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Abstract
The pandemic has resulted in increased levels of depression and anxiety worldwide. There is conflicting research on the relationship between creativity and mental health. Research exploring the experiences of female visual artists is limited. This study explores the experiences of artistic creativity and mental health amongst female visual artists specialising in the discipline of painting during the pandemic. Six female visual artists participated in semi – structured interviews. Thematic Analysis of data revealed 6 key themes: power of art, gift of time, blossoming of creativity, positive life changes, environmental factors and loss of opportunities. Findings indicate that creativity had a therapeutical effect by facilitating escape from negativity, maintaining positive mindset, triggering positive feelings and shifting existential meaning. Time gained during the pandemic was a catalyst for creative flourishing. Further research is required to explore experiences of creativity and mental health amongst artists with diagnosed mental illness during the pandemic.








Introduction
Art is one of the defining characteristics of the human species (Morris – Kay, 2010). Creative artists make valuable cultural and intellectual contribution to society by generating innovative ideas, objects, and products (Sternberg & Kaufman, 2018; Thys et al., 2013). Defining art has been challenging, however most definitions agree on the importance of aesthetics which enhance human perception of the surrounding world through the use of imagery (Layton, 1991). Therefore, art should be created with the intention to be aesthetically pleasing, rather than only pragmatically functional (Haselberger, 1961).
Lubart et al. (2015) proposed a multidimensional approach to creativity suggesting that creativity depends on cognitive factors, personality, feelings, motivation and environmental stimuli. One of the key components underpinning creativity is intrinsic motivation which has an impact on the levels of involvement and intensity of the creative process (Fischer et al., 2019 Benedek et al., 2020). Creativity is also influenced by affective states (David, 2009), however there is an ongoing debate regarding the effect of positive and negative mood on creativity. The relationship between mood and creativity may depend on contextual factors (De Dreu et al., 2008; Baas et al., 2008). Additionally, external factors, such as living conditions, work environment and social context also play a role in creativity (Amabile & Pillemer, 2012). Csikszentmihalyi (1998) proposed that creativity does not happen in a person’s head but that it is a result of the interaction between a person, a social system and a cultural system and all these three components must be in synchrony for artistic creativity to occur.
 The outbreak of the covid pandemic has had an impact on all of the factors mentioned above, it affected emotions, motivation, mental wellbeing, social interactions, working environment and lifestyle (Bu et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020; Zabelina et al., 2021). The pandemic has undoubtfully been a time of a very close interaction between a personality, a social system, a cultural system and the events occurring in the external world. Therefore, the pandemic presents a unique opportunity to explore the experiences of the interplay between creativity and mental health amongst visual artists. 
Covid – 19 and Mental Health
The coronavirus pandemic has had a profound direct and indirect impact on all aspects of society. The outbreak of the virus resulted in increased levels of anxiety and depression, due to unprecedented levels of stress caused by social isolation (WHO, 2022) and triggered feelings of panic, anger and helplessness (Wang et al., 2020). According to Van Tilburg et al. (2021), emotional and social loneliness increased significantly during the pandemic due to personal loss and an unfulfilled need for professional support. Shortage of mental health resources and financial instability resulted in insufficient access to mental health services globally. This highlighted the urgent requirement to explore new interventions that could alleviate low mood and reduce the risk of mental health issues (Holmes et al., 2020).
 Art interventions are associated with healing and recovery of psychological and somatic conditions (Samaritter, 2018; Mastandrea et al., 2019). In the past, Arts on Prescription (AoP) programs have been designed to enhance recovery from mild and moderate depression (Bungay & Clift, 2010). According to research, active involvement in creative tasks has many positive effects, such as enhancement of well – being and quality of life (Cohen et al., 2006; Greaves & Farbus, 2006), higher levels of empowerment and improvement in mental health and social inclusion (Hacking et al., 2008). Therefore, creativity contributes to the health of the individual and the wider community. Furthermore, according to existing research, unusual and unexpected events which affect pre – existing schemas contribute to the development of artistic creativity (Damian & Simonton, 2014; 2015).
 This study aims to explore the impact of artistic creativity on mental health during the pandemic and therefore, the findings of this study can make a meaningful contribution to the current understanding of the value of art - based therapy. The World Health Organisation distinguished five key areas necessary for mental health recovery: healthy public policy, supportive environment, strengthening communities, development of personal skills and encouraging health services to apply preventive and promotive approach. As emphasised by Anthony (1993), mental health recovery involves overcoming obstacles encountered during the journey to well – being and finding a way to live a meaningful and fulfilling life. In light of this research, the current study explores if artistic creativity has therapeutic and a preventive effect by forming a protective buffer from the development of depressive mood, negative affect, stress and unpleasant feelings of loneliness.
Creativity and Mental Health
Anxiety and depression.
Although empirical evidence provides little consensus about the impact of depression on creativity, previous findings indicate a significant relationship between the two. Creative artists are perceived as a high – risk group for mental health issues and more severe illness including depression, schizophrenia and substance abuse (Jamison, 1989; Taylor, 2017). According to Ludwig (1995), 59 – 77% of artists experience mental illness and they are five times more likely to be diagnosed with mood and bipolar disorders than the general population. These findings were supported by a longitudinal study conducted by Kyaga et al., (2013) showing that creative artists are treated from mental health illness more often than non – artists. Furthermore, research suggest that female artists experience higher levels of depression and low mood than male artists (Kaufman & Bear, 2002; Albert, 2015). According to Kuyken et al. (2015) this may be caused by gender inequality, sexual and domestic violence and high levels of stress caused by the pressure to maintain a professional career while fulfilling domestic responsibilities and raising a family. Physiological differences such as sex hormones and a weaker HPA axis response to stress may also play a part in the increased levels of depression and anxiety amongst the female population (Li & Graham, 2017). 
Dreu et al. (2021) found that the association between negative mood and creativity during the pandemic was mediated by rumination and that the trigger of creativity depends on the type of mood arousal. Similarly, Tsai et al. (2013) found that creative ideation is dependent on the intensity of arousal rather than emotional valence of the mood. The results of the study showed that creativity is increased by a high mood arousal (anger, elation) rather than a low mood arousal (depression, calm). However, these findings are contrary to other research indicating that high levels of depression are associated with high levels of creativity (Jamison et al., 1980; Runco, 1999; Baas et al., 2008; Damian & Simonton, 2015; Xu et al., 2021). 
The impact of low mood on the quality of produced artwork is also debated. Some research supports the theory that low mood increases the originality of creative ideation (Rahimi & Sabahi, 2019) while other studies indicated that low mood and distress can be detrimental to the quality of produced artwork. Graddy & Lieberman (2018) found that art painted during the year following a traumatic experience is less often included in significant art collections. Similarly, in a qualitative study conducted by Ginis (2022), eminent female artists reported that severe mental illness was detrimental to their creativity by reducing the levels of motivation, productivity and professional participation. Furthermore, the participants perspectives were aligned with research suggesting that creativity is more associated with positive affect and psychological wellbeing, rather than with mental suffering.  Therefore, the exploration of the relationship between mental health and creativity during the pandemic attempts to provide further clarification of the inconsistencies regarding interplay between mood and creativity.
Loneliness and social isolation.
The pandemic presents a unique opportunity to examine the impact of loneliness on creativity and mental health. The physical absence of other people has been associated with increased feeling of loneliness. Perlman & Peplau (1981) defined loneliness as a negative affective experience which results from the perceived absence of social interaction. Loneliness leads to increased risk for heart disorders, depression and suicide (Leigh – Hunt et al., 2017), with older adults being more affected due to the declining health and prioritising meaningful social relationships in life (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2007).
 However, time alone is also often perceived as a positive experience and spending time alone is often a choice (Lay et al., 2019). Furthermore, research indicates that time alone is reported as important (Madden & Rainie, 2015) and that the lack of it is detrimental to psychological well – being (Coplan et al., 2019).  Time alone is reported to form a refuge from the responsibilities and pressures of everyday life, it restores focus, energy and facilitates rest and reflection (Ost Mor et al., 2020). 
