially isolated adults were matched to trained
volunteers, where in dyads, the eight pairs created expressive art in their home setting over the course of 10 home visits.
With thematic and narrative inquiry, we analysed the experiences and perceptions of the program leader, older
participants, and older volunteers via their artistic creations, weekly logs, evaluations, and field notes. The findings
reveal a successful intervention that positively influenced the well-being of older adult participants and older volunteers,
especially in regards to relationships, personal development, and creating meaning as well as extending the intervention’s
impact beyond the program’s duration. We also discuss opportunities for similar programs to inform policy and enable
positive community-based health and social service responses to rural social isolation.
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Addressing Older Adults’ Social Isolation

This article contributes to the burgeoning interest in
the link between arts, health, and aging by exploring
expressive arts as a means to engage socially iso-
lated older adults living in rural areas. “Expressive
arts” integrate a range of creative processes (visual,
movement, drama, music, writing, etc.) to foster
deep personal growth (International Expressive Arts
Therapy Association [IEATA], n.d.) and has been
used for the enhancement of health and well-being
among older adults (Cohen, 2009). While there is
increasing knowledge about the various types of
innovative expressive arts programs that have
emerged internationally (e.g., Moody & Phinney,
2012), there is a particular gap in understanding the
emergence of volunteer-based expressive arts pro-
grams in the often under-resourced rural context
(Joseph & Skinner, 2012).

Employing a participatory arts-based research approach
(Leavy, 2009), we have examined an example of such
an innovative program — Visible Voices: Seniors Connect-
ing with Seniors through Expressive Arts Making — which
sought to address the issue of rural social isolation
through the intervention of in-home volunteer-based
expressive arts (Wilkinson, MacLeod, Skinner, & Reid,
2013). With the support of a local arts council and led
by an expressive arts practitioner (Wilkinson) and a
team of community-university researchers (MacLeod,
Skinner, and Reid), the program ran in the 2009-2010
time frame and involved eight older adult volunteers
who were matched one-to-one with eight socially iso-
lated older adults to conduct in-home, individual,
intermodal art-making activities in their dyads over 10
sessions. These volunteers — who we recruited through
word of mouth and trained in expressive arts tech-
niques and communication — included retired artists,
teachers, and nurses, among others. The project was
based in a rural county of central Ontario with a popu-
lation of 17,000 permanent residents, approximately
20 per cent of whom were over age 65 in 2011. Located
100 km from a regional urban centre (pop. 80,000), the
rapidly aging county is a typical rural-recreational
environment with the population more than tripling
in summer months with the influx of seasonal resi-
dents (Bryant & Joseph, 2001). Public services, seasonal
tourism, and a vibrant arts community dominate the
economy suffering from a chronic out-migration of
young adults to urban areas, which increases the isola-
tion, both physical and social, of older residents. It is
the unique combination of rural aging and vibrant arts
which makes the county and the Visible Voices pro-
gram of particular analytical interest.

The program under investigation was funded by a
grant from Human Resources and Development Canada
and addressed recent calls for greater collaboration
with older adults and community members as research
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stakeholders (Martin-Matthews, 2011). The program
objectives were threefold: (1) to train and enable
older volunteers to engage in meaningful expressive
arts activities with socially isolated older adults;
(2) to give isolated older adults the opportunity to
engage with others through expressive arts activ-
ities; and (3) to provide researchers the opportunity
to understand the role of volunteer-based expressive
arts experiences in a rural home setting. The latter
objective is the focus of this article, with a practice-
oriented overview of the first two objectives discussed
in Wilkinson et al. (2013).

We begin with a review of key developments in
healthy aging as they relate to social isolation and
creativity, volunteerism, and go on to arts and health
research literatures. We then describe our participa-
tory research design and methods. Our methodology
has been influenced by social interactionism and
pragmatism while considering that expressive art-
making and arts-based methods require dialogue
among researchers, the trained volunteer and older
adult participants, and audience members to “give
voice” to participants. Although the focus of inquiry
was more descriptive in nature, individual empow-
erment was an important principle of the project.
The qualitative interpretive research design that
guided our analysis of the experiences of the partic-
ipants and volunteers focused on their artistic crea-
tions, weekly logs, program leader field notes, and
debriefing meeting minutes.

The research was participatory by design, where
an advisory committee of older adult artists were
developing research questions with the researchers
and jointly pursuing means to answer the questions.
The result was the following suite of collaboratively
designed research questions: (a) what are the experi-
ences of isolated older adults living in rural areas
who participate in expressive arts with older adult
volunteers; (b) what are the experiences of older
adult volunteers who facilitate art-making with iso-
lated older adults in the rural context; and (c) what
are the opportunities and challenges involved in facili-
tating this experience in a rural community setting?
Researchers played a larger role in the interpretive
analysis of artistic pieces created by older adults and
volunteers. The program leader (who was also a vol-
unteer in a dyad) did frequent member checking
in the context of the home-based intervention and
shaped the public celebration and dialogue enabling
participants to highlight key messages and their
work. The presentation of our findings is followed
by a discussion of the potential for volunteer-based
expressive arts programs to inform policy and com-
munity responses to rural social isolation among older
adults.


https://doi.org/10.1017/S071498081500063X

16 Canadian Journal on Aging 35 (1)

Literature Review

Our research addresses calls within the rural aging lit-
erature for greater attention to the issue of social iso-
lation among older adults and the opportunities and
challenges of volunteer-based interventions (Joseph &
Skinner, 2012). Of particular importance for this article
is the increasing recognition of the link between art,
social engagement, and healthy aging (Lander &
Graham-Pole, 2008; Moody & Phinney, 2012).

