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ABSTRACT  

Background 

The WHO report on ageing highlighted that the number of older people worldwide is increasing. Long 
term care facilities (LTCFs) have become a common feature for providing and meeting the health and 
social care needs of these older populations in many countries around the world. Focusing on the 
basic human needs, there is a lack of stimulating activities, for older persons in LTC’s. This is 
especially relevant in times of limited resources, when nursing staff in nursing homes tend to focus 
on physical needs than on psychological or emotional needs. However, activities involving arts or 
creativity are recognized as an instrument to support people with dementia, have known benefits for 
residents with dementia and for those providing care. Therefore, exploring and developing an 
understanding of interventions based on art, music and open space for enriching LTCFs is needed.  

Method 

During 2019 a leading group of academics from Austria, Brazil, the Netherlands and UK, met at an 
international workshop held in Sao Paulo state, Brazil. This workshop was organized under the 
international LOTUS consortium (Developing an International Collaborative Network to Study Long 
Term Care Institutions). During the workshop a number of key themes and interest areas emerged. 
One theme and mutual interest was the use of arts, music and open spaces within LTCFs with an 
opportunity to share knowledge and discussion of its relevance to LTCFs in the countries 
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represented. We share a few examples that the attendees discussed as demonstrating how arts 
could be more mainstream as a means to engage residents in their daily activities.   

Results 

In Austria, two public photo exhibitions held within a LTCF has been utilized to stimulate and engage 
residents. Groups of 4 to 5 residents were invited to take part in a session with a professional 
photographer, where the residents themselves volunteered to be the model. In Brazil a museum 
project incorporated a music experience, through the use of archived instruments and photos. And in 
2011, based on the need to motivate residents in the activities proposed in Brazilian LTCFs, a project 
called the “Cooking Workshop” was developed. In UK observations found that 62% of residents, did 
not access the garden. In addition, no garden-specific activities, such as lawn-mowing, sweeping 
leaves, gardening, were observed. 

Discussion 

Our reflections on how arts, as a broad medium, has been incorporated or offered within LTCFs 
enabled the group to begin to understand some fundamental differences in how arts, music and 
outdoor space are viewed as an essential offering or as an addition to existing health and social care 
provision.  For example, in Brazil the provision and use of open spaces is a central cultural 
requirement where residents and staff would freely utilize this space compared to the UK where 
often garden or outdoor spaces is seen as an ‘ad hoc’ negotiated space to visit by residents and 
relatives. It is clear from our discussions that arts in all forms can be incorporated into LTCFs as good 
practice for simulating and engaging residents but best approaches and the value of its use is often 
lacking in the planning for such activities and is not widely used.  

Keywords: older people, long term care, music intervention, art intervention, gardening, 

outdoor space, Brazil, UK, Austria 
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BACKGROUND 

The WHO report on ageing highlighted that the number of older people worldwide is increasing and 
as a consequence this leads to an increased risk of many health disorders [1]. With a growing 
recognition that diagnosed dementia cases are set to grow to a predicted 130 million globally in the 
year 2050 [2]. Long term care facilities (LTCFs) have become a common feature for providing and 
meeting the health and social care needs of these older populations in many countries around the 
world. LTCFs in this paper are defined according to Sanford et al. [3] - due to the different scientific 
and regional backgrounds of the engaged researchers “nursing homes” was too narrow and 
therefore we decided to use the term LTCF.  

In the UK, there are approximately 420,000 residents in long LTCFs [4] with the majority over the age 
of 85 and up to 80% with a dementia diagnosis [5], approximately 6% of the whole population. 
Austria, with a total population of 8.9 million, has about 90,000 people resident in 870 LTCFs (1%) in 
50% public, 25% private for-profit, 25% non-profit homes [6]. This compares to Brazil with a 
population of over 209 million and estimates of only 117,000 recorded as living in registered LTCFs 
(0.06%), of which only 78,000 residents are accredited to SUS (the Brazilian Unified Health System) 
and the total number of institutionalized people, if the index of 1% of the overall elderly population is 
maintained, should reach around 300,000 Brazilians [7].  The population is ageing in all three 
countries, at different rates and if different stages of demographic transition. This means ever more 
people are likely to be living with co-morbidities and polypharmacy (at least 4 medicine or more).  
Health policies are aimed at supporting independent living, and so those living in LTCFs tend to be 
older and more reliant upon others for their health and social care needs, including social 
interactions.   

Interventions focusing on art, music and outdoor space in LTCFs 

Stimulating activity is a basic human need, yet there is a lack of stimulating activities for older 
persons in LTCs [8]. This is especially likely in times and settings with limited resources, when nursing 
staff in LTCFs  tend to prioritize physical needs over psychological or emotional needs [9].  
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However, activities involving arts or creativity are recognized as an instrument to support people 
with dementia [10]. Furthermore art interventions offer a non-pharmacological intervention to have 
known benefits for residents with dementia [11] for those providing care and their resident 
interactions [10-12]. For example, studies show that music can improve memory, mood and general 
recognition of the residents [13, 14].  