Time alone can be especially meaningful and required by artists who are generally assumed to be introverts (Gotz, 1973). According to Jung (1923), artists are introverted, intuitive and exhibit tendencies to neurosis. In comparison to extraverts, introverts place more emphasis on their inner world (Hills & Argyle 2001; Jung 1928). Therefore, the feeling of loneliness may primarily depend on emotionality rather than on social interactions (Hills & Argyle 2001). Gotz & Gotz (1973) conducted a study examining the differences in the levels of introversion, extraversion and neuroticism amongst gifted and ungifted art students. The findings revealed that both introversion and neuroticism were significantly higher amongst gifted art students. Furthermore, Gubler et al. (2021) examined how loneliness and well – being were impacted by personality and emotional regulation. The findings indicated that introverts engaging in maladaptive cognitive strategies such as rumination and negative mindset increased the level of loneliness. 
According to Pauly et al. (2021) creativity may influence the experience of time alone. The study found that participants felt less lonely on days when they engaged in creativity more than usual during the pandemic. The results are aligned with previous research indicating that enjoyable activities such as creativity during alone time reduced ruminative thinking (Takano et al., 2013) which is associated with negative solitary experiences (Lay et al., 2019). Similarly, Persem et al. (2022) conducted a study exploring the impact of lockdown and the pandemic on everyday creativity. The results showed that the main factors impacting creativity included affect, available time, individual conditions of lockdown and social isolation. The analyses revealed that participants experienced an increase in creativity in comparison with their engagement in creative tasks prior to the pandemic. However, more research in this area is required as these studies examined the relationship between time alone and every - day creativity rather than artistic creativity. 
Therefore, a key area of interest in this study is to explore the experiences of social isolation and loneliness during the pandemic to gain an understanding of the impact of the pandemic on creativity and mental health.
Therapeutic Power of Art
According to Ludwig (1992) many artists suffering from mental illness had a traumatic childhood which they transformed into an emotional source for creativity in later life. Engagement in creative process can facilitate cognitive processing of traumatic events and reduce stress levels (Chiang, 2019). Research indicates that engagement in creative process improves mental health and positive affect (Pannells & Claxton, 2008; Dolan & Metcalf, 2012; Conner et al., 2016), supports psychological adjustment (Russ, 1999), increases happiness (Ceci & Kumar, 2016) and life satisfaction (Conner et al., 2018; Tan et al., 2019). Fisher & Specht (1999) conducted a qualitative exploration of creativity and successful aging. Participants reflected on the impact of creativity on maintaining positive attitude, active lifestyle, personal growth and increased life satisfaction.
 Ginis et al. (2022) explored the link between creativity and mental illness amongst eminent visual female artists. The findings indicate that creativity had therapeutic effects and that it facilitated post-traumatic growth. Furthermore, the participants reported that engagement in a creative process has also a cathartic effect by promoting the processing and expression of psychological suffering. The ability to transform pain into art was referred to as solace and entering flow states provided a refuge from mental or physical pain (Ginis et al., 2022). 
Flow.
Flow provides flashes of “intense living” (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1997) and it refers to a psychological state which involves intense focus and complete involvement in an enjoyable activity. Research suggests that the maintenance of good mental health can promote full engagement in the creative process and easier attainment of flow states, without the distraction caused by mental suffering (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2018). The state of flow is also characterised by altered perception of time, where time seems to pass slower or faster than it does in reality and the increased focus on the performed task helps in banishing negative thoughts or feelings (Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi., 2022).  The concept of flow emerged out of qualitative interviews exploring the experiences during various activities that were going well such as visual art, music, sport and writing (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). The benefits of entering flow states include an internal sense of control, improved psychological well-being and a feeling of freedom (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2018). These findings are also aligned with other research indicating that engagement in visual art can be restorative following traumatic experiences, that it promotes the creation of meaning, resolves emotional chaos and reinstates a sense of control (Richman, 2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk130158851]Reynolds & Prior (2006) conducted a qualitative study exploring the experiences of flow amongst females living with cancer who engaged in visual art. All participants referred to intense concentration and being absorbed in their creative process which in turn helped in banishing intrusive and negative thoughts. The participants also reflected on reduced awareness of their health problems, pain or the external environment during the experience of flow. Furthermore, the results showed that participants developed new skills which helped them maintain a positive identity despite deteriorating health. The participants also reflected on a sense of achievement derived from the produced artwork and a sense of control and autonomy. The creation of art was the only sphere of life which the participants could do something about. The study concluded that experiences of flow had therapeutical value for the participants who lived with cancer in helping to block out negative thoughts and worrying. 
Based on these findings, this study aims to explore if creativity and flow offered a similar solace and escape from negative thoughts during the covid pandemic and whether engagement in creativity during the traumatic events of the pandemic was restorative and therapeutic. 
Time & Existential Meaning
The covid pandemic has forced involuntary downshifting worldwide. Downshifting is defined as seeking a more meaningful life by decreasing life pressures such as time devoted to work and increasing time spent with friends and family, more engagement in personal development and meaningful activities such as science, art, philosophy, sport and political activism (Levy, 2005). Although western society has become wealthier in recent years, the rise in living standards does not correspond with the overall levels of happiness (Easterbrook, 2003).
Chen at al. (2020) conducted a study comparing the differences between the primary source and the significance of life meaning before and after the pandemic. The findings revealed that during the pandemic people were more focused on living a simpler life and the emphasis on other meanings, such as wealth and social standards, were reduced. The findings showed that during traumatic events, people try to focus on achieving goals and making life – meaning efforts in order to alleviate negative thoughts or emotions, regain psychological balance and improved sense of meaning. 
Similarly, Fisher & Specht (1999) conducted a qualitative exploration of creativity and successful aging. The findings showed that creativity fosters positive attitude, maintains active lifestyle, promotes personal growth and increases life satisfaction. The findings of the study also revealed a connection between creativity, sense of purpose and hope. 
Based on these findings, the current study aims to explore if creativity facilitated psychological healing during the pandemic and whether the unexpected times of the pandemic fostered the development of creativity and altered life and creative meaning. 
Research Questions and Rationale
The ongoing debate regarding mental health and creativity highlights the requirement for further research which would challenge the romantic myth regarding the impact of suffering on creativity in the visual arts. The increase in isolation, depression and anxiety during the pandemic presents a unique opportunity to gain a nuanced understanding of the interplay between creativity and mental health. Furthermore, this study explores the individual experiences of the therapeutic power of art.
Most research exploring artistic eminency is male orientated (Miller, 2016; Gorrill, 2020) and female visual artists have been continuously underrepresented (Ginnis et al., 2022). Therefore, the current study focuses on the experiences of female visual artists only to acquire an in-depth understanding of the issues specific to female artists in order to support their growth, wellbeing and artistic development (Blehar, 2006). Relatively a small number of studies employed the method of in – depth retrospective interviews with female artists (Sosniak, 2006) and previous research has been predominantly historiometric or biographical in nature (Simonton, 2016). 
The research question in this study aims to explore the experiences of creativity and mental health amongst female visual artists during the covid pandemic. There are two key areas of interest: firstly, the impact of creativity on mental health during the pandemic and secondly the impact of mental health on creativity. The research aims to explore whether creativity formed a protecting cushion from mental health issues (low mood, depression, anxiety, loneliness) and whether engagement in a creative process had therapeutic and cathartic benefits. Another area of interest relates to changes in the creative process and quality of produced artwork due to increased time alone during the pandemic.  The two specific research questions in the study are as follows:
1. What was the impact of creativity on mental health amongst female visual artists during the pandemic?
2. What was the impact of the pandemic on artistic creativity amongst female visual artists? 