Healthy Aging and Creativity

While there is a diverse range of definitions of “healthy
aging” (including “successful aging”, etc.) depending
on the lens employed (Hansen-Kyle, 2005; Menec,
Means, Keating, Parkhurst, & Eales, 2011), key con-
cepts generally focus on the ability of older adults
to adapt and compensate, given a slowing down of
bodily processes. Resilience contributes to well-being,
autonomy, independence, and the desire to participate
in life (Hansen-Kyle, 2005). Meaning-making in rela-
tion to others influences gerotranscendence, the final
developmental stage of life (Wadensten, 2007). In par-
ticular, when older people use their imagination and
creativity, combined with meaningful social engage-
ment, there is an improved sense of control and mas-
tery affecting positive health outcomes (Cohen, 2009).
Meaningful engagement in this last life stage is depen-
dent on individual perception of past relationships
and social isolation (Cloutier-Fisher, Kobayashi, &
Smith, 2011), and on preferred expressions of engage-
ment. In particular, older adults engaged in artistic
expressions have experienced positive health outcomes
(Castora-Binkley, Noelker, Prohaska, & Satariano, 2010).
Furthermore, volunteering opportunities that offer
an expression of individualism and growth as part of
serious leisure have demonstrated a positive associ-
ation with a sense of community and social cohesion
(Gallant, Arai, & Smale, 2013). Yet, in the contempo-
rary era of individualism and urbanization, older
adults living in rural areas face issues of reduced oppor-
tunities for paid work, social engagement, and mean-
ingful leisure activities (Keating, Swindle, & Fletcher,
2011; Rozanova, Keating, & Eales, 2012). In response,
recent studies call for research into the health-
promoting interventions and their outcomes using
multi-sectoral involvement in different settings
(Markle-Reid, Browne, & Gafni, 2013).

Volunteerism and Older Adults

Not surprisingly, there is also growing interest in the
link between aging and volunteerism in relation to so-
cial isolation, especially in the context of under-serviced
rural areas (Joseph & Skinner, 2012). Older residents
often seek volunteer opportunities that use their skills
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and life experiences to mentor others as well as sup-
port their own meaningful social engagement and
transitions (Gallant et al., 2013). Indeed, the majority of
volunteers are older women, retired from work in
health, social services, or education (Cook & Speevak
Sladowski, 2013). They are motivated to volunteer to
increase participation in meaningful activities, strengthen
social involvement, and enhance their sense of worth
(Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008). Other scholars view vol-
unteerism as contributing to their physical and mental
health and well-being of the community (Brown, Hoye,
& Nicholson, 2012). Community-based health promo-
tion initiatives, using art, has been found to leverage
motivated volunteers to positively impact social iso-
lation, creating opportunities for meaningful social
engagement that benefits the volunteers and the more
vulnerable community members (Cox et al., 2010;
Moody & Phinney, 2012; White, 2009). Moreover, home
care, public health, and primary care providers are
being encouraged to collaborate with the voluntary
sector to use the arts to enhance well-being of individ-
uals as well as populations (Tesch & Hansen, 2013).

Arts and Health Research

Informed by the burgeoning interdisciplinary field of
“arts and health” (Camic, Clift, & Daykin, 2009), there
is recognition among health and social care practi-
tioners, policy decision-makers and researchers of the
opportunity to use arts-based methods to enhance the
understanding of the underlying determinants, mech-
anisms, and strategies for healthy aging (Bungay &
Clift, 2010; Fraser & Al Saya, 2011; Lander & Graham-
Pole, 2008). Marginalized groups such as older adults
have used the arts to increase a sense of social inclu-
sion and translate their experiences to a broader audi-
ence, creating a sense of empowerment (Moody &
Phinney, 2012). Recent reviews have described the
positive impact of art-based interventions (Castora-
Binkley et al., 2010; Cox et al., 2010; Fraser & Al Saya,
2011; Stuckey & Nobel, 2010; Tesch & Hansen, 2013),
with some emphasizing, both conceptually and empir-
ically, the social aspects and benefits for addressing
isolation (Bungay & Clift, 2010; Greaves & Farbus,
2006). Cohen’s (2009) work, for instance, provides a
theoretical underpinning for using creative expression
and social response to increase a sense of control and
meaningful engagement to bolster protective factors
contributing to well-being.

In order to extend the impact of art-making to support
expression of the self in relation to others, expressive
arts amplify personal expression by using different
modalities whereby the focus is as much on the crea-
tive process as it is on the final outcome or product
(Wilkinson et al., 2013). In addition, arts-based partici-
patory inquiry methods are most empowering for
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participants when designed to address relevant research
questions (Fraser & Al Saya, 2011; Leavy, 2009). Given
the emerging body of research that demonstrates the
power of art-making to enhance well-being, health, and
social engagement, we have examined the Visible Voices
program as a means of understanding the role of expres-
sive arts interventions using volunteers in addressing
social isolation of older rural adults.

Arts-based methods lend themselves to participatory
approaches and can be used for knowledge generation
and knowledge translation (Fraser & Al Saya, 2011).
This type of research draws upon participatory arts-
based approaches to inquiry that are proving useful in
addressing research questions that aim to “describe,
explore and discover ... while attentive to processes”
(Leavy, 2009, p. 12). Underpinned by the reflective
inquiry of pragmatism and the meaning made through
interactionism (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), the arts have
been used, particularly with marginalized populations,
to engage participants and create an opportunity for
them to find their voice to make meaning and influ-
ence change (Finley, 2003). Within this methodology,
there are no standardized approaches to establish
trustworthiness, authenticity, and value of the aes-
thetic quality of the work; rather, rigour is established
through careful attention to the evocation of responses
and connections between the audience and the artistic
creator (Leavy, 2009). Dialogue among the audience,
artistic creators, and researchers is thus an essential
component of arts-based analysis to enhance interpre-
tive validity (Fraser & Al Saya, 2011; Sandelowski &
Barroso, 2007). Opportunity for dialogue among par-
ticipants, volunteers, researchers, and community mem-
bers offers validation of the themes, and presents an
informal opportunity for further higher-level analysis
of themes through discussion of key impacts of the
project with participants and older adults.