Bestetti (2014) reasoned that the physical environment is intimately associated with the emotional 
and physical health of those living in it[15]. When older people live in good environmental 
conditions, autonomy, independence, self-esteem and subjective well-being will increase, in turn 
influencing quality of life. Tesch-Roemer and Wahl (2016) corroborate this idea when they highlight 
the need for environmental strategies and resources that use compensatory and optimizing devices 
to maintain autonomy and well-being through proposals for successful aging [16]. Specific factors for 
enrichment of environments are for example aesthetic attractiveness or stimulus to the senses [17].  

Design guidance for LTCFs for older people suggests that access to a well-designed garden space has 
potential to enhance the functioning, wellbeing and quality of life of residents, many of whom will be 
living with dementia [18,19]. Garden spaces can provide a range of opportunities which support 
personal identity including, relief from the indoor environment, sensory stimulation, socialization, 
privacy, autonomy and control, exercise and engagement in valued meaningful occupation [20-22]. 
Additionally, outdoor bright light exposure may positively affect disrupted circadian rhythms [23] and 
increase vitamin D production[24]. 

Summarized, several studies have shown the benefits of art, music and open space interventions in 
LTCFs. However, we aim to develop a deeper understanding of interventions based on art, music and 
open space for enriching LTCFs by sharing different examples from Austria, Brazil and UK. 

 

METHOD 

The LOTUS consortium (Developing an International Collaborative Network to Study Long 

Term Care Institutions) is an international research collaboration between Austria, Brazil, 

the Netherlands and UK (https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X0gjl3Rl7-

moDxeQ54nDeGYRV3htBwIJ/view) aiming to share expertise through research that 

develops a greater understanding of LTCFs. The included scientists have expertise in 

conducting research in LTCF and hold close collaborations with LTCFs in their respective 

country. Therefore, these scientists can stimulate international comparisons between 

LTCFs in Austria, Brazil, the Netherlands and UK, which on the long run can lead to 

identifying similarities and differences, that can be used as staring points in future 

international collaborative projects.  
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This initiative was financed through the Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF). A 

workshop was held in April 2019 including more than 40 individuals from across multi-

disciplinary interest areas (e.g. social science, architecture, gerontology, geriatrics, 

nursing research, physio therapy). During the workshop a number of key themes and 

interest areas emerged [25]. 

The morning of the first day of the workshop aimed to get a better understanding on 

LTCFs in Austria, Brazil, the Netherlands and UK. It initially focused on the number of 

LTCFs, number of people living in LTCFs, characteristics of people living in LTCFs such as 

age, co-morbidities, average length of time people live in LTCFs.  In the afternoon, 

smaller groups discussed specific issues with LTCFs in Brazil and Europe. As an example, 

one group discussed staff training, another one funding and quality regulation within 

LTCFs in Brazil and Europe.  

The second day aimed to share expertise and exchange ideas on delivering services and 

conducting research in LTCFs. Specific presentations were focusing on benchmarking in 

LTCFs and how such benchmarking initiatives can be used for research and quality 

improvement projects. In the afternoon, LTCFs were discussed as a place for conducting 

research, with specific examples such as the Living Lab Model [26] or how to engage 

LTCF staff as experts in research. Another session was held focusing on applied research 

in LTC in Brazil such as music therapy, communication and digital narratives and mobile 

technology applied in the context of LTCFs. In the afternoon again small groups 

discussed about developing an international research LTCF network or how to use 

benchmarking as a focus for research and development in Brazil. 

Day three focused on different session, of which one interest group focused on engaging 

with residents in LTCFs. Within our themed workshop, several examples of utilizing arts, 

music and use of open spaces within LTCFs were discussed. The following sections 

provide some examples using such approaches in Austria, Brazil and the UK that the 

authors at the LOTUS consortium discussed. 

RESULTS 

Multidisciplinary example from Austria 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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In Austria, an example where arts had been utilized to stimulate and engage residents relates to two 
public photo exhibitions held within a LTCF for which consultation and consent was received by 
residents to take part in this innovative approach. Groups of 4 to 5 residents were invited to take 
part in a session with a professional photographer, where the residents themselves volunteered to 
be the model.  

The aim for using imaginary was to initiate discussion amongst carers, family, residents and members 
of the public about the past experiences and previous roles in society of the residents as well as an 
enjoyable and fun experience for the participants.  Such dialogue was used to foster thoughts about 
seeing more than the ‘old person’ and think about them and their lived stories.  

