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Abstract 

The Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival has evolved over the last 10 years into one of the 

ǁŽƌůĚ͛Ɛ ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĞǀĞŶƚƐ͕ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ ƚŚĂŶ ϯϬ͕ϬϬϬ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĞĂĐŚ ǇĞĂƌ͘ TŚĞ ŵŽĚĞů ŽĨ 
the festival will be outlined and the evolution traced over three distinct phases: from its inception as 

an anti-stigma campaign, to a broad-based social movement harnessing grassroots activism, and 

finally, to achieving international reach and artistic recognition. The first phase details the inception 

and early incarnations of the festival, building upon AlůƉŽƌƚ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŵŽĚĞů ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ 
effective way to reduce stigma is through positive personal contact with someone in a valued social 

role. The learning demonstrated that the festival could achieve large-scale reach among the most 

marginalized communities and increase positive perceptions and intentions among audience 

members. As the festival evolved into its second phase, artists and activists began to develop events 

and grassroots partnerships throughout Scotland. A feature of the festival at this stage, as people 

ǁŝƚŚ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĚŝĂŐŶŽƐĞƐ ǁŽƌŬĞĚ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ͕ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŶǇ ĞǀĞŶƚƐ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ͞ŵĞŶƚĂů 
ŚĞĂůƚŚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͟ ŝŶ Ă ďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ƐĞŶƐĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ůĞĚ ŵĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŝŶǀŽůǀĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞĨƌĂŵĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŝĚĞĂƐ ŽĨ 
mental health and illness. The third phase explores the impact of the festival at a broader social 

level.  

Introduction  

The last two decades have seen an increasing global understanding of the detrimental roles stigma 

and discrimination play as barriers to accessing mental health services and as impediments to 

recovery and the community inclusion of persons with mental illnesses (Corrigan & Watson, 2002). 

In 2001, the Scottish Government had developed a national program for improving mental health, 

titled Towards a Mentally Flourishing Scotland, which aimed to challenge stigma associated with 

mental illness and promote positive mental health for the population (Scottish Government, 2009). 

However, in 2008, a review was published highlighting only limited improvements in public 

attitudes, particularly among low income and minority ethnic communities (Health Scotland, 2008). 

As one response to these findings, we envisaged that the arts could play a role in embedding these 

existing public mental health campaigns more effectively at the individual and community level. The 

concept for the Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival arose through this need to identify new 

ways to campaign against mental health stigma and discrimination.  

The Festival founders had developed community work based upon AllƉŽƌƚ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϱϰͿ ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ 
hypothesis, which argues that the most effective way to reduce stigma is through positive contact 

ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƉĞƌƉĞƚƌĂƚŽƌƐ ŽĨ ƉƌĞũƵĚŝĐĞ͘ BƵŝůĚŝŶŐ ŽŶ AůůƉŽƌƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ͕ ǁĞ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ 
a Festival might provide a platform for this contact in a safe and meaningful way, at a scale that 

could make a significant difference. We hoped that as audiences attended arts events exploring 

mental health in various ways, they would have the opportunity to positively engage with people 

with lived experience of mental ill health who were occupying valued social roles. This could be 

either indirectly, through watching a performance or film, or directly, by engaging in discussions with 

artists and experts. This process was intended to have the effect of instigating positive change in 



audience perspectives about, and behavior toward, people who experience mental health 

conditions.  

This article explores key elements of the Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival, which has 

evolved over tŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ϭϬ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŝŶƚŽ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛Ɛ ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĞǀĞŶƚƐ͕ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ŵŽƌĞ 
than 30,000 people each year. The model of the festival will be outlined and the evolution traced 

over three distinct phases: from its inception as an anti-stigma campaign, to a broad-based social 

movement harnessing grassroots activism, and finally, to achieving international reach and artistic 

recognition.  