Method
Participants
The sample consists of 6 female visual artists engaged in the discipline of painting who publish, exhibit, and sell their artwork. The names of the participants have been replaced with pseudonyms and the participants are referred to as: Niamh (45), Jane (68), Leigh (61), Hannah (56), Orla (46) and Mae (50). The participants’ place of residence varied between: Republic of Ireland (2), Northern Ireland (2), Scotland (1) and England (1). The chosen sample size facilitated a collection of rich and saturated data. Data saturation is defined as the point in data collection and analysis when any new information introduces little change. According to previous research, 94% of high frequency codes are identified within the first 6 interviews (Guest et al., 2006). 
Due to the qualitative nature of the research, a purposive sampling method was employed. The purposive sampling method was based on the participants’ capacity to provide rich data relevant to the topic of this study, as recommended in previous research (Vasileiou et al., 2018). The inclusion criteria consisted of age (over 18), gender (female), availability to participate in an interview (in person or remotely) and the absence of medical diagnosis of severe mental health illness. Participation in the study was voluntary and no reward was offered.
The selection and recruitment of the participants was conducted by the researcher. The research advertisement was published on a Facebook page of a prime non – profit open art platform featuring the artwork of over 830 artists. Permission to publish the research advertisement was obtained from the group administrator. Furthermore, the invitation to participation was included in a monthly newsletter distributed via email by the administrator of the platform. Additionally, the research advertisement was shared on private Facebook and Instagram pages and re–shared by friends and followers. The researcher is a visual artist, therefore the access to the sample was possible due to the researcher’s awareness of existing art platforms. To avoid a conflict of interest, none of the participants had a close professional or personal relationship with the researcher. Participants were advised that they could gain access to the completed research paper in due course.
Design
The topic of the study is under – researched and there are no valid quantitative instruments that can measure individual experiences related to artistic creativity. Therefore, a qualitative approach was chosen to facilitate the exploration of experiences of the intricate interplay between social isolation, creativity, and mental health. All participants completed an interview designed to elicit information about their experiences with creativity during the pandemic. The flexibility of the interview format allowed for the development of spontaneous conversational threads that contributed to the richness of the collected data.  One interview was conducted in - person in a public location selected by the participant. 5 interviews took place remotely using the Zoom application. All interviews lasted between 35 and 45 minutes. 
Interviews consisted of open-ended questions and prompts (planned and unplanned) to obtain a rich data. The questions started as broad probes and were subsequently narrowed down to discuss more specific topics. Two primary topics were probed: 1) the impact of creativity on mental health during the pandemic; 2) the impact of social isolation and the pandemic on creativity. The interviews were conducted by the researcher and the participant alone. The topics discussed covered a variety of experiences related to artistic creativity, mental health, isolation, pandemic, existential meaning, creative flow and the value of time. All interviews were recorded (audio and/or video) and transcribed by the researcher. The transcripts formed the data – set for analysis. Thematic Analysis with inductive and semantic approach was conducted in Microsoft Excel.
Materials
[bookmark: _Hlk115469693]All participants received an Information Sheet (Appendix A) and a Consent Form (Appendix B) via email prior to the interviews. The Consent Forms were signed manually and returned via email to the researcher. Following the receipt of signed consent forms, the interviews were scheduled at times convenient for the researcher and participants. The interview schedule (Appendix C) consisting of 9 questions was prepared by the researcher and informed by existing literature and previous research on creativity and mental health. The questions were not shared with the participants prior to the interviews to ensure a spontaneous conversation. The questions were open ended to stimulate a spontaneous and insightful conversation. Some of the questions explored broad experiences of the pandemic and creativity (“Can you tell me about your experiences of the pandemic and creativity?”), while others probed more specific aspects of the link between creativity and the pandemic (“Do you feel that your artwork has changed in any way during the pandemic?”). Due to the nature of the interviews, the expectation was that participants would share their experiences openly, honestly and spontaneously. All participants received a Debrief Sheet (Appendix D) shortly after the completion of the interviews. 
Procedure
The interviews were scheduled upon receipt of signed Consent Forms by the participants. The interviews were preceded by a reminder of the right to confidentiality, consent and withdrawal. Participants were informed of the specific time when the recording device was being turned on and off. All interviews lasted between 30 – 45 minutes and upon completion a Debrief Sheet containing final information about the study was sent to all participants via email.  When the recording was turned off, the researcher also provided a debrief prior to ending of the interviews. One interview conducted in person was audio recorded using an iPhone voice recorder. The remaining five remote interviews were video recorded using the Zoom application and audio recorded using an iPhone voice recorder. Files were transferred to a password and virus protected laptop. Interviews were transcribed by the researcher from the audio files using Microsoft Word. Names, identifiable information, interjections (such as “em” and “hm”) and word repetitions were omitted during the transcription process. Thematic analysis of data was conducted using Microsoft Excel and Word.
Ethical Considerations 
The main sources of ethical guidelines consulted in the research was the PSI Code of Conduct and DBS Ethical Guidelines for Research with Human Participants. The research was approved by the DBS Ethical Committee prior to the commencement of data collection. The data was used solely for the purpose of the research. The identity of all participants was protected and their names were replaced with pseudonyms to ensure privacy and confidentiality. Any potentially identifiable information was removed from the transcripts. Recordings and Consent Forms are stored securely in a password protected folder on a personal laptop with valid anti – virus software. 
Information Sheets and Consent Forms were issued to all participants prior to the interviews. Participants were advised of their right to withdraw in the Information Sheet and verbally, prior to the commencement of the interview. Furthermore, participants were informed that should they experience discomfort during the interviews due to the sensitivity of the topic, the interviews can be paused, stopped, postponed or withdrawn from. 
There was no known risk associated with participation in the study. However, there was a potential risk associated with the sensitive nature of the topic. It is possible that during qualitative interviews, participants could become upset while sharing their experiences. A Debrief Sheet including details of professional support services and contact details of the researcher was issued to all participants. 
Data collected for the purpose of the study will be kept in de – identified form for 5 years as per EU guidelines. 
Data Analysis
This research aimed to gather rich descriptions of the experiences of creativity and mental health during the covid pandemic. The data analysis was guided by Braun & Clarke’s (2006) Thematic Analysis with the application of inductive and semantic approach. This approach enables a qualitative researcher to perform a data driven analysis, without looking for a meaning that is beyond the explicit meaning of the data. This approach was appropriate for the present research as its purpose was to explore individual experiences of female visual artists without shaping the course of the research or searching for specific data that would support a preconceived theory. 
The process of data analysis involved multiple revisions of codes and themes to eliminate the risk of researcher’s bias and to ensure fair representation and analysis of the whole dataset. The analysis progressed from description to interpretation with the aim to theorise about the significance of identified themes in relation to previous research. The thematic analysis employed six decision steps: 1) familiarising with data; 2) initial coding; 3) searching for themes; 4) reviewing themes; 5) defining and naming themes; 6) producing a report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data analysis was conducted using Microsoft Excel.
 In addition, the researcher engaged in a reflexive practice throughout the research in order to increase awareness of subjective biases that might have influenced the decisions during the research process. During qualitative research, it is important for researchers to identify their own judgments and beliefs that may unintentionally influence various phases of the research process. 
The results of this study are exploratory, descriptive and based on the individual experiences of the participants. These experiences are subjective and can be affected by a wide array of factors, therefore caution should be exercised in generalisation and application of the findings obtained in the current study.