The first public exhibition took place from in 2014 and the second exhibition in 2017 and each 
exhibition lasted for 3 months. 

The first public exhibition was called “residents of the nursing home”. The pictures were based on 
the individual history of the resident, including for e.g. their former jobs or hobbies (Picture 1).  

Picture 1: Picture from the photo exhibition “residents of the nursing home” 

 

Multidisciplinary Brazilian approach  
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The project “À Roda dos Objetos” (Around Objects) propose interactions with citizens aged over 60 
to work with art and cultural objects (Picture 2) housed in several local museums [27].  

 

Picture 2: Picture from the project “À Roda dos Objetos” 

 

A written informed consent of all participating residents was obtained. This project, that took place 
in 2018, focused on residents’ memories, their cultural and diverse heritage and life experiences. 
Within the Brazilian culture there is a strong tradition for cooking and a background in agriculture 
(e.g. sugar and coffee). So, linking to the senses was used to provide possible links for the residents 
to engage. Using sugar and coffee historical production in local heritage and linking this to the senses 
enabled all residents, regardless of capacity or disability, to engage in this project. The museum 
project also incorporated a music experience, through the use of archived instruments and photos. 
Several different Brazilian musical styles such as “serestas”, (serenade in English), were incorporated 
into the intervention.  

The museum interventions were piloted in two LTCFs and two day-care centres in Itu - São Paulo. 
Each interactive intervention had between eight and fifteen people attending each week along with a 
weekly excursion to the museum over a 2-month period.  

In 2011, based on the need to motivate residents who demonstrated isolation in social settings and 
lack of engagement in the activities proposed in LTCFs, a project called the “Cooking Workshop” was 
developed (Picture 3). A written informed consent of all participating residents was obtained. It was 
based on a resident choice of recipes, which was discussed with family members. There were 
discussions to define which recipe would be produced in three meetings, one per week. The first 
would be shared with a relative, the second with friends and the third with visiting children. The 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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exchange of experiences and autonomy delegated to the participants showed an approximation 
among residents and strengthening significant ties. 

Picture 3: Picture from the cooking workshop 

 

Use of open spaces in LTCFs – a UK case study 

Whilst it is supposed that most LTCF settings in UK possess a garden or outdoor space of some sort, it 
is not clear if these are used, how frequently and for what purposes. Against this backdrop, a study 
“Rehabilitation for Outdoor Activities and Mobility (ROAM) study” [28] set out to understand the 
circumstances under which UK residents used the garden or outdoor spaces at their LTCFs in three 
study sites.  

Using a questionnaire with staff they were able to report that 84% of residents were considered to 
need supervision/assistance to access the garden space and 68% of their residents with outside 
mobility. In addition, observations found that 62% of residents, did not access the garden. No 
garden-specific activities, such as lawn-mowing, sweeping leaves, gardening, were observed. Findings 
from the observational part of the study confirmed that residents were more likely to visit outside if 
an activity coordinator was present and the weather was sunny and warm. Whilst some care staff 
supported residents to move outside, they rarely remained in the garden to support individual or 
group participation. Lack of time due to basic routines was reported to be the main constraint. In 
addition, a focus group, comprising team leaders, care workers and activity coordinators was 
conducted in each LTCFs and confirmed that staff reasoning about supporting outdoor use was 
characterized by risk aversion, which was partly a consequence of organizational and building design 
constraints.  

Risk averse and negative attitudes about the influence and impact of less than optimal weather or 
cooler outdoor temperatures on residents were widespread and resulted in outdoor opportunities 
being restricted to periods of sunshine and warm temperatures. Overall, it was concluded that many 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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UK residents are being denied year-round opportunities to use gardens and outdoor spaces as an 
unintended consequence of the prevailing social structures in the LTC context.  

There were some strong parallels with a study conducted in 17 LTCFs in England and Wales by 
landscape gardeners [29]. They found out, that the LTCF culture was significantly more influential for 
outdoor engagement than the visual appeal and design of the gardens. They asserted that the single 
most important factor in shaping residents having a meaningful interaction in the garden was the 
person with them. It was suggested that in the LTCF with a relationship-centered care ethos, outdoor 
engagement was perceived as part of everyone’s role. This was reported to be far more contingent 
upon organizational mindset and culture than financial resources and staffing.  

DISCUSSION 

This paper reported selected interventions using arts, music, and open spaces for enriching LTCFs. 
One intervention focused on professional photo exhibition, in which residents were the models 
aiming to initiate discussion amongst carers, family, and members of the public about the 
experiences and previous roles in society of the residents as well as an enjoyable and fun experience 
for the participants. The second example used the Brazilian tradition for cooking, the agriculture 
background in sugar and coffee as well as a music experience for linking these senses in order to 
enable participation of residents independent of their cognitive status. The third example is aimed at 
UK residents and their use of outdoor space in LTCFs.  