Phase one: Getting started  

The first Festival took place in October 2007, led by the Mental Health Foundation and supported by 

“ĞĞ MĞ͕ “ĐŽƚůĂŶĚ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵ ƚŽ ĞŶĚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ƐƚŝŐŵĂ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ NĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
Health Service. We began in two regions, Glasgow and Lanarkshire, which encompass some of the 

highest areas of poverty and health inequalities in western Europe. The Festival was scheduled to 

coincide with World Mental Health Day (WMHD), enabling organizers to take advantage of increased 

interest in mental health around that date. Although WMHD is a significant global event, aimed at 

raising awareness of mental health issues, it focuses on mental health education and advocacy like 

the vast majority of mental health campaigns (World Federation for Mental Health, 2010). Although 

we felt that this was a very important approach we believed that it could risk oversimplifying mental 

health issues that more often than not are complex and contested concepts. We believed in the 

need for a more nuanced exploration of such issues that would be possible through the arts. In this 

way, the Festival could become a focus for campaigning around this date in Scotland, offering people 

the opportunity to explore mental health in a more engaging and emotive way.  

The Festival was initially conceived as a weekend of film to be held in Glasgow but grew in that first 

year into a 2-week long event developed alongside multiple partners, supported by a network of 

more than 40 organizations from the arts, public, community, and voluntary sectors. The program 

featured around 40 events encompassing film, theatre, comedy, concerts, community events, 

debates, discussions, and workshops. As a whole, the Festival explored the multifaceted relationship 

between mental health and creativity, and all events in the program took as their theme the 

relationship between mental health and artistic inspiration. It was important from the outset that 

every effort was made to keep events accessible. Available data at that time showed that arts 

attendance was considerably lower among citizens from ethnic minorities, areas of socioeconomic 

deprivation, or who were older (Scottish Arts Council, 2008). Therefore, all events were either free 

or very low cost, reducing one of the main barriers to engagement with the arts, and many were 

jointly developed and promoted in partnership with community organizations.  

EǀĞŶ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƉŚĂƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ͕ ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŵĂĚĞ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĂŝŵƐ ƚŚĂƚ 
would be expanded on in the years that followed. It was always an ambition to create connections 

across diverse segments of society, and this led to events that brought together people with lived 

experience of mental health issues, artists, academics, activists, and experts, through moving 

conversations and insights into mental health. The Festival also sought to develop audiences for the 

arts and mental health in Scotland, encouraging artists with lived experience to participate and lead 

events. Our explicit aim in this was to promote understanding and recovery, as well as to reduce 

self-stigma, and develop and market events that would appeal to people interested in mental health 

issues but who do not normally participate in the arts. To ensure credibility within the art world, it 

was also important that the Festival focused on its artistic output, embedding the creation of new 

work.  



The first Festival surpassed initial expectations, not only in terms of the number and diversity of 

events that were programed, but also the impact that it had (Quinn, Shulman, Knifton, & Byrne, 

2011). Our primary goals at this stage were to influence the public and the media as the sources of 

stigma. We aimed to reduce public prejudice by attracting large and diverse audiences and having a 

positive impact upon their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. Additionally, we hoped to positively 

influence media reporting to gain wider social impact. An early body of research on audience impact 

was very encouraging. A study of audience impact was undertaken combining quantitative and 

qualitative approaches to explore changes to knowledge, attitudes, and behavioral intent, with more 

than 400 attenders at 20 events (Quinn et al., 2011). This study showed that the audiences had a 

broad range of views before attending and that events consistently increased positive attitudes, 

ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĐĂƉĂďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ƚŽ ƌĞĐŽǀĞƌ͘ 
However, what also emerged was that an arts event could reinforce pre-existing prejudice and 

beliefs about dangerousness if it did not include meaningful contributions from people with lived 

ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŝůů ŚĞĂůƚŚ͘ TŚŝƐ ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞƐ AůůƉŽƌƚ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϱϰͿ ŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƐŝƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƌŽůĞ ŽĨ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů 
contact in prejudice reduction, in that contact itself is not sufficient but that it should be in the 

context of equal status, personal interaction, and meaningful, collaborative activity.  

