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Art is intrinsically linked to humanity.

We've been making it for about as long as we've been called humans, 
and few would argue against its value as culturally enriching as well as 
emotionally and often intellectually rewarding. Making art for art's sake 
is plenty
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is plenty. 

Yet as scientific research has shown, our minds seem built to enjoy and 
analyze art deeply, and creating it, no matter your skill level, is good for 
you.

Painting, sculpting, dancing, making music, and all the other artistic 
pursuits have benefits that go far beyond pure enjoyment or cultural 
creation — these activities can also strengthen your brain and improve 
your mood. Here are seven reasons to give yourself time to make art, 
even if you think you're bad at it.

1. Making art may reduce stress and anxiety.
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In one recent study in the journal Art Therapy, researchers found that 
after just 45 minutes of art-making, levels of the hormone cortisol — 
which is associated with stress — were reduced in participants' saliva, 
regardless of their prior art skills. 

Another small study found that spending 30 minutes creating art, 
especially free-form painting, was associated with reduced anxiety levels 
in first-year college students preparing for their final exams. Art classes 
also reduced stress and anxiety in people caring for ailing family 
members.

While the calming effect of art-making is not universal and larger 
studies are needed, for many stressed out people, it may be just the 
ticket. "After about five minutes, I felt less anxious," said one participant 
in the Art Therapy study. "Doing art allowed me to put things into 
perspective."

2. Creating visual art improves connections in the brain.
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Art's benefits have been observed at a neural level, too.

One 2014 study published in the the journal PLOS ONE found that 
making visual art can improve connections throughout the brain known 
as the default mode network.

This system is associated with the brain's state during wakeful rest, like 
daydreaming, but it's also active when we're focusing on internal 
thoughts or future plans.

Scientists have previously observed that when people say they are 
especially "moved" by a piece of art, those feelings are linked to activity 
in the default mode network. While this research is in the earliest stages, 
it might suggest that the art people connect with deeply — likely 
including the art that they create — might be the result of "a certain 
'harmony' between the external world and our internal representation of 
the self," the researchers explain.

And the PLOS ONE study concluded that making art was much more 
powerful than simply looking at it.
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3. Art-making can help us get over sadness.

Distracting yourself from sadness by making art can work even better 
than venting about the problems.

In one study published in the journal Psychology of Aesthetics, 
Creativity, and the Arts, participants were shown the (heartbreaking) 
documentary "The Laramie Project" to elicit laboratory sadness.

Once appropriately sad, one group was tasked with creating art relevant 
to the film, another making unrelated art, and a third was asked to just 
sit quietly.
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The researchers found that distracting yourself by making unrelated art 
was far more effective than either venting your feelings through art or 
just sitting in your sadness. (Other forms of distraction might have this 
effect too.)

4. Mindless sketching can help us focus.

Cognitive benefits don't come only from purposeful, serious art.

Oddly enough, doodling can help us pay better attention when we’re 
listening to something boring — and remember it later. It helps us 
focus and keeps our minds from wandering, reports The Atlantic.
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One study published in Applied Cognitive Psychology found that, when 
aided by doodling, participants were able to recall 29% more 
information on a surprise memory test than those armed only with their 
determination.

It might not hold true for all tasks though — a study from the journal 
Cognitive Research Report found that, perhaps unsurprisingly, doodling 
can impair visual memory.

So stick to the margin doodles and napkin notes in lectures without too 
many diagrams.

5. Turning our problems into narratives can help us work 
through them.
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This isn't for just visual art — thinking and writing about our problems 
as a creative narrative (as in diary entries) can help put them into 
perspective.

A study from the Journal of Clinical Psychology suggested that framing 
our issues as a story can help make them more manageable. Participants 
were asked to spend 15 minutes each day for a four day period 
confidentially writing about something. The control group wrote about 
something nonemotional (often the details of the lab), while the 
experiment group was asked to write about the most traumatic 
experience of their life.

Understandly, the experimental group became much more emotional 
during the sessions, but reported that the experience was valuable — 
98% of the group said they'd return if given the chance.

Organizing our issues as a narrative seems to bring some order to the 
chaos that is our problems. As the study puts it, "this gives individuals a 
sense of predictability and control over their lives."

 

6. Playing music is associated with cognitive gains.
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For decades, researchers have found that musical training and making 
music seems to be something of a brain booster. It's associated with 
better language ability, better academic performance, and improved 
memory, especially in children who practice regularly.

And playing an instrument or singing a song is good for adults too.

"Active music making in a social context has the potential to enhance 
quality of life, well-being and physical and mental health in older 
people," researchers concluded in one study, which found these benefits 
were particular to music-making, and not just the result of a fun group 
activity.
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7. Making art can help you achieve "flow."

The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi defined "flow" as being "in 
the zone," totally absorbed by and enjoying the task at hand. "A good 
life," he has argued, is one in which this state is not so elusive.

While flow can come from all kinds of activities, art is one of the classic 
flow experiences, where the art-maker is not motivated by some end 
goal, but is fully engaged in the process itself. Csikszentmihalyi's interest 
in what we now call "flow" in fact began when he was trying to 
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understand the single-minded focus of a painter. He consistently 
observed, as the cognitive scientist John Sherry wrote later, that "the 
doing of the art was inherently pleasurable."

And it's not just the professionals. One study on flow in teenage students 
found that — of all the subjects in high school — they were most engaged 
in and motivated by their art classes, which also had the strongest 
positive effect on their moods.
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why the 'mother of all bubbles' is 
unlike anything investors have 
ever seen — and lays out 
additional evidence that a crisis is 
approaching
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