Results
Themes Summary
The dataset was analysed using Thematic Analysis with inductive and semantic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis progressed from familiarisation with the data corpus, generating initial codes to identification and refining of themes. The information gathered was extensive and included multiple topics including the role of creativity during the pandemic, changes to the creative process, life changes during the pandemic, existential and creative meaning, lost opportunity, the role of nature and creative space. Due to the complexity of the data, the codes and themes were revised three times to ensure minimised bias and a fair representation of the dataset. 
In summary, thematic analysis revealed six themes: power of art, gift of time, blossoming of creativity, positive life changes, loss of opportunities and environmental factors. The importance and prevalence of themes is illustrated in Table 1. The most prevalent and important themes identified in the study are power of art, blossoming of creativity and gift of time. In the interest of fair representation of the data, all identified themes are reported. The overview of themes is presented in Figure 1.






Figure 1: Overview of Themes and Sub – Themes
[image: ]



Table 1: Prevalence & Importance of Themes. 
	Theme
	Number of Codes
	Theme prevalence
	Theme importance

	Power of Art
	21
	High
	High

	Gift of Time
	9
	High
	High

	Blossoming of Creativity
	9
	High
	High

	Environmental Factors
	6
	Medium
	Medium

	Positive Life Changes
	5
	Low
	Medium

	Opportunity Loss
	4
	Low
	Low


Theme Prevalence: 0-4 codes (low), 4-8 codes (medium), 8 codes and above (high).
Theme 1: Power of Art 
Power of art is the most prevalent theme identified in the dataset with high importance in terms of informing the research questions. The theme consists of three sub – themes: existential meaning, protective barrier and positive experience. The sub – themes include codes indicating positive experiences of creativity and their effect on mental wellbeing, changes to existential meaning and protective power of creativity.  
Sub – theme: protective barrier. 
This sub – theme consists of the following codes: blocking negativity, cocoon, zen, escape from negativity, creative flow and forgetting problems (Figure 2). Participants reported that engagement in creativity during the pandemic formed a protective cushion against negativity triggered by the pandemic. Creativity provided focus and a distraction from the traumatic events, negative news and worrying. Some participants reported that focusing on creativity has   allowed them to block out negativity, while others stated that creativity formed an escape route from negativity which had already entered their mindset:
“Creativity helped me kind of park all the stuff about the pandemic which was very frightening and it helped me kind of almost in the same way that daydreaming helps you forget about problems.” Leigh
Orla expressed that painting facilitated “zoning out” and escaping from the external world into a happy, zen like place, where although she was still conscious, she was able to connect to her higher, spiritual self: 
“When I paint or when I draw, I kind of zone everything out and I just go into that happy, zen place, there is nothing, it’s such a beautiful place because I can hear everybody, I am very conscious there is a world around me but I don’t … it doesn’t really matter, it’s there, it’s definitely…you know that spiritual sense that is your higher self, I feel that’s my higher self when I am painting.” Orla
Niamh described a state of flow, where time passed by unnoticed and immersion in the process of painting eliminated the focus on pandemic related negativity: 
“Especially when I felt I was painting what I wanted to paint, I just really got into the zone, into flow where I just had my little ritual of putting the music on and light my candle, sketch it out and start painting and the hours would just fly by and just felt really happy and that’s when I knew that’s what I should be doing. You are so absorbed in the process and it is such a happy, positive process. You are in the moment, not getting distracted with what’s around you, totally absorbed and it calms you, you feel really happier, more content, peaceful, in the zone.” Niamh
This sub – theme is important in informing the research question as it indicates the preventive and protective characteristics of creativity in relation to mental health during the pandemic. 

Figure 2: Protective Barrier: Sub – Theme CodesSub – Theme: Protective Barrier
Cocoon
Escape from Negativity
Zen
Creative Flow
Forgetting Problems
Blocking Negativity











[bookmark: _Hlk129550933]Table 2: Protective Barrier: Sub – Theme Quotes
	[bookmark: _Hlk129536056][bookmark: _Hlk129549050]Participant
	 
	Quote

	Mae
	
	
“It’s almost so mindful that I feel like I am in a cocoon when I am drawing or painting and if I am having a particularly tough day, I am almost afraid to leave it, to stop what I am doing, leave it and come back to the real world because it just feels so safe being there, like running is, you know? You just have to put one foot in front of the other and remember to breathe, don’t you?”



	Niamh 






Leigh
	
	“It was great to have that to focus on and it was a distraction and it was like, what can I do with my painting? What can I do with my art rather than focusing on the negative. I feel that it would not be good to be focusing on the negative so I was like right, I have to block that out and you know all of the news and media, just turn that off and became more aware of myself, what was important to me, my painting, I even went to the garden and started… you know kind of back to basics rather than whole world and getting drowned in negative and everything is going wrong in the world. So, I suppose the painting lifted me up to not going down that route before it even got there.”

“I know there are other artists that did do that and really used their artwork as an outlet for a lot of those (negative) feelings but I think with mine I was maybe more using it as escape time so I would get away from those feelings.”