The second ambition, to positively influence media reporting, stemmed directly from an earlier 

study of media reporting of mental health in the years preceding the festival by Knifton and Quinn 

(2008). This study analyzed trends in media coverage of mental health in the early years of the 

national program for mental health and found that traditional media lobbying approaches had been 

broadly successful in reducing negative reporting of people with mental health conditions as 

dangerous. However, this had been achieved at the cost of reducing overall coverage of mental 

health, including a reduction in positive representations of people with mental health conditions as 

partners, parents, employees, and so on. This was a source of real concern, and it was hoped that 

the Festival might create a rich source of news-worthy, engaging, and positive stories for journalists 

and media to cover to help to counter this trend. Coverage in print and social media was extremely 

high in the early years. Events that involved Scottish artists and celebrities, especially musicians who 

ŚĂĚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĚŝĂ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ Ăƚ Ă ƚŝŵĞ ǁŚĞŶ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ 
stories about mental health were rare. However, though coverage was positive, it also included 

discussion about some of the challenges that the Festival would face in the future, questioning how 

sustainable an arts event that focused solely on a stigmatized issue like mental health really was. 

Was it possible to explore mental health in a complex and realistic way, moving away from popular 

and easily romanticized notions about the relationship between mental health and creativity, 

without alienating audiences? For example, Phil Miller, arts correspondent at the national 

newspaper The Herald, wrote:  

It will be interesting to see whether the Festival leads to its ambitious aims: a wider 

discussion of mental health issues in society. But it would be good to see, perhaps in its 

second incarnation next year, a direct approach taken to analysing the mysteries and 

complexities of the human mind that produce art in all its facets. But it will not be easy. The 

truth might be, in more than one way, too painful. (Miller, 2007)  

Despite these underlying concerns, the first Festival received highly positive response from artists, 

audiences, and potential partners. It was clear that people really welcomed a new approach to 

mental health campaigning, particularly those with lived experience themselves and also artists, and 

organizers who believed that there was tremendous potential for development but mindful of the 

ethical issues involved (Knifton, Quinn, Inglis, & Byrne, 2009). Over the next few years, regions 

throughout Scotland would become involved and a grassroots social movement would emerge. 



Having been originally intended as a weekend of film and discussion, focusing on reducing mental 

health stigma and discrimination, the Festival had begun to evolve into a substantive and fully 

national arts event, exploring mental health in its broadest sense.  

Phase two: Developing a social movement  

During its second phase of development, the Festival expanded its reach and engagement with 

communities throughout Scotland. Our hope was to develop a social movement through art. From 

2008, thĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ǇĞĂƌ͕ ĞǆƚĞŶsive work was carried out to harness and mobilize the energy 

of mental health groups throughout the country, providing an outlet to explore new creative 

approaches to campaigning.  

CŽƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͞ŚƵď-and-ƐƉŽŬĞ͟ ŵŽĚĞů  

Regional networks were developed, allowing hundreds of new partners and grassroots organizations 

to become involved, a process that enabled the Festival to scale up in a way that was sustainable 

and organic. Resource constraints played a part in the thinking behind this approach, given that the 

Festival had a modest budget and relied on a small team of part-time staff, but this model also 

helped to establish the ethos of a social movement. In its second year, the Festival programed 

events across five regions in Scotland. By the end of its second phase, it was active in 17 regions 

covering virtually the entire country, from the major cities to the Highlands and Islands, with annual 

attendance of more than 15,000.  

TŚĞƐĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚƐ ƌĞƐƵůƚĞĚ ŝŶ Ă ƵŶŝƋƵĞ ͞ŚƵď-and-ƐƉŽŬĞ͟ ƉůĂŶŶŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵŝŶŐ ŵŽĚĞů͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ 
ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ Ă ŬĞǇ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů ƚŽĚĂǇ͘ BĂƐĞĚ ŝŶ GůĂƐŐŽǁ͕ “ĐŽƚůĂŶĚ͛Ɛ ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ ĐŝƚǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƌĞ ƚĞĂŵ 
manages the Festival as a whole, programming a series of headline events in multiple art forms and 

providing support to satellite regional planning groups across the country. These groups are given 

responsibility for programming in their regions, with the freedom to fundraise and program events, 

enabling them to respond to the needs of their communities and target local audiences in a way that 

would not be possible if managed centrally. Events are then combined by the core team and 

promoted as a single national program, ensuring that every event, regardless of its scale or budget, 

benefits to some extent frŽŵ ŵĞĚŝĂ ĂŶĚ ŵĂƌŬĞƚŝŶŐ ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶƐ ĐĂƌƌŝĞĚ ŽƵƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ĐŽƌĞ 
team. The success of this hub-and-spoke model has depended on building broad alliances with 

individuals and organizations throughout Scotland. Regional planning groups involve people from 

various disciplines and backgrounds, including artists, activists, public and voluntary sector 

organizations, National Health Service bodies, academics, and people with lived experience of 

mental ill health.  

The hub-and-spoke model is centered on cocuration and coproduction with communities across 

Scotland, ensuring that lived experience informs all aspects of the programming, which is essential 

ƚŽ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ Ăŝŵ ŽĨ ƉƌŽducing arts events that represent the broad range of mental health 

identities that exist in Scotland. By providing a platform for people with lived experience to be 

heard, the Festival helps to instill a strong sense of ownership over the program and empowers 

organizers to create events that will resonate with the communities they are hoping to reach. This 

ĐŽĐƵƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĐŽƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŵŽĚĞů ǁĂƐ ĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂů ƚŽ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ƉŚĂƐĞ͘ 
Studies have indicated that the Festival reaches people with lived experience of mental ill health, 

people from low- income households and Black and minority ethnic communities particularly 

effectively, with all three groups represented in higher proportions in Festival audiences than are 

present in the Scottish population (Inglis, Knifton, Quinn, Dougal, & Byrne, 2011). The Festival has 

also been shown to engage people that do not typically participate in the arts in high numbers 



(Scottish Arts Council, 2008), as well as people that national mental health campaigns often struggle 

to reach (Myers et al., 2009). Furthermore, research suggests ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐ ŝŶ ƌĞĂĐŚŝŶŐ 
these marginalized groups can be attributed to the model that has been established. By playing a 

direct role in programming and developing events, communities have been able to shape their local 

Festival program to address their own concerns and build on the work that local services are already 

carrying out. This has ensured that even niche events have the capability to attract audiences in 

meaningful ways and in sufficient numbers.  

As is the case with many social movements, there have been some challenges with the hub-and-

spoke model. The individuals and organizations involved can have different motivations for taking 

part, and contrasting ideas about what the Festival represents and its artistic output. Although it is 

important that this is managed carefully, it can also provide an important source of creative tension, 

ensuring that the team remains constantly mindful of the complexity of mental health, and the 

issues with which it is inextricably entangled. The Festival has always provided an opportunity to 

celebrate individuality, while contributing to the wider ambitions of a national collective. To 

ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ŝƐ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ŶŽŶŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĐĂů ĂƐ ĨĂƌ ĂƐ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂůůǇ 
achievable, ensuring that everyone is involved in decision making, through open meetings and 

regular communication, on a regional and national level. Managing the Festival in this way therefore 

ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƐ Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ŽĨ ͞ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌŝŶŐ͟ ;KƵƚƚŶĞƌ͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͘  

Artistic impact and impact on artists  

During its second phase, the Festival also placed further focus on programming high profile events, 

in partnership with established and emerging artists and arts organizations. These events were 

balanced with community-led events in the program and often selected to complement grassroots 

activities. There was a particular emphasis on supporting events that would tour to multiple areas, 

providing an important thread to connect work taking place across different regions, and ensuring 

that audiences in regions with limited arts provision benefited from higher standards of arts 

programming.  