Research Design

A participatory approach was embedded in the design
of the Visible Voices program, which takes its name
from the view that the arts can be used to communicate
the emotional and social complexities of vulnerable
people to inform critical debates using their own voices.
To this end, as noted earlier in the introduction, the
program objectives were both applied (i.e., to train
and enable older volunteers; to enable meaningful
engagement using art-making among socially iso-
lated older adults) as well as analytical (i.e., to under-
stand the experience of older volunteers and older
adults who engage in expressive arts). The latter objec-
tive was fulfilled using a community-based partici-
patory approach in which the university-community
researchers (MacLeod, Skinner, and Reid) worked
with the program leader (Wilkinson) and a community
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advisory board of older adult volunteers, local older
artists, and a local arts council to design the scope and
nature of the research.

As previously described concerning this program
(Wilkinson et al., 2013), community advisory boards are
an integral part of collaborative partnerships bringing
community perspectives into the various conceptual,
operational, and analytical aspects of the research
(Newman et al., 2011). The community advisory group
worked with researchers in developing the research
questions, program goals, and then in seeking funding
and other community agency collaborators for support.
In this instance, the research team accepted recommen-
dations of the program’s community advisory group
not to seek quantitative measures of healthy aging,
quality of life, or well-being (which are not necessarily
congruent with arts-based approaches). Instead, empha-
sis was placed on building understanding qualitatively
of the experiences of the older participants and older
volunteers. The researchers worked with the program
leader who was also an older adult volunteer, partici-
pating in volunteer debriefing meetings where inter-
pretations of created pieces and experiences during
the art making sessions were discussed. There was
consensus among the participants and the volunteers
in mounting, and participating in, a public installa-
tion of their work as a means to communicate their
most important experiences and work to the broader
community.

The intent of the public showing was to validate the-
matic findings and offer a venue for the participants
to have dialogue with a broader audience to amplify
often personally empowering experiences and to con-
tribute to further analysis of the experience. During
the project, many of the principles of participatory
action research methodologies were evident such as
its participatory nature, where researchers and partic-
ipants were co-learners, both involved at every stage
in the research process, balancing research and action
(Minkler, 2000). However, the contribution of the
participants in conducting interpretive analysis of
text and visual art produced was limited to the pro-
ject leader (an older adult volunteer) along with the
researchers. Themes were validated with the partici-
pants at a public showing and through dialogue with
community members and decision makers where key
impacts were featured. This was the basis for further
analysis by the research team and project leader.
Although the process built capacity among individual
participants who shared their voice with those of
perceived greater power, the intent of the project was
not to reflect some of the principles of participatory
action research, such as exposing social constraints,
addressing systems development and community
capacity building (McTaggart, 1991).


https://doi.org/10.1017/S071498081500063X

18  Canadian Journal on Aging 35 (1)

Sample

Theoretical sampling, understanding the subjective
nature of social isolation (Cloutier-Fisher et al., 2011),
was the basis for recruiting participants, which proved
to be difficult given restrictions of confidentiality.
Sixteen volunteers and participants were recruited by
the program leader (Wilkinson) in 2009 largely through
word of mouth, and through letters of information
provided to health and social service providers and
volunteer organizations such as the local Arts Council,
as well as through the local media and an open infor-
mation meeting. The program involved eight older
female volunteers (aged 55 to 75) and eight cognitively
well, isolated older adults (two men and six women
aged 65 to 95), six of whom were living in their homes
and two in long-term care facilities. Paid professional
personal support workers were not included in the
intervention, but were occasionally in the same phys-
ical space during the art-making. Also infrequently
present and not participating during sessions was a
spouse who lived with one participant, and a daugh-
ter of another participant.

The volunteers included expressive arts facilitators who
were graduates of a community college expressive arts
post-diploma program, an artist, a social worker, retired
teachers, an infant mental health specialist, and a nurse.
With ethics approval from Trent University’s Research
Ethics Board, which in practice involved written and
informed consent, confidentiality agreements and release
of art permission from all participants, volunteers, and
research team members. The program leader obtained
these documents after an information meeting with vol-
unteers and individual meetings with the participants
in their homes to explain the program and garner infor-
mation about their own perceptions of social isolation,
interests, home setting, and limitations. The program
leader trained and supported volunteers regarding
creating trusting relationships to facilitate expressive
arts, recruited participants, made the volunteer and
participant-dyad matches, served as a volunteer, facil-
itated debriefing meetings, and collected the data,
including documenting the artwork digitally. The vol-
unteer participant dyads were made based on geo-
graphic proximity, artistic interests, similar life histories,
and experience of the volunteer.

Data Collection

The program leader organized data collection. A research
assistant transcribed data and archived it by date, and
added participant or volunteer initials. The data included
the following:

® the program leader’s field notes from four volunteer debrief-
ing meetings, participant visits, and the public celebration,
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e four participant and eight volunteer weekly textual logs,

* two digitally recorded audio logs of participants (due to
participant fatigue), and

e art created by all of the older adult participants and
volunteers.

Two participants declined to keep logs. The participant
written log submissions ranged in length from very
brief (under 50 words) done three times, to a weekly
submission including poetry and sketches each over
three pages long, with the average being five times
during the program. Permission to use their names
connected to their artwork for use in public installa-
tions was acquired with informed consent; however,
only pseudonyms are used in the reporting of the
research results and in related publications and pre-
sentations. The volunteer training, matching of volun-
teers to participants and full description and evaluation
of the program, a 10-week series of one-on-one inter-
modal art-making in the participants” homes and insti-
tutional settings is discussed in a companion article
(Wilkinson et al., 2013).