Sub – theme: positive experience.
All participants reflected on positive feelings and experiences derived from engagement in painting during the pandemic. This sub – theme is the most prevalent and it consists of a large number of codes (Figure 3), for example: improved mood, positive mindset, happiness and fulfilment. Creativity was described as a form of wealth and a gift which triggered deep feelings of appreciation and a sense of being fortunate:
“I just feel how lucky I was, how really lucky I was to have a gift and to be able to use it and for me to be able to make it through this terrible time.” Jane
Creativity was also referred to as a sanctuary, retreat and a happy place, a space where the participants liked spending time during the pandemic. Orla expressed a feeling of being saved by art during the pandemic, due to a positive focus stemming from the engagement in a creative process: 
“Art saved me. It definitely saved me because it kept me focused. It kept me kind of planning, because I was planning for the Zoom classes or I was planning to do a painting or I was planning to do something and I think without that, I would have really struggled.” Orla
As outlined in Table 3, participants also reported that creativity increased their feelings of happiness, calm and fulfilment. Most participants expressed that painting was a form of therapy during the pandemic which improved mood, brought back good memories, formed a positive focus and cultivated mindfulness. Mae compared the feeling of mindfulness during painting to running and described creativity as a cocoon which afforded safety and protection from the outside world. Orla expressed that when she paints, she connects to her higher self.

Table 3: Positive Experience: Sub – Theme Quotes
	[bookmark: _Hlk129550634]Participant
	
	Quote

	Niamh
	
	
“I suppose I was going through photographs and I was like right, I have a connection to that place and to that memory and I couldn’t go to that place because of restrictions and that’s when I started painting places then because I suppose we couldn’t go to those places and painting them would, I would just remember them and thinking back you know, happy times.”

	Leigh
	
	
“Sitting down and thinking creatively or going out for a walk with the camera, it did help me, things will get better, we’ll get through this and again the weather helped because you know, no matter how bad it was, when the sun was shining then you were seeing the beauty around you and you were thinking creatively you know, but I think, I think if I didn’t have that, it would’ve been a real struggle.”


	Jane
	
	“I have always used it as a therapy for myself, I tell my clients to force themselves to paint, a lot of people won’t paint if they don’t feel the urge but during covid if I felt “no, I don’t want to go there an paint” I’d force myself and then minutes into the process, I’d forgotten that I didn’t want to paint, I was painting away for the next two hours.”


	Niamh
	
	
“I felt more content, happier and fulfilled whenever I had time to paint and if I didn’t then I would have felt that I am missing something.”


	Orla
	
	
“It’s definitely, you know, that spiritual sense that is your higher self, I feel that’s my higher self when I am painting.”


	
	
	



Figure 3: Positive Experience: Sub – Theme CodesSub Theme: Positive Experience 
Mindfulness
Safe Cocoon
Sense of Achievement
Fulfilment
Increased Focus
Increased Focus
Good Memories
Therapy
Positive Mindset
Happiness
Gift
Sanctuary
Higher Self
Improved Mood 



Sub – theme: existential meaning.
The sub – theme existential meaning consists of the following codes: new priorities, creative meaning, sense of purpose and meaning of life (Figure 4). Niamh recalled that engagement in creativity during the pandemic had triggered contemplation on the meaning and shortness of life and on the value of creativity:
“I had my worry about my mother and family members where I couldn’t visit them but I think the painting was a brilliant way for me to put my energy into something positive and like…just to think like life is short, we are only here a small amount of time and I want to make the most of it.” Niamh
As outlined in Table 4, participants also expressed that the pandemic brought on a re – evaluation of the importance of creativity and analyses of their creative, artistic purpose, meaning and direction. Painting was described as a purpose and a reason to get up every morning, despite the difficulties of the pandemic. Some participants expressed that the pandemic had helped them create more from within them, rather than for the purpose of meeting the demands of the external world such as clients and galleries. 
Table 4: Existential Meaning: Sub – Theme Quotes
	[bookmark: _Hlk129553999]Participant
	
	Quote

	Jane
	
	
“I had a purpose every morning, getting up and I was going to walk, I was going to take photographs so I had that sense of purpose so any type of feeling down didn’t seem to enter my life. I think I would have been more affected (by isolation). I mean I am a great reader but I don’t think that would have fulfilled me, no. This, and I thank myself every day that I painted, you know, it’s a wonderful gift.”



	Hannah
	
	“I have learned to do the work for me and I think that is what happened during the pandemic, I was thinking more about me rather than “Well this gallery wants that and that a gallery wants that”. So, I was able to focus back on myself and on things that I wanted to put into my work.”


	Niamh
	
	“At the time when the pandemic just happened it made me just reanalyse what was important and having more time for that just gave me more enjoyment. the pandemic just helped me to have the time and the headspace to think through what was important”.



 




Figure 4: Existential Meaning: Sub – Theme CodesSub – Theme: Existential Meaning
Creative Meaning
New Priorities
Sense of Purpose
Meaning of Life


Theme 2: Gift of Time
	The theme gift of time is the most important theme identified in the dataset, due to its interconnectedness with all the remaining themes. All participants reflected on the positive benefits of time gained during the pandemic, which included a variety of codes (Figure 5) such as: increased creativity, experimenting, increased focus, increased productivity, increased creative freedom, development of creativity, increased confidence, time to think and improved skills. Niamh expressed that time was a key factor during the pandemic, it created a unique opportunity to evaluate the meaning of creativity, as well as its purpose and direction:
“I think time is a huge factor for me with the pandemic and time to think, time to re-evaluate and time to go back to what’s important and creativity being something that wasn’t on in the forefront when you are busy working.” Niamh
 Furthermore, time created unique opportunities for setting up new creative businesses, receiving a bursary award and selling more artwork. This theme is interconnected with several other themes and sub - themes, including positive life changes, blossoming of creativity, existential meaning and power of nature. Time gained during the pandemic was a catalyst for positive changes, creative flourishing, re – evaluation of existential meaning and taking new career steps.
[bookmark: _Hlk129721990]Table 5: Gift of Time: Theme Quotes
	Participant
	
	Quote

	Jane
	
	
“There were no galleries again looking for work, there were no people asking me to do commissions, in isolation I still have my husband there and I have my studio, again, it was a freedom. I know it’s probably not what everybody felt but I did, I had the sense of freedom.”


	Leigh
	
	
“I think coming out of lockdown and really getting the time to devote to painting more and to being around creative people again, I think that has really boosted my confidence in my style.”


	Orla
	
	
“I feel like my line is better because of practice I suppose, because I have practised over that time and you kind of wouldn’t get that time in normal life.”
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Theme 3: Blossoming of Creativity
Theme 3 consists of codes (Figure 6) describing changes to creative process and artwork experienced during the pandemic. The codes include loss of fear, subject change, colour palette change, return of creative joy, increase in creative confidence, style change, skill improvement, experimenting and reduced self–rejection. Participants reported increased levels of creative experimenting, trying out new techniques and using new media. The opportunity to experiment and find new ways of artistic expression reduced self – criticism of produced artwork. Jane reflected on the changes in her choice of subject which became more landscape orientated:
“My choice of subject changed, because of walking and having that freedom to go for walks and I took lots of photographs, which I never did before, I never painted sunrises or landscapes and I did, I got into it, I got a whole series of sunrises and sunsets.” Jane
As outlined in Table 6, Hannah expressed that increased creative experimenting resulted in boosted confidence and a loss of fear associated with the quality of her artwork. Mae reflected on a transition from a realistic to a more abstract and expressive style of painting.  
Table 6: Blossoming of Creativity: Theme Quotes
	Participant
	
	Quote

	Mae
	
	“I got less and less realistic, it’s nearly all abstract now and much more expressive and much bigger.”