Instead of commissioning new work during this phase, the Festival focused on curating and 

supporting existing work, which matched its ethos, while facilitating complementary discussion 

events. Artists were encouraged to develop new work exploring mental health issues, and the 

Festival often provided assistance with funding applications to support projects. However, at this 

time, the core team did not seek arts funding for the Festival overall, not wishing to take funding 

away from other arts organizations while its primary objectives remained in social justice. Decisions 

to support rather than commission work were also rooted in the FestiǀĂů͛Ɛ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞŵĂŝŶ ĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂůůǇ 
sustainable, particularly during a period of public funding cuts. We operated on a relatively small 

budget that was largely made up of funding from public bodies, particularly in the health sector.  

One unexpected result of the Festival during this phase of artistic development has been the impact 

it had on many of the artists that were involved, on a personal and professional level. By 

coproducing events as well as performing to, and engaging in discussions with, new audiences, 

artists were able to gain a better understanding of the inherent complexity in representing mental 

health in creative work, as well as the emotional responses that can be generated when this is done 

effectively. Choreographer Emma Jayne Park, who has toured four productions in more than eight 

ǇĞĂƌƐ ĂŶĚ ŝƐ ŶŽǁ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞ ĂƌƚŝƐƚ͕ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŝŶ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ƚŚŝƐ ǁŽƌŬ ŚĂƐ 
had on her own career:  



My [festival] work spans from working in mental health centres and touring work to 

audiences [both] familiar with dance and not familiar with dance ͙͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ ŵĞ ƚŽ 
some very forward thinking people who really promote mental health as mental health, not 

ũƵƐƚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ΀ŝůůŶĞƐƐ΁͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ŚƵŐĞ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĞĂƐǇ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ĐĂƵŐŚƚ ƵƉ ŝŶ ŵĞĚŝĂ Ɛtereotypes ͙ 
whereas being part of the Festival has shown me time and time again how complicated the 

conversations are, and tŚĂƚ ŝƚ͛Ɛ OK ƚŽ ďĞ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ĐŽŵplicated conversation. (E. J. Park, 

personal communication, November 4, 2016)  

The Festival has also played a role in promoting recovery for artists, as well as many of the activists 

and staff members who have been involved over the years. Being involved in an event that is 

explicitly about mental health has the potential to enhance positive identities and create 

opportunities to address self-stigma and openly explore issues relating to mental health that they 

may only have explored implicitly through their artistic practice. Glasgow-based musician Duglas T. 

Stewart, who has been involved in the Festival since its first year, described in an interview how the 

Festival has aided his own recovery:  

[The Festival] has allowed me to use some of the most difficult aspects of my adult life for a 

positive, to find a positive way of making sense [of them] through sharing them with other 

ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ƋƵŝƚĞ ĞŵƉŽǁĞƌŝŶŐ ͙ I think a lot of people who have mental health 

ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ĨĞĞůŝŶŐ ŽĨ ŚĞůƉůĞƐƐŶĞƐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŵĂŬĞ ǇŽƵ ĨĞĞů ŚĞůƉůĞƐƐ͘ YŽƵ ũƵƐƚ ĨĞĞů 
΀ůŝŬĞ ǇŽƵ͛ǀĞ΁ ŐŽƚ Ă ǀŽŝĐĞ ĂŶĚ ŚŽƉĞĨƵůůǇ ŶŽƚ ũƵƐƚ Ă ǀŽŝĐĞ ƚŽ ǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨ ďƵƚ ŚŽƉĞĨƵůůǇ Ă ǀŽŝĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ 
for yourself and for other people going through similar sorts of things. (D. T. Stewart, 

personal communication, November 4, 2016)  

The sociopolitical context  

During this phase, the Festival was having a substantial impact across public life. At a policy level, its 

unique hub-and-spoke model was presented as an example of innovation in international forums 

ƌĂŶŐŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ EƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ “ĐŽƚƚŝƐŚ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚƌĂŶƐĂƚůĂŶƚŝĐ ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ 
conferences. Nationally, it was being supported by national mental health programs and was 

recognized by the Scottish Parliament. The Festival was also being recognized by national arts bodies 

and arts companies, who cited it as a key partner in fulfilling their public purposes, and it had also 

begun to have an impact on cultural life in Scotland.  