Data Analysis

Consistent with the participatory approach, our thematic
and narrative-based analysis was a collaborative, reflec-
tive process (Leavy, 2009) among the members of the
research team, one of whom also had the additional
roles of Visible Voices program leader. Completed in
2010-2011, the analysis involved ongoing email and
telephone correspondence and three dedicated in-
person meetings of the authors, which began with a
discussion of our individual reviews of the data to
identify emergent themes. Led by the lead researcher
(MacLeod), the team did an initial review of a variety of
data including field notes, debriefing meeting minutes,
volunteer logs, artwork, evaluations, and media cov-
erage to identify general characteristics of the context,
the volunteer-participant interaction, and its meaning
inrelation to art created over time. In a second meeting,
after further immersion with the narrative logs and
digital photographs, themes were modified, some col-
lapsed into others, and definitions arrived at through
consensus. At the third meeting, duplicates of narra-
tive logs and images of the created pieces were reviewed
and literally cut into pieces, and grouped by themes
using constant comparison. These quotes and artwork
exemplars were used to illustrate each theme. The resul-
tant interpretive findings were validated among the
authors, including the program leader who offered con-
textual interpretation until there was consensus.

Credibility of the interpretive analysis was augmented
through triangulation of data collected, such as use of
participant and volunteer written logs and field notes
of the four debriefing meeting minutes and those of
the program leader after site visits at the beginning and
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end of the program. Understanding the context and
processes can assist in constant comparison analysis to
identify emerging categories, code these categories, and
develop links (Corbin & Strauss, 2008); for example,
logs and notes were considered for context during the
analysis. Dating and using alphabetical identifiers of
artifacts allowed the researchers to discuss the coding
and their interpretation of more abstract cases. These
cases were discussed with the program leader, familiar
with the context and each pairing. The use of the art did
evoke dialogue between the broader community and
socially isolated older adults and older volunteers — a
typically unheard voice — during a public event and
installation. Interviews with the researchers, decision
makers, the media, service providers, volunteers and par-
ticipants, reaffirmed the themes outlined in the findings.
This venue allowed participants to discuss the findings
with researchers and community members where there
was informal analysis of factors affecting the perceived
meaning of the experience to the dyads and individuals.
Some participants shared highlighted priority messages
with the media. This event subsequently provided impe-
tus for the inclusion of organizations that use volunteers
to support home-based clients (some of which partici-
pated in the Visible Voices program) being invited to be a
part of a recently created network of service providers.

Findings

To address the collaboratively designed research ques-
tions regarding the experiences of isolated older adults
and older volunteers, and the challenges of rural expres-
sive arts programs, our findings are presented here
according to the emergent themes from the thematic
analysis. The participant and volunteer findings are pre-
sented together, with reference to their artwork and ver-
batim quotations for authenticity, since similar themes
developed that inform our understanding of the experi-
ences of the participants and volunteers participating in
the program. Emerging from the artwork and narrative
logs were the five main themes: (a) relationships between
the volunteer and participant, (b) the participant’s own
personal development, (c) the corresponding created mean-
ings that ensued, (d) aesthetic appreciation of their created
pieces, and (e) the theme of extension: thought, effort, and
discussions related to but beyond the time of the visit and
which were also revealed. The operational theme of logis-
tics, which related to the program’s implementation, was
discussed in our previously published practice-oriented
companion article (Wilkinson et al., 2013).

Relationships

The relationship between the older adult participant
and paired volunteer developed over the 10 sessions.
All four completed participant logs and two record-
ings demonstrated the theme of appreciation of the
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relationship with the volunteer. Each of the eight vol-
unteers noted observations of their participant over
time and included increased smiling, more openness, or
a kiss on their cheek when they left towards the end of
the program. As reported in seven of the eight volunteer
logs, once the basis of a trusting safe environment was
established, as the level of intimacy of the relationships
increased, the participants demonstrated reciprocation
and gratitude for the relationship. One volunteer wrote
of her participant after their fourth visit:

She even asked when | would be coming to visit
and at what time.

The paired participant’s digital recording of the same
week stated:

| have never told this part of my past to anybody
before. Thank you.

Field notes from the end of the program regarding this
same participant indicated that staff reported that this
resident in long-term care is smiling more often and has a
different countenance, engaging more with the volunteer,
and one staff member was heard to say, “I get it now.”

Similarly, all eight volunteers’ logs and artistic pieces dis-
cussed the relationship forged with the participant. They
addressed aspects such as their intentional approach to
creating a safe environment with their partnered partici-
pant. While volunteers were not recruited based on inter-
ests in making relationships, the created artwork and logs
demonstrated the importance of forming a trusting rela-
tionship, co-creating artwork, witnessing creation of
meaning, and coming to closure or transition in the rela-
tionship at the end of the program.

As illustrated in the previous participant quote and in
Figure 1, childhood and transition stories offered con-
text to the participant-volunteer relationship and laid
the foundation of emotional connection and trust. This
was captured succinctly by a volunteer at the begin-
ning of their relationship in both the log entry cited
below and related artwork shown in Figure 1:

Drawings of favourite places elicited childhood
stories from us both. The drawings gave us a point
of connection and focus.

Towards the end of this relationship, the same volunteer
wrote in her narrative log:

[The participant] was clearly more relaxed and
enjoying herself and able to lead in hanging up her
work. She was glowing with recognition, proud of
her work, telling other residents (in the long-term
care facility) “we made this.”