	Hannah
	
	
“I think it’s just nice being able to try things out, I think by allowing myself to try things out and almost play and experiment with things, I lost that fear of “oh is it good enough?”

	Leigh
	
	
“I am finding I am very rarely kind of rejecting a painting, because usually, you know, sometimes you get one, it just won’t work, that is happening less and I am finding I am just really getting on with it and I have noticed the joy coming back into the work.”


	
	
	



[image: ]Figure 6: Blossoming of Creativity: Theme Codes






Theme 4: Positive Life Changes
Theme 4 consists of codes referring to positive life changes including: career change, new creative business, financial income, award and publication of artwork (Figure 7). Niamh reflected on her decision to take a career break and concentrate on painting full time:
“Long term, like I have put a plan in place now that from September I am going to take a career break and you know… I just, it gave me a stepping stone, there is still a long way to go, I know that but I feel like I am determined that I want to make it work and I suppose with covid, it made you think, life is short, you don’t have too long, you know.” Niamh
Orla has set up a new creative business during the pandemic. Mae experienced an increase in the sale of artwork which produced higher financial income. Hannah reflected on receiving a bursary award during the pandemic. As presented in Table 7, participants reported that these positive life changes, opportunities, and accomplishments could not have had happened without the pandemic. Mae expressed that she never dreamed of the positive life changes that the pandemic has made possible. 
[bookmark: _Hlk129729195]Table 7: Positive Life Changes: Theme Quotes
	Participant
	
	Quote

	
Mae
	
	
“My art is getting published. There is also some mad stuff going on. It’s just… I never dreamt that such a thing can happen.”

	Hannah
	
	
“I actually applied for a bursary which I was awarded so I was trying to make the best out of a bad situation because we could all sit here and be very negative and fed up with it all and I tried to turn it around. I am not saying that were not times when I was completely fed up and I was like “oh my god”, you know how long is this going to go on? But I just kept going and kept taking baby steps and that’s what helped. Little things came along and I used these, you know just little stepping - stones to keep going.”

	Orla
	
	
“I have kind of set up my own business from that and I wouldn’t have done that if I didn’t have that time and that opportunity, there is no way. Actually, it just made me realise that there is a whole world of opportunities out there with creativity and I think people nowadays are crying out for it. Orla.”




Figure 7: Positive Life Changes: Theme CodesTheme: Positive Life Changes
Publication of Artwork
Award
Financial Income
Career Change
New Business

Theme 5: Environmental Factors
The Environmental Factors theme consists of codes referring to external factors that had an impact on the participants’ creativity during the pandemic. The theme is divided into two sub – themes: power of nature and creative space. 
Sub - theme: power of nature.
The sub - theme power of nature consists of the following codes: inspiration, optimism, sunshine, walking and gardening (Figure 8). Participants reflected on the importance of nature during the pandemic and the effect it had on their mental health and creativity. Time spent near the sea or walks in the forest promoted mindfulness and an appreciation of the natural world and the present moment. Landscape has become a source of creative inspiration and a new subject of artwork produced during the pandemic. Jane reflected on the enjoyment she derived from photographing landscape for creative inspiration:
“It was great because I live near the sea and being able to walk and take photos and then decide to do these paintings, I wouldn’t have that chance again. It was wonderful to be up there 5.30 in the morning, 6.30, seeing the sunrise, with nobody around.” Jane
Hannah expressed that splashes of colour naturally occurring in the surrounding world were an infusion of optimism. This optimism was later included in her artwork in order to bring the positivity to the art viewer. Leigh referred to the value of sunshine that made the pandemic survivable. Nimah shared her thoughts about the importance of returning to basic activities such as gardening and spending time outdoors:
“I feel that it would not be good to be focusing on the negative so I was like right, I have to block that out and you know all of the news and media, just turn that off and became more aware of myself, what was important to me, my painting, I even went to the garden and started… you know… kind of back to basics.” Niamh
This sub – theme is interconnected with the theme gift of time as the time spent outdoors, increased mindfulness and inspiration derived from the landscape was facilitated by time gained during the pandemic and as described by the participants, this would not have happened without the pandemic. 
[bookmark: _Hlk129732687]Table 8: Power of Nature: Sub - Theme Quotes
	Participant
	
	Quote

	Mae
	
	
“One thing that really helped one of our sons was going out for walks every day, so I would take him to the forest or wherever we could get to and it’s just going slower – being able to stop, look and listen, this sort of thing and nature is a very big and the landscape is a very big part of my art.”

	Leigh
	
	
“It was very tough and the only thing that made it survivable was that the weather was good. At least it was sunshine when you did get out for your walk”.

	Hannah
	
	
“You go out and it is a completely grey landscape but I will be the one who spots the bright orange rust on the side of a rusty nail or the little bit of colour in the landscape that we don’t notice all the time or even waking up and there is a different sunrise and I think that is what I was trying to incorporate in my own work, those flashes of colour which you may not always see because you think “oh, it’s raining or grey” but actually you look in the garden and there is still a pop of colour.”




Figure 8: Power of Nature: Sub – Theme CodesSub – Theme: Power of Nature
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Sub – theme: creative space. 
The sub – theme creative space refers to the importance of access to a creative space. The participants described access to a studio as invaluable during the pandemic. This sub – theme consists of the following codes: freedom and retreat (Figure 9). Participants expressed that having access to a free, unrestricted space in their own homes where they could create at any given time promoted creativity and therefore helped endure the pandemic. Home based art studio was described as a retreat and freedom and the best thing to have during the pandemic. 
Table 9: Creative Space: Sub -Theme Quotes
	Participant
	
	Quote

	Jane
	
	“There were no galleries again looking for work, there was no people asking me to do commissions so the isolation….in isolation I still have my husband there and I have my studio, it, again, it was a freedom. I know it’s probably not what everybody felt but I did, I had the sense of freedom.”



	Hannah
	
	“It was the fact that it was the studio all along that kept me going because it’s here, it’s right here, opposite the kitchen and yeah everything is here and I didn’t have to worry that I am paying for a studio I can’t get into, I can’t access anything, what do I do? I could just come in and do whatever I wanted and it was my little retreat. it was a really, really difficult time but I found ways to manage but I think having the studio in my house, that was probably the biggest thing.”




Figure 9: Creative Space: Sub – Theme CodesSub – Theme: Creative Space
Freedom
Retreat

Theme 6: Loss of Opportunities
This theme consists of codes referring to the loss of opportunities experienced during the pandemic (Figure 10). The codes include lost collaboration, lack of art events, leaving an art groups, loss of live art classes and lack of exhibitions. Participants experienced a loss of collaboration with other artists due to the lockdown and isolation. Leigh recalled a general dissolution of art due to a lack of art events and opportunities to exhibit artwork:
“There was a lot of dissolution of art because events that normally happen in the art world, the art fairs and you know, the art in the park, all of those sorts of things weren’t happening and although some of the organisers of the events tried to do things virtually, it all got a bit tired.” Leigh
Hannah recalled leaving an art group to protect herself from the negativity growing within the group. In the absence of art events, participants reported engaging in online art events. However, Leigh expressed that online events and virtual collaboration were not a sufficient replacement. This theme is considered as a theme of low importance in relation to answering the research question, however it is reported to ensure full representation of the dataset. 
Table 10: Loss of Opportunities: Theme Quotes
	Participant
	
	Quote

	Orla
	
	
“I think that it is a huge part of me as an artist, being creative and collaborating and I was like a nightmare not to do that because I think I just had to do it in another way.”