This coincided with an overall trend within Scotland towards using the arts to instigate social change. 

Social issues are embedded into ambitions set out by Creative Scotland, the national development 

agency for the arts in Scotland, in Unlocking Potential, Embracing Ambition (2014Ϳ͘ AŶĚ͕ “ĐŽƚůĂŶĚ͛Ɛ 
progressive political environment has offered a supportive context for a range of social justice 

festivals to engage with the arts. This has enabled the Festival to explore mental health in the 

context of wider social issues, including poverty, gender, sexuality, race, and migration. This explicit 

acknowledgment of the intersectionality of identities, and multiple discriminations, has become one 

of the most powerful dimensions of the Festival, given that these issues have been shown to have a 

significant impact on mental health inequities and quality of life for people who experience long-

term mental health conditions. However, when expanding the scope of the Festival to encompass 

these intersecting issues, it has been important that mental health remains the core concern.  

Phase three: Mainstreaming mental health  

Although the Festival had instigated the creation of a distinct body of valuable artistic work, and was 

resonating with broad and diverse audiences, we felt that it had further potential for using the arts 

to instigate a greater change in main-stream cultural thinking about mental health. The goal of more 



recent phases was to become a fixture in the mainstream Scottish cultural calendar in a way that it 

never has been before. We have sought to do this by three linked approaches: expanding from an 

annual event into a year-round arts program, enhancing our reputation for supporting the 

development of high quality artistic work, and by formally developing an international outlook and 

partnerships.  

This progress has been recognized, and to a great extent made possible, through the receipt of core 

arts funding from Creative Scotland, the national development agency for the arts, and an 

investment in two new posts to develop arts and film programming, respectively, during the Festival 

ŝƚƐĞůĨ ĂŶĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǇĞĂƌ͘ TŚĞƐĞ ƉŽƐƚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂů ŝŶ ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ 
approach to programming. The arts lead has extensive experience and a long-standing presence in 

the arts in Scotland, having previously worked as group arts editor at Scotsman Publications, one of 

ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ ŵŽƐƚ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶƚŝĂů ŵĞĚŝĂ ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ ƚhe film lead is a film producer with 

numerous credits to his name and strong connections within the industry. Equally significantly, both 

combine this professional experience with lived experience of mental health issues, giving them an 

enhanced personal connection to what the Festival is trying to do, and greater insight into the 

challenges associated with bringing stigmatized conditions into the public eye. Speaking about the 

role, the arts lead said:  

I͛ǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ĚĞƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĂŶǆŝĞƚǇ ĨŽƌ ŽǀĞƌ 20 years, and this is the first 

ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂů ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ I͛ǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŝŶ ǁŚĞƌĞ I͛ǀĞ ĨĞůƚ I ĐŽƵůĚ ƚĂůŬ ŽƉĞŶůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ 
ǁŽƌƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ƚŚŝŶŬ I ǁĂƐŶ͛ƚ ƵƉ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ũŽď͘ IĨ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ͕ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƐĞĞŵ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ 
makes me more qualified to do it, and ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐ͘ WŚĞŶ I͛ŵ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĂƌƚŝƐƚƐ ǁŚŽ ĂƌĞ 
living with mental illness and want to make work about it, it certainly helps create a bond of 

trust ͙ I feel empowered but I also feel angry at the negative attitudes we still encounter, 

and protective towards this festival and all the people involved in it ͙ ͘ I͛ŵ ŝŶǀĞƐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ŝƚ ŝŶ Ă 
way that feels incredibly personal. (A. Eaton-Lewis, personal communication, November 4, 

2016)  

In recent years, there has been a focus on developing a program arts events throughout the year. 