While it was clear that the volunteers intentionally
tried to create a safe space to build trust as a foundation
for co-creative experiences, establishing volunteer-
participant relationship boundaries was a challenge
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Figure 1: Participant drawing of childhood home: pastel on
paper

in one dyad. The increasing depth of the relationship
over time and attention to boundaries within the rela-
tionship provided an opportunity for the initially for-
mal relationship to meld into more informal friendships
in seven of the pairings — or not, as with one of the
pairings. In this instance, a participant who was con-
fined to a wheelchair made a clay inuksuk titled “I am
here” (Figure 2). During the experience and conversa-
tion, the participant sought personal information from
the volunteer. Post-session, the volunteer created a
fabric-quilted piece in response to her need to delin-
eate the volunteer-participant boundaries (Figure 3).
Having the in-home visits in a rural remote setting
offered an opportunity for intimacy, and to be in relation-
ship in the person’s context, but also led this volunteer to
feel vulnerable. It was noted in the debriefing meeting
minutes, when referring to her quilted work, that art-
making in the context of institutional settings often
implies more formal boundaries between facilitators and

Figure 2: Participant Inukshuk “I am here”: multimedia sculp-
ture of rock and clay
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Figure 3: Volunteer response to a home visit: sewn and
quilted fabric

the participants, leaving the volunteer to negotiate rela-
tionship boundaries more in the home setting.

Seven of the eight volunteers expressed, in their logs,
their own and their participant’s anticipatory grieving
of the end of their art-making visits, a desire to reshape
the new relationship into a friendship, or follow up with
other potential relationships to continue art-making.
As observed at the final celebratory art show and recep-
tion, all participants expressed appreciation for the
relationship formed with the volunteer. This was high-
lighted as one of the most important aspects of the pro-
gram in the participant and volunteer discussions with
the audience. It was also apparent through observations
of joyful facial expressions and hugging. Thus, the social
component and engagement between the artistic creator
and another, contributes to the co-creation of a mean-
ingful, self-chosen activity as well as addressing the par-
ticipant’s social isolation and expansion of their social
network. While only one participant wrote about antici-
patory grieving in their ninth log, one was teary and
two others talked about how they would miss the visits.
This is exemplified by the participant’s log:

We ended up with for now saying goodbye because

this is my 10th (last) week. I'll really miss the weekly

sessions | know. But [name of the volunteer] com-

forted me by saying we'll be in touch for sure. This is

not the end ...

In reference to the preceding quote, towards the end of the
program, the same volunteer wrote in her narrative log:

[The participant] was clearly more relaxed and enjoy-
ing herself and able to lead in hanging up her work.

Personal Development

The preceding quote not only exemplifies a deepening
connection between the volunteer and participant,
but also exemplifies pride in their created works. Pride
accompanying personal development of co-created work
was evident in five of the volunteer logs and in the final
volunteer group’s sandtray artwork. The exploration
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of personal boundaries in the fourth and final debrief-
ing meetings spoke to the theme of personal develop-
ment. For example, all eight volunteers reflected on their
initial anxiety of forming new relationships and cre-
ating expressive arts with another. By the end of the
program, feelings of anxiety about the relationships
and art-making changed to a sense of pride of being
able to form trusting relationships and create oppor-
tunities for their participant’s expression as previously
illustrated in the public celebration and the aforemen-
tioned volunteer’s log.

During debriefing sessions, all of the volunteers indi-
cated that the experience of volunteering had certainly
created personal development in their expressive arts
facilitation skills and meaning derived from reflection
on their own aging, while gaining great satisfaction
and personal development from creating the opportu-
nity to use expressive arts to enhance well-being among
socially isolated older adults.

In contrast to the volunteers, whose personal develop-
ment focused on their growth area in interpersonal
and facilitation skills and not necessarily on their own
artistic creations, all eight participants discussed their
own personal development through their artwork at
the final celebration. This theme was also evident in
the participant logs and in one piece of art where the
word “potential” was written boldly. For instance, one
participant wrote in the last log:

| learned something new. It was something that took
me away from the everyday-ness of being here.

A different participant focused more on the personal de-
velopment and aesthetics of his acrylic painting of a sail-
boat under sail, which was noted in three separate logs:

| paint to the best of my ability. | tried to capture
speed coupled to quietness and stillness. The chal-
lenge is to portray the “forces” or the “idea” behind
the object in question. Therefore, it is the viewer, not
the “artist” that indicates what they perceive in the art
form. | don’t know what | learned until maybe much
later or never. | hope they have a big party at the end.

Discussion at the celebration indicated that all partici-
pants transitioned from feelings of anxiety and self-
doubt to pride in their accomplishments, illustrating
the theme of personal development. Pieces chosen to
display at the public celebration reflected a variety of
modalities and points of time in the program, but all were
to illustrate works that were meaningful to the creator.
Photographs of the event and media coverage illustrated
that pride in participants and the volunteers.

Created Meanings

Though the art-making was a medium to address
social isolation within the participant’s home, it was
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the relationship created between the volunteer and the
participant that enabled participants to create pieces
reflecting inner expressions. These works were mean-
ingful to them, reflecting their personhood or personal
potential. The three participants who explicitly wrote of
the created meanings theme described a deeper under-
standing of self and use of different modalities to create
pieces that offered new and evolving perspectives on
their lives lived and accomplishments. Three partici-
pants wrote in their logs about their own life reflection
and intentions on how they wished to age, qualitatively
describing their view on healthy aging.

Their stories illustrated gerotranscendence and spoke
to satisfaction of their life and its review. Particularly
between the two eldest participants (aged 88 and 94),
there was a sense of life fulfillment and resolution
because of pieces created. Seven of the volunteer logs
described participants’ meaning to their current life
experiences, revealed in discussions as they co-created
and reflected on previous significant events in their
lives. The depth and range of methods and media
used to express inner thoughts and feelings increased
over time spent in the program. Reminiscence of losses,
relationships, and accomplishments were common
themes explored by participants using a variety of
media, such as poetry, painting, story, and multime-
dia construction, influenced by their abilities and
interests.