Focusing on the professional photo exhibition, there are several other international projects that 
used professional photography in LTCFs. As an example the “Moments in Moonah” project, aimed to 
understanding of the role of photography and other artefacts in the lives of older people who have 
transitioned into aged care, and to show that photographs can help residents wellbeing during and 
after the move into LTCFs [30]. Another project used the participatory visual method of photo voice, 
to explore the everyday experience of the residents and to understand what is central to them. Three 
main themes emerged in this study: friendships, leisure activities, excursions, and the beauty in the 
local natural environment. Last but not least another project in Austria was “Working artistically with 
very elderly people” between 2005 and 2017 [31]. One main strength of this project is that it is 
feasible, without large scale funding. So improving the wellbeing of residents through photography 
and the engagement in such projects should be facilitated.  

However, we have to mention, that our Austrian example in this paper was practice based and 
therefore not scientifically evaluated. This is in line with other authors that state that evidence base 
for the arts and dementia is limited and art intervention studies are often small and lacking robust 
methodology [32]. 

The second example in this paper used cooking, smell, taste and music as interventions for enriching 
LTCFs. Within the framework of art interventions [32,33], e.g. cooking is incorporated in the 
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complementary art dimension and music can be incorporated into the art form. Cooking as an art 
intervention, might be a relatively new concept. However, in 2003 a clinical trial investigated the 
effect of a recreational therapy cooking program for older adults with dementia and disturbing 
behaviors [34]. This trial resulted in a significant improvement in levels of both apathy and agitation 
[34].  

The example of using outdoor space from UK, shows several drawbacks, when using outdoor space in 
UK. This is interesting, as Brazilian colleagues, explained, that outdoor space as one important area 
for residents in LTCFs. This might be explained, by climate differences between Brazil and UK. As the 
influence and impact of less than optimal weather or cooler outdoor temperatures on residents were 
one major aspect, why outdoor space was seldom used in UK.  

On the other side one major aspect in UK, why outdoor space was not used, was that the majority of 
the residents were needed supervision/assistance to access the garden space and with outside 
mobility. This is interesting, as the authors of this papers also visited Brazilian LTCFs, in which the 
outdoor space, was highly frequented even though the majority of the streets were not wheelchair 
friendly or even freely accessible for residents with mobility limitations. Another point that have to 
be discussed, is that no garden-specific activities, such as lawn-mowing, sweeping leaves, gardening, 
were observed in the UK example. This is despite the propensity that many older generations may 
have previously accessed their own gardens and enjoyed the opportunity for fresh air enjoyment of 
their own garden space. 

 

This is in contrast to the Austrian experience, were gardening or sweeping leaves in LTCFs is 
voluntarily done by residents. For example, one resident is responsible for taking care of the care 
home flowers and another may be responsible for the garden produce such as harvesting and 
tending to the tomatoes or even feeding any chickens who may also live at the care home. This is an 
everyday task regardless of the resident’s cognitive impairment as a way to encourage interaction 
and some routine into resident’s days.  

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Whilst there is much work to do to increase the knowledge and thinking about using arts, music and 
improved access to open spaces within LTCFs there is some cause for celebration. Social media and 
practice-focused newsletters and publications reveal an increasing number of garden-focused 
projects being implemented directly by LTC organizations in the UK and health and social care 
practitioners are well-placed to support these endeavors. In our group discussion we were keen to 
explore initiatives that were organically developed within the LTCF setting.  

What our discussion highlighted is that within an Austrian as well as Brazilian context such 
approaches are often not reported in the academic literature mainly due to these often been 
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integrated into everyday activities for residents regardless of funding constraints. Indeed it was 
highlighted that an understanding and mapping of any research activities performed within Brazilian 
LTCFs would be helpful to help to understand research gaps and future priority areas [35].  

There was evidence of a cultural difference between Brazil and a European approach whereby arts, 
music and the wider use of open space may be witnessed within LTCFs. Larger scale resourcing for 
any activities is not evident in any of the countries we discussed despite the known advantages for 
resident’s wellbeing. We agreed that exploring these dimensions within our different LTCF settings 
was enlightening and moving forward there was opportunities for mutual sharing of activities 
stemming from an arts-based approach that could engage residents. In terms of increasing the 
priority of art, music and outdoor engagement in LTCFs, there are lessons to be learned from our 
international colleagues where art, music and outdoor interventions are utilized more frequently and 
are much more common place and a feature within the daily living for residents [36]. 

These international and multidisciplinary examples should stimulate LTC researchers, managers as 
well as other staff to think more broadly about incorporating arts, music and improved use of 
outdoor space into daily LTC practice.  
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