Many of the events that have been established as a result of this are focused on audience 

development, enabling the Festival to reach people and explore mental health issues outside of the 

context of the annual event. However, more significantly, the majority of these events are also 

aimed at developing connections with the artistic and health communities in Scotland and further 

ĂĨŝĞůĚ͕ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ǀŝĞǁ ƚŽ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵŝŶŐ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͘ AŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ 
year-round activities includes A Gala for Mental Health, a showcase event at the Edinburgh Festival 

FƌŝŶŐĞ ;ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛Ɛ ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ ĂƌƚƐ ĨĞƐƚŝǀĂůƐͿ͘ WĞ ĂƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ĐƵƌĂƚŝŶŐ ͞ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ͟ ƐƚƌĂŶĚƐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ 
ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ U͘K͛͘Ɛ ŵĂũŽƌ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů Ĩŝůŵ ĨĞƐƚŝǀĂůƐ ƚŚĂƚ enable us to reach different audiences and 

artists.  

In addition to simply developing connections, the Festival has made a concerted effort to support 

the development and exhibition of brand new artistic work. By commissioning new artistic work and 

proactively seeking relevant work that can be supported from an early stage, the Festival is starting 

to fulfill an increasingly important role in artistic life in Scotland. Not only is it providing a platform 

for increasingly high-profile artists with lived experience of mental health to produce related work, 

but it is also able to provide increased guidance for best practices in representing mental health 

through the arts, while remaining conscious of protecting artistic freedom. As an example, in 2016, 

the Festival commissioned Ă ƉůĂǇ ĂďŽƵƚ PŝŶŬ FůŽǇĚ͛Ɛ ŽƌŝŐinal frontman Syd Barrett, whose 

experiences with mental health issues had been well documented but problematically represented 

in popular culture. Using our experience in the arts and mental health, the Festival team was able to 



play a key role in shaping the script, providing guidance on how to sensiƚŝǀĞůǇ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇ BĂƌƌĞƚƚ͛Ɛ 
ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ͕ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŝƚ ƚŚĞ ƉůĂǇ͛Ɛ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ƌĞůǇŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƐƚŝŐŵĂƚŝǌŝŶŐ 
representations. As a result, the půĂǇ͛Ɛ ŵĞŶƚĂů ŚĞĂůƚŚ ƚŚĞŵĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝǀĞůǇ ĂŶĚ 
positively in the media, while the high-profile nature of the subject matter resulted in U.K.-wide 

coverage:  

No-ŽŶĞ ĐĂŶ ƐĂǇ ĨŽƌ ƐƵƌĞ ǁŚǇ BĂƌƌĞƚƚ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ƚŚĞ ͞ĐƌĂǌǇ ĚŝĂŵŽŶĚ͟ ĂĐŚŝŶŐůǇ ĞǀŽŬĞĚ ŝŶ Ă 
subseƋƵĞŶƚ PŝŶŬ FůŽǇĚ ĂŶƚŚĞŵ͘ WĂƐ ŚĞ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ŵĞŶƚĂůůǇ ŝůů ďĞĨŽƌĞ ŚĞ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ƚŚĞ ďĂŶĚ͛Ɛ 
lead guitarist/singer and songwriter? Did the repetitive stress of touring the same material ʹ 

plus the stress of coming up with new hits ʹ push him to distance himself through 

increasingly wilful behaviour? Or was it ingesting copious amounts of LSD that sent his 

highly-coloured view of the world into overload? (Brennan, 2016)  

TŚĞ ĨŝŶĂů ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ FĞƐƚŝǀĂů͛Ɛ ƚŚŝƌĚ ƉŚĂƐe of development is its increasingly international outlook. 