The following poems and painting of one participant
illustrates a progression of depth of created meanings
and personal development that occurred using a variety
of modalities over the 10 weeks, from one of realiza-
tion of the potential impact of expressive arts to self-
discovery and growth. The first poem (untitled), was
accompanied by a watercolour self-profile (Figure 4):

Figure 4: Participant abstract self-portrait — profile view:
watercolour on paper
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Far, far away in an ocean far beyond

The ship was sailing with an important cargo
Time is of the essence

The cargo cannot be spoiled

Away we go

We'll meet you on the other side

Ready to embrace.

And before long

I'll give birth to this special cargo

The second poem (“My Inner Soul”), was accompanied
by a chalk pastel (Figure 5):

My inner soul should come out

Let it play as it never has

Even if there comes the occasional SHOUT
Let it go until you feel your best

Keep it that way

And one day

You will fall in love with

Your real you.

The same participant’s narrative log illustrated per-
sonal development, the theme referenced in the
preceding section, as well as the importance of the
volunteer’s role in honouring her voice to create
meaning from expression.

I did not think what | wrote was so good, but if | read
it somewhere else, I'd think wow that person can
write well, and then, [the volunteer] read me back my
poem and brought out my pictures of birth and poten-
tial. It baffled me at that time that it was me who did
this work. | did not think | was capable of doing that.
It has taught me to incorporate my thoughts into art
and further expand it. Not always taking things the
way you see it at first, but go beyond this. What can
| do to see it from a different perspective? It brought
out my inner thoughts; expressed through different
mediums of art as well as express it in words.

The participant also wrote the following narrative
log nearing the end of the program illustrating how

Figure 5: Participant emotional expression: pastel on paper
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expressive arts can support a progression towards
well-being.

[The art created] has taught me to incorporate my
thoughts into art and further expand it. | learned
that while | review my work, that is time for me to
give myself ‘me’ time. | got to know myself better
and from there | can then help others.

The following is an excerpt from news coverage
of the final public celebration (Gavan, 2010), which
was accompanied by a mixed media “Tree of Life”
(Figure 6):

[The participant’s art consisted of a large family
tree, a huge collage in the form of a trunk and
branches filled with important slices of her 88 years.

Figure 6: Participant “tree of life”: multimedia, photographs,
and written text comments on cardboard
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“l was home alone and | had time,” says [name of
participant]. “There’s a lot of stories on the tree;
sad days and happy days; it's a tree with a lot of
stories — good and bad.” But she says that along
with the cathartic work came those crucial mem-
ories, flowing out with the newspaper clippings,
birthday cards, pictures of her family.

Similarly, in the corresponding volunteer’s narrative
log, the following was written about her participant:

[Participant’s name] said that she didn't realize what
a full life she has had until we started on this project.
She went through photo albums and dug up newspao-
per clippings to add fo her tree of life — reminiscing
and weeping as events came flooding back to her.
She feels she has a new perspective on her life and is
filled with gratitude for her good fortune.

The theme of created meanings described in five vol-
unteers’ artwork and narrative logs expressed satis-
faction as a result of enabling and witnessing another’s
life review, a sense of increased personal meaning from
their contributions, and self-appreciation for their own
abilities. Further support of the impact of self-reflection
enhancing life satisfaction and healthy aging is found
in this quote from the same volunteer about how this
preceding work (see Figure 6) created meaning for her:

This program touched me very deeply. In exploring
[the participant’s] “Tree of Life” [artwork] with her,
| gained a new perception of my own life.

Aesthetic Appreciation

The preceding quotes by participants from the four
participant logs and other examples of works created
by participants depict a self-appreciation and critique
of their created aesthetic representations. In compar-
ison, all eight volunteers reflected on the participant’s
process in work creating art, writing logs, and talking
at debriefing meetings, with only one writing of their
own artistic creations made in response to their expe-
rience as a volunteer. Through bearing witness to
gerotranscendence and healthy aging, meaning was
expressed by the volunteer following appreciation
of poetry and stories of one of the eldest participants,
as captured in the following volunteer narrative log
and sandtray created in the final debriefing meeting.
The volunteer selected a miniature treasure chest
(Figure 7), which represented her experience of the
program with the 94-year-old participant.

How has art been interwoven into our time together?
| guess through photography and through sharing
narratives, poetry, and short stories. [The participant]
was sharing who she was and what she treasures
most. Ideas and words come quickly, and she
needs to write them down. The same is true of her
motivation to sketch or paint. She really knows who
she is and what she can and cannot do. Motivation
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Figure 7: Volunteer sandtray response: multimedia, miniature
wooden treasure box in sand

comes from within ... [quoting the participant]
“Motivation, self-direction and creative expression
grow from childhood ... through encouragement
and sensitive guidance.” | think | am witnessing the
art of life and the art of relationships. Celebrations
are so essential. I'm pleased that [participant’s
name] birthday happened at a time that we could
celebrate her life as well as her amazing talents.
The context for the Visible Voices Celebration with
her friends just seemed fo fit. [Participant name]’s
story is now part of the community narrative!

The aesthetic appreciation of their meaningful work
culminated with an end of program public celebration
hosted in the hospital /long-term care facility where two
participants lived. Works were mounted in a professional
manner; and members of the media, decision makers,
friends, family, health and social service providers, and
the research team listened to stories by volunteers and
participants about their created artwork that spoke to the
authenticity of the themes and ability to make visible
their inner voices. At the reception, all volunteers and
participants noted that they were pleased with what they
had produced together and were able to share something
meaningful with the audience.