	Jane
	
	“I did miss teaching art.”

	     Hannah
	
	“I was participating in an art group, which I left as the pandemic went on because the people in it were becoming so needy and I felt it was taking us away from… the art group was really helpful at the start during the pandemic because we were able to meet up and then someone decided that we would meet weekly. And at the beginning we were talking about art but as the pandemic wore on these people were like, oh this is wrong, and all the negative things were coming out and I thought, I actually don’t need that so I actually left the group and from leaving the group I found it quite a positive thing because I was able to concentrate on my own stuff.”




Figure 10: Loss of Opportunities: Theme CodesTheme: Loss of Opportunities
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Discussion
The aim of this study was to conduct a qualitative exploration of the experiences of creativity and mental health amongst female visual artists during the pandemic. Thematic Analysis of rich and descriptive data was conducted to inform the following research questions: 1) What was the impact of creativity on mental health amongst female visual artists during the pandemic? and 2) What was the impact of the pandemic on artistic creativity amongst female visual artists? The analysis of data identified the following themes: power of art, gift of time, blossoming of creativity, positive life changes, environmental factors and loss of opportunity. The major findings of the study relate to the three themes identified as high in terms of importance in relation to the research questions: power of art, gift of time and blossoming of creativity. The results are discussed below in the context of pre–existing research on artistic creativity and mental health. 
The power of art was the most prevalent theme identified in this study. One of the key findings revealed the importance of creativity in facilitating an escape from the negativity of the covid pandemic. Participants expressed that without creativity, the difficulties of the pandemic would be much more difficult to endure. The escape from negative and intrusive thoughts was facilitated by entering a state of creative flow, where the sense of passing time was altered. Creativity was also referred to as a sanctuary, safe cocoon, ritual, spiritual experience and an opportunity to connect to one’s higher self. 
The experiences and benefits of flow in the current study are aligned with previous research indicating that benefits of flow include an internal sense of control, improved psychological wellbeing and the feeling of freedom (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 2018). Furthermore, the findings support previous research (Richman, 2014; Ginis et al.,2022) by revealing that artistic creativity can be restorative following the traumatic experiences of the pandemic and that it promotes the creation of meaning, alleviates emotional turmoil and promotes a sense of control. The decreased awareness of the external world, a sense of control and directing energy towards positivity in a world which was flooded by negativity are also aligned with the experiences of females living with cancer in a study conducted by Reynolds & Prior (2006). Furthermore, creativity fostered a sense of purpose and meaning throughout the pandemic which is also aligned with previous findings (Fisher & Specht, 1999). 
The findings in the current study also revealed that the participants re – evaluated their existential meaning during the pandemic and oriented their attention on simpler, more mindful ways of living which in turn resulted in finding renewed creative meaning, purpose and direction. Aligned with previous research (Chen et al., 2020), the current study showed that during the traumatic events of the pandemic, the participants tried to focus on achieving their creative goals in order to banish negative thoughts and improve their sense of life meaning. 
One of the most important findings in the study is the importance and value of time in fostering creativity and maintaining mental health. This theme is interconnected with all remaining themes identified in this study. Time was a catalyst fostering mindfulness, creative purpose, development of skill, creative experimenting, creative freedom, positive mindset and deriving inspiration from nature. A reduction in everyday life pressures facilitated more frequent immersion in a creative process which acted as a source of positivity, safety, joy and happiness. 
These findings are aligned with previous research indicating that time alone is a refuge from the pressures of everyday life and that it facilitates the regaining of focus, energy and reflection (Ost Mor et al., 2020). Most participants reported that painting is a solitary activity and that they did not experience any negative impact of social isolation. Some participants described themselves as introverts and expressed that they would not usually crave the company of others. This is aligned with previous findings indicating that time alone is especially meaningful and needed by artists who are generally assumed to be introverts (Gotz, 1973). However, it is also possible, that social isolation was easier to endure due to the engagement in creativity, rather than due to the participants personality (Pauly et al., 2021; Takano et al., 2013; Lay et al., 2019). Furthermore, all participants expressed that creativity fostered a positive mindset and positive feelings, therefore it reduced ruminative thinking which has been previously shown to be associated with a negative solitary experience (Takano et al., 2013; Lay et al., 2019)
The results also support previous findings showing that during the pandemic, the factors that had the most impact on creativity included affect, available time and individual conditions during the lockdown (Persem et al.,2022). One of the most important individual conditions identified in the current study was the access to creative space which was essential in maintaining creativity by acting as a sanctuary and escape from the negativity of the external world.
Strengths
The findings of the study extend previous work (for example Reynold & Prior, 2006), showing that creativity has a therapeutic effect during difficult life circumstances. The study highlights the importance of creativity in maintaining positive focus, keeping intrusive thoughts at bay and triggering positive feelings and sense of purpose. The homogenous, purposive sample provided rich, descriptive information about the experiences of interplay between creativity and mental health during the pandemic. The study provides an original contribution by capturing the perspectives of female visual artists during the pandemic, based in varied geographical locations including Republic of Ireland, Scotland, Northern Ireland and England. Experiences of this group have not been previously explored in research of this nature. Furthermore, the findings consist of high frequency codes which were possible to identify due to the occurrence of data saturation facilitated by a large sample size. All artists volunteered to participate in the study and did not have a close relationship with the researcher in order to maximise the participants’ openness during the data collection process. Despite these strengths, some limitations of the study should also be considered.
Limitations
The characteristics of the sample in the study present some limitations: all participants were white, female and over the age of 45. Furthermore, all participants were well educated, highly articulated and committed to creativity. The benefits of creativity during the pandemic may vary from the experiences of men, younger people, unemployed people, people from other cultural backgrounds or those who do not engage in artistic creativity with similar level of commitment. Generalisations of results from small samples in qualitative studies are a subject of debate. Some researchers argue that qualitative findings can be generalised with findings being interpreted theoretically, while others emphasise that readers of qualitative studies should make their own judgments in relation to their relevance to their own studies and contexts (Marshal & Rossman, 1995; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).
Future Research
Further research is required to explore if other types of artistic creativity, such as music, creative writing or artistic photography had similar therapeutic effects on artists during the pandemic. Additionally, longitudinal studies would facilitate exploration of the long-term impact of covid on creative development and mental health. Considering the findings indicating the role of time in creative development, experimental and qualitative research is needed to further explore the role that time and reduced life pressures play in enhancing creativity. 
Furthermore, the current research excluded artists who suffer from a diagnosed severe mental illness. Taking into consideration the ongoing debate in literature regarding the relationship between artistic creativity and mental illness, future studies are needed to explore the role artistic creativity played during the pandemic amongst artists who suffer from anxiety, depression, post - traumatic stress disorder and bipolar disorder. Future research is also needed to explore the role that creativity played amongst children during the lockdown. Lastly, the findings can also inform future quantitative or mixed method investigations with larger samples, including male and female artists of various backgrounds and across different age groups. 
Implications and Applications
The findings of this study can be used to develop initiatives that are aimed at enhancing supports available to visual artists in order to improve their mental health, develop creativity and continue enriching society with their artwork. Such initiatives should take into consideration the importance of time and reduced work demands which could be addressed by offering more financial support to artists or employment opportunities across various sectors. The findings captured in this study and previous research support the proposal of WHO to encourage the health services to apply a preventive and promotive approach to the application of creativity. This could be achieved by wider application of art - based therapy to foster mindfulness, positive focus, reduction of negative thoughts and evoking positive feelings and experiences. 
The value of creative space has been reported as invaluable in order to engage in creativity at any chosen time. This free, unrestricted access to a creative “sanctuary” where creative flow can be experienced is a pathway to improved mental health. Perhaps establishing easily accessible, government funded, community art centres where individuals can immerse themselves in playful creative experimenting to keep the negativity of daily life at bay, would increase the overall mental health of society and reduce costs associated with medical interventions. 
Conclusion
The study was a qualitative exploration of the experiences of creativity and mental health amongst 6 visual artists specialising in the discipline of painting. Thematic analysis of data identified 6 key themes: power of art, gift of time, opportunity loss, blossoming of creativity, positive life changes and environmental factors. The main findings indicate that creativity had a highly potent therapeutic power during the covid pandemic. The study revealed that the power of creativity lies in guarding artists from negative and intrusive thoughts and directing their energy towards positivity. During the pandemic, creativity provided a feeling of psychological safety and a cocoon like feeling, also described as a sanctuary, zen or flow. The inter – relationship between pandemic and creativity brought to light existential questions, re – evaluation of life meaning and creative purpose. One of the most prevalent experiences reported by the participants relates to the value and significance of time gained during the pandemic. Environmental factors such as access to a creative space and spending time in nature fostered mindfulness, creative freedom and happiness. The impact of the pandemic has also presented itself in important, positive life transitions, such as career change, establishment of creative business and art publication. Some opportunities were lost, such as art events and participation in art groups. However, overall, the findings indicate that the interplay between creativity and mental health during the pandemic has resulted in a blossoming of creativity and improved mental health. 
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Appendix A
Information Sheet 