Approaches to building relationships with artists, arts organizations and other arts festivals have 

been extended to those operating outside Scotland and the United Kingdom. The Festival is 

currently involved in a number of projects that transcend national boundaries, including working 

with a group of similar festivals based in other countries to create a European network of mental 

health festivals, providing opportunities for exchanging ideas and developing joint programming 

opportunities. The FestivĂů͛Ɛ IŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů Fŝůŵ CŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝŽŶ ŚĂƐ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ Ϯ ǇĞĂƌƐ͕ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƚŚĞ 
primary source for film curation for the main program, giving international filmmakers concerned 

with mental health issues added incentive to connect with the Festival and become ambassadors for 

the movement within their own countries. In 2016, more than 1,500 films were submitted from 

more than 100 countries. Inviting filmmakers to present their work at the Festival has also led to 

valuable discussions about global mental health identities, contexts, and perspectives, increasing 

empathy among Scottish audiences, leading to shared understanding and changing ideas about 

mental health.  

Discussion  

Arts and social movements  

Reflecting upon the evolution of the festival over the last decade, we would suggest that the 

achievements are not unique in the context of social movements more widely but are an important 

development in the context of mental health. Many social movements use the arts to achieve their 

goals because it can result in clear outcomes that are necessary, but also because it can challenge 

deeply embedded and culturally reinforced prejudice. Adams (2002) in her article on arts in social 

movements highlights not only that this is an under-researched area but also reveals the ways in 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌƚƐ ĂƌĞ ƵƐĞĚ ĨŽƌ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ƌĂŶŐŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ƉƌŽĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ͕ ƚŽ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶƐ͕ 
through to gospel singing in the civil rights movement. Art plays important roles across social 

movements such as framing the issues to the wider community, shaping media coverage, proposing 

solutions, attracting resources, generating emotional engagement, mobilizing support, and 

mobilizing protest. These are all aspects that we can very directly relate to, though in many cases 

this has not been planned but has emerged in the course of our development. We would also 

suggest that the arts have enabled us to make connections across social movements (where mental 

health can often be marginalized), to be subversive, and to foster opportunities for empowerment 

for people who have been excluded. It is to this aspect that we will turn our attentions in the next 

stages of research and development. Although there are many parallels in relation to the use of arts 

in social movements, we feel that mental health has a particularly powerful and distinct relationship 

with art. This derives not only from deep-seated beliefs about mental health and creativity, but also 



from the fact that we all have mental health identities that the arts can help surface through 

emotion.  

Tensions  

The biggest challenge that the Festival will continue to face in its third phase of development is the 

need to balance artistic development with our enduring commitment to the hub-and-spoke model 

of community coprogramming and coproduction. Given the success of this model, it is vital that the 

ongoing work does not undermine this. Marginalized groups, including people with lived experience 

of mental health issues, can feel excluded by mainstream arts organizations and those who are 

perceived to represent high culture, so it is vital that the Festival continues to involve people at the 

grassroots level. As the Festival aims to increase its artistic integrity, it is also important that existing 

audiences are still able to access events by ensuring that they remain affordable and relevant to the 

communities in which they are produced. And as the Festival continues to reach out internationally, 

it must ensure that it maintains its Scottish identity, responding to local mental health needs as well 

as to the wider context.  

As the Festival continues to rely on public funding, historically from the health sector and local 

authorities but increasingly from the arts sector, there will be challenges in terms of contesting the 

social processes in which funding bodies are embedded. To navigate these structures, the Festival is 

continually required to redefine the work that it is doing using fixed definitions of what constitutes 

the arts and mental health campaigns. When the Festival curates complex, even abstract, arts 

projects, and this is coupled with inherent issues in terms of measuring the impact of arts events in 

general, it may prove increasingly difficult to allocate its public money set aside for health. 

Conversely, if it is unable to justify its existence as an arts festival in its own right, it may not be able 

to continue to attract core arts funding. Given the continued pressure on public funding, these 

challenges are likely to be on going for the foreseeable future.  
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