Extension

Extension was considered the work done by volunteers
and participants beyond the structured program visitation
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and facilitation of art-making. For three of the partic-
ipants, travelling to the celebration required significant
support. Even though the volunteers only visited once
per week on average, the extension theme was identi-
fied in the narrative logs of three participants and all
eight volunteers. This theme included data of seven
participants who engaged with the expressive arts
process between or after sessions and during discus-
sions about their created works with others in dif-
ferent contexts. For instance, a participant’s log noted
that she not only worked on her pictorial family tree
(see Figure 6 above) but also had dialogue with others
on her reflections:

I'd look for things for the next week. | went through
old photo albums that I'd not looked at in years.
There were good and bad things looking through
them. It brought back a lot of memories.

Similarly, extensions of the artwork influenced family
relationships and reactions in another pairing as illus-
trated by a volunteer’s log entry about the untitled
participant poem cited earlier:

[The participant] said she had shown her work to
her daughter who was initially rather dismissive,
saying her poetry did not make sense. It appears
[the participant] was not affected, as she was
pleased with what she had created. The daugh-
ter acknowledged that this was a new side to her
mother, which she didn’t know about.

An unintended extension also stemmed from poems
read and life stories shared between another volunteer-
participant pairing where the participant shared a
dream of hers to make a long-distance trip to visit
a prominent museum where she was an honoured
employee for decades. Her volunteer and family care-
givers were able to join in the celebrations and help
her live out her dream of visiting a large metropol-
itan museum as outlined in the volunteer’s log:

linvited her (the caregiver) and a community friend
and retired nurse, to come to the [museum] as well.
When the perceived supports were in place, the
whole tone for the plans changed. She (the care-
giver) was excited and supportive.

All eight of the volunteers wrote and created art in
response to their own personal development and
meaning made as a result of their interaction with
their matched participant that extended well beyond
their time together. The impact of these experiences
that illustrated extension of impact long after the
art-making sessions were completed was captured
during the volunteers” comments and art-making
(see Figure 7) during the final debriefing meeting:

All the experience in the world could not have pre-
pared me for the amazing experience | shared
with [her participant]. Life ... is the skill set. Being
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in the moment, enjoying every opportunity that came
our way. Being flexible, listening for the feelings as
well as the information, celebrating moments, cups
of tea and laughter. Just allowing the experience to
flow and grow. This program is about being redl ...
and growing together. It has been a meandering
journey, (she began drawing paths in the sandtray
as she spoke) with many unknowns, [her participant]
was a treasure (she opened the treasure chest and
began putting sand in it.) | have found a treasure
in [her participant]. Many doors have opened up
for me personally.

As articulated so eloquently above, there is much more
complexity involved in the experiences of volunteers
(and older participants) that requires the attention of
health and social care researchers, decision makers,
and those who facilitate community-based care and
programming.

Discussion and Concluding Comments

The Visible Voices program provided rich data that
allowed us to examine what happened to socially iso-
lated older adults and their paired volunteers when
engaged in expressive arts in the home and long-term
care context in rural areas, without access to outpatient
or institutionally based arts and health programs. The
findings we have described highlight the opportunities
created by a volunteer-based expressive arts program
that reached out to socially isolated older adults, which
uniquely contributed to their own gerotranscen-
dence and well-being as well as influencing that of the
matched volunteer. The impact and meanings made as
a result of the co-created expressive art was largely
dependent on the relationship forged between the par-
ticipant and the volunteer. Even in the short dura-
tion of a 10-week program, a person-centred approach,
with control of expression resting with the older adult
who identified a need for more social contact, was very
personally empowering. This clearly supports the notion
of Cohen’s (2009) theory that the mediators of positive
health outcomes experienced by older adults when
creativity is engaged are the social aspects, control, and
mastery of meaningful expression.

The importance of establishing a trusting relationship
reinforces the need to provide training to the volunteers
in developing a person-centred approach. McCance,
McCormack, and Dewing (2012, p. 1) explained that
therapeutic patient- (or person-) centred care is embraced
by not only nurses but by “all that are involved with
health and social care ... It is underpinned by values of
respect for persons, individual right to self determina-
tion, mutual respect and understanding.” While the
language reflects nursing practice in institutions where
most arts and health programs take place, the princi-
ples apply to informal volunteers extending the reach
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of health promoting initiatives to enhance well-being,
particularly to those community-dwelling older adults
experiencing social isolation. The population of older
adults who perceived themselves as being socially iso-
lated, likely living with less control and mastery in their
daily lives compared to their younger selves, offered
fertile ground to develop a trusting relationship and
co-create meaningful expressive art.

Acknowledging personhood, past life experiences, and
relationships of both the older adult and the volunteer
will influence what is perceived as social isolation and
what is meaningful (Cloutier-Fisher et al., 2011). The
findings regarding the theme of creating meaning around
healthy aging and gerotranscendence were closely
related to the relationship in the dyad, forged after
careful matching to reflect common interests and expe-
riences. Only when individual interests are acknowl-
edged when undertaking serious leisure pursuits will
individual growth occur (Gallant et al., 2013). With the
foundation of a trusting person-centred relationship,
the findings illustrate that the older adults were able to
explore their own life reflection, enhancing meaning in
their last stage of their life, with another who heard
their voice, and were witness to a life lived. The volun-
teers, on the other hand — as a result of their facilitation,
reflection, and own art-making — viewed their own
aging in a different light, in which personal develop-
ment was their main focus.