Painting covid away: artistic creativity and mental health amongst female visual artists during COVID-19.

My name is Marta O’Leary and I am conducting research in the Department of Psychology in Dublin Business School. The study explores the interplay between artistic creativity and mental health amongst eminent female visual artists during COVID-19 pandemic. This research is being conducted as part of my studies and will be submitted for examination. 

You are invited to participate in this research study. Please read the following information before deciding whether to participate. If you have any additional questions prior to participation, please do not hesitate to ask. 

What are the objectives of the study? 

The nature of this study requires individuals to participate in an interview to discuss their experiences in relation to creativity and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. The interview will last approximately 45 minutes and it can be conducted in person or remotely, depending on your preference and availability.

You can participate in the study if satisfy the following criteria:

· You are over 18
· You are a female
· You are a professional visual artist specialising in the discipline of painting and you exhibit/publish and/or sell your paintings
· You are not suffering from a severe mental illness


What does participation involve? The study will involve interviews with the aim to discuss personal experiences regarding this topic. Audio recording device will be used to record the interviews conducted in person and video recording will be used to record interviews conducted remotely. Notes may also be taken by the researcher during the interview.

Right to withdraw

Participation is voluntary and all participants have the right to withdraw from the research at any time for whatever reason. Participants can also request at any time to have their response data removed from record.

Are there any benefits from my participation? While there will be no direct benefit from participation studies like this can make an important contribution to our understanding of this topic further. As such, the findings from this study may be presented at national and international conferences and will be submitted for publication in peer-reviewed journals. Interim and final reports will be prepared. However, no individual participant will be identified in any publication or presentation. Individuals will not be offered any monetary or other rewards for their participation.

Are there any risks involved in participation? There are no known risks associated with participation. However, there may be some discomfort when discussing this topic. If you feel uncomfortable you can stop at any time. Any inconvenience involved in taking part will be limited. After participation, a debriefing stage will be offered where any further questions will be answered, or any questions can be emailed to my email address below.

Confidentiality All individual information collected as part of the study will be used solely for research purposes. They will be stored safely and will not be publicly displayed or published without prior consent. Any quotes will be presented anonymously and will not identify you. Data collected is stored in the EU, for five years, and will be used for research purposes to generate research content such as publications and presentations. Audio recordings will be taken using a digital Dictaphone and a mobile phone, remote interviews will be recorded using Zoom application and a digital Dictaphone. No identifiable information will be included in the recordings. The files will be stored on a personal, password - protected and virus protected laptop belonging to the researchers. 

Please note this research has been ethically approved by the DBS College Human Research Ethics Committee.


Contact Details
Should you require any further information about the research, please contact: 

Marta O’Leary XXXXXX@mydbs.ie 

[bookmark: _GoBack]My supervisor, Aoife Gaffney can be contacted at XXXXXX@dbs.ie

Thank you.


[bookmark: _Hlk130643539]








Appendix B

Consent Form

Painting covid away: artistic creativity and mental health amongst female visual artists during COVID-19.

I have read and understood the attached Information Sheet regarding this study. 
Yes / No

I have had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study with the researcher and I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions. 
Yes / No
	
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and without this affecting my training.
Yes / No

I understand that a recording device will be used to record the interview.
Yes / No

I agree to take part in the study, the results of which will be published. 	
Yes / No
		
I agree to have my data relating to this study to be stored confidentially as described in the Information Sheet.
Yes / No

I consent to participating in the study.
Yes / No

Participant’s Signature: ______________________________ Date: _________

Participant’s Name in print: _________________________







Appendix C
Interview Schedule
1. Can you tell me about your experiences of the pandemic and creativity?
2. Do you feel that your artwork has changed in any way during the pandemic?
3. Do you feel that social isolation played any role in your creativity?
4. What do the changes in creativity mean for you?
5. Do you feel that creativity played a role in your mental wellbeing during the pandemic?
6. Did creativity play a role in coping with isolation and loneliness?
7. Do you feel that creativity formed a protective barrier from various mental health issues such as low or depressed mood, sadness and anxiety?
8. During your creative process, did you draw on negative feelings triggered by the pandemic?
9. Do you have any final thoughts that you would like to share?














Appendix D
Debrief Sheet
Thank you for your participation in the study. The research looked at the interplay between artistic creativity and mental health during the covid pandemic. If you feel that the interview has raised some issues for you, please consider contacting some of the support services listed below, or speak to a friend, family member or professional.

Aware:
The Aware Support Line 1890 303 302
Available Monday – Sunday, 10am to 10pm.
Email for support at: supportmail@aware.ie

Samaritans
Call on: 116 123
Available 24hrs a day, 365 days a year. Free to call.
Email: jo@samaritans.org

If you have any questions in relation to this research, please do not hesitate to contact me or my research supervisor in Dublin Business School at the below email address:

Marta O’Leary: XXXXXX@mydbs.ie
Supervisor: XXXXXX@dbs.ie


Classification: Internal
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