Ultimately, in a rural region featured by outmigra-
tion of immediate kin and fewer formal social and
health services, employment, and leisure opportu-
nities (Joseph & Skinner, 2012; Rozanova et al., 2012),
with support the volunteers were able to reach out
to socially isolated adults. They formed trusting rela-
tionships and laid the foundation for personal devel-
opment and creation of meaning for themselves as
aging individuals. Furthermore, the volunteers were
able to acknowledge the older adults” unique lives,
co-create meaning through art to portray highlights
of their lives, facilitate their sense of mastery to com-
municate the essence to a larger community, and
contribute to a sense of well-being and belonging.
The individual expression of voice by a largely unheard
group of people at the public celebration (via media
coverage telling the stories that became a part of
the community fabric) support Gallant et al.’s (2013)
notion of serious leisure enhancing the sense of com-
munity and social cohesion. This further illustrates
the theme of extension, an outcome that carries on
far after the completion of the Visible Voices program
and potentially touching others by the stories told.
The broader community could realize an even greater
impact if there were a more permanent installation that
could raise awareness of experiences and talents of
older adults.
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Another means to increase potential impact would be
to enhance the duration of the intervention and pro-
fessional supervision of volunteers doing this type of
work on an ongoing basis, as they manage the com-
plexities in the home environment. Volunteers brought
to the experience their own abilities to manage these
therapeutic relationships and relational boundaries
through their past roles as nurses, social workers,
teachers, and expressive arts facilitators. To extend the
reach of health-promoting activities to socially isolated
community-dwelling older adults living in rural areas
and with the greatest barriers to access formal support
services, further support is needed on an ongoing
basis. This need could be met as retired professionals
familiar with institutional professional-client bound-
aries attempt to facilitate informal care, encountering
the complexities and uniqueness of each home setting.
Although an initial 25 hours of volunteer training aimed
to prepare volunteers with enhanced communication
skills and practice with art-making modalities, telephone
support and face-to-face group debriefing meetings
were imperative to enable the program to exist outside
of the controlled environment of an institution or out-
patient clinic. Of particular importance to address antic-
ipatory grief of ending or shifting the relationship was
the person-centred approach and skills to prepare both
the older adult and the volunteer participant for termi-
nation of, or shift in, the relationship upon program
completion.

Notwithstanding these limitations and challenges, gov-
ernment officials, policy decision-makers and researchers
call for community-based health promotion initiatives
to encourage older adults to remain as independent
and autonomous as possible (Canadian Institute of
Health Information [CIHI], 2011; Forbes & Edge, 2009;
Markle-Reid et al., 2013; Sinha, 2013). The findings pre-
sented herein support the argument that the voluntary
sector can augment the efforts of formal in-home care
providers to reduce social isolation but only with
careful attention to also meeting the attendant needs of
volunteers. Our research serves as a reminder to policy
decision-makers that, while volunteerism is an attrac-
tive and often appropriate community resource, tar-
geted support for volunteers in terms of, for example,
skills and funding is required to ensure the sustain-
ability of volunteer-based programs. Further research
would also be needed to identify which community-
dwelling older adults would be more likely to benefit
from a volunteer-led expressive arts visitation pro-
gram and who among health and social service and
voluntary sectors would be best positioned to initiate
the connection, particularly in under-serviced areas.
There is a growing call in research and policy for means
to optimize local resources to enable formal and infor-
mal care providers and volunteers to support older


https://doi.org/10.1017/S071498081500063X

26  Canadian Journal on Aging 35 (1)

adults aging in place through reducing restrictions
on eligibility for tax credits and other financial and
social barriers (Cook & Speevak Sladowski, 2013;
Crooks et al., 2012; Rozanova et al., 2012). Particularly
in under-resourced rural areas, it is essential that ser-
vice providers and decision makers direct funds to
organizations to train and provide ongoing support in
order to reduce volunteer burnout and ensure delivery
of a high-quality service (Cook & Speevak Sladowski,
2013; Gottlieb & Gillespie, 2008; Joseph & Skinner, 2012).
Serious leisure, are chosen leisure activities that enhance
personal growth (Gallant et al., 2013). Community health
and social service collaborations which enable volunteers
to interact in meaningful ways with older adults with art
as the medium, was shown to contribute towards per-
sonal growth of both the older adult participants and the
volunteers. As related work demonstrates, local non-
profit community organizations that have home-visiting
volunteers are ideally situated to be part of a circle of care
with primary care and home care providers (MacLeod,
Skinner & Low, 2012). Home-visiting volunteers can help
support aging in place, so long as adequate resources are
directed to their support and communication with the
formal health and social care providers.

In closing, the findings from our examination of the
Visible Voices program point to the potential of extend-
ing the reach of participatory arts interventions, which
have been largely confined to group settings in urban
areas or within institutions (Moody & Phinney, 2012;
Stickley & Hui, 2012; White, 2009). The findings illus-
trate the importance of the relationship between the
volunteer and the participant where social engage-
ment, creativity, and self-expression were nurtured.
Supported volunteer expressive arts sessions and other
health promotion activities could supplement locally
provided informal and formal home care services tra-
ditionally rationed for health care and activities of daily
living, without dramatically increasing the cost to gov-
ernment, (Markle-Reid et al., 2013), while providing an
opportunity for meaningful interactions near the end
of life. As municipalities, regional health authorities,
home care, public health, and primary care providers
are being called upon to contribute to “age friendly
communities” (Public Health Agency of Canada [PHAC],
2007), the arts and arts-based research should be part
of a comprehensive approach that can be used specifi-
cally to address social inclusion and participation, civic
participation, community support, and communication.
To this end, we note that art is now considered a deter-
minant of health by some (Lander & Graham-Pole,
2008) and that the National Collaborating Centre of
Determinants of Health has been part of an encour-
aging movement of artists, policy makers, health, and
social service providers, educators, and researchers
that are advancing arts-based research methods and
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interventions to promote health (Tesch & Hansen, 2013).
“Arts and health” researchers and practitioners in
Canada and internationally have the opportunity to
learn from successful community-based expressive
arts interventions targeted at both the individual and
community levels to enhance the well-being of vulner-
able people and vulnerable communities (White, 2009;
Stuckey & Nobel, 2010).
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