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Abstract: 

Canvassing a variety of types of value, this article seeks to identify the promise of moving 

images for fields such as medical humanities, health humanities, critical public health studies, 

and health and culture. The use of moving images for the intended purpose of effecting health 

outcomes is given priority, the emphasis being on immediate instrumental value. The value in 

question is seen as offering a neglected reason for claiming public value for moving images.  
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The purpose of this article is to build a case for a single proposition: the cinema has non-

trivial positive ramifications for health and well-being. Under the right circumstances and 

given the right sorts of moving images, the activity of watching a specific film, but also of 

engaging with films over an extended period of time, yields health benefits. But what exactly 

are we to understand by the term ‘health’, and what is the relation between ‘health’ and ‘well-

being’? According to the World Health Organization’s influential definition of health, well-

being, broadly construed, is itself constitutive of health:  ‘Health is a state of complete 

physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’ 

(WHO n.d.). The WHO’s definition has on occasion been criticized for its utopianism, yet as 

Ola Sigurdson rightly notes, the intent to capture both the negative and positive dimensions 

of health is in fact a matter of reconnecting, in a highly useful way, with earlier historical 

understandings of health, ones that were ‘much broader than the mere absence of disease’ 

(Sigurdson 2014: 31). The claim in what follows is that film has a role to play in relation to 

both aspects of the WHO’s conceptualization. Film, that is, may contribute to well-being, but 

may also serve to counteract aspects of the ‘disease or infirmity’ to which the WHO refers in 

its repudiation of an overly narrow, yet widespread understanding of health. The aim here is 

to capture some of the evidence-based work that supports the idea that moving images have a 

role to play in the context of health and well-being. At the same time, there is an aspirational 

dimension to the argument, the point being to identify areas where film scholars could make 



a significant contribution. As Pam Fredman, Vice-Chancellor of the University of 

Gothenburg, notes, ‘Achieving success in an entirely new area of scholarship such as Culture 

and Health will take time, patience, a long-term approach and serious political action’ (2014: 

7). The point is especially well taken in the case of moving images, for compared to music, 

writing, dance, and art, film’s potential in connection with such public values as health and 

well-being is only beginning to be acknowledged. 

If film has health benefits, I contend, it is because it has the capacity to deliver or 

realize a number of values. In the first section, I thus consider film in the context of different 

kinds of value. I move on in the second section to discuss the concept of public value, the 

point being to argue that health and well-being, and the cinematic experiences that promote 

them, are not merely of private significance, but have worth by virtue of their constitutive 

relation to a larger good. Policy-oriented documents from the UK and Denmark are evoked in 

support of the claim that film viewing contributes to health and well-being, and as evidence 

of action-oriented attributions of public value to film at the level of government bodies.  

Offering a number of parameters, the third section features an attempt to capture, but 

also somewhat to organize, the variety of existing instrumental uses of film in the broad 

context of health and well-being. Such an undertaking is a crucial first step towards securing 

a legitimate place for film within the promising interdisciplinary fields of medical 

humanities, health humanities, critical public health studies, and culture and health.  

The term ‘medical humanities’ is sometimes used with reference to the quite limited, 

although important practice of exposing doctors to concepts, principles, approaches, and 

subject matters that are considered central to the humanities. Typically, the point of such 

exposure to the humanities is to develop some of the softer skill-sets that medical 

professionals are seen as needing in order to fulfil their duties, a capacity for empathy, for 

example, or for effective dialogue. In her ‘Foreword’ to Cinemeducation: Using Film and 

Other Visual Media in Graduate and Medical Education, Susan Bailey (2012) foregrounds 

the emergence of a more ‘structured approach … to studying film in the context of health-

care delivery and to using film to educate the physicians of the future.’ Making reference to 

actual practices involving moving images in the context of health and well-being, I seek a 

quite different role for the film scholar’s humanistic expertise. The aim, then, is not merely to 

report on the status quo of the fragmented and underdeveloped subfield of film as it relates to 

broadly medical goals and health outcomes, but to provide a basis for exploring the potential 

of moving images to deliver health benefits. Encompassing theoretical and practical 

explorations of a pluri-disciplinary nature, the envisaged explorations would offer significant 



scope for contributions from film scholars. In this sense, there is an element here of preparing 

the ground for meaningful engagement with one of the ever more important pillars of 

academic life, namely the ‘impact agenda’ and its mandating of ‘knowledge exchange’ 

(Higher Education Funding Council for England n.d.).  

 

I. Types of Value 

The cinema has value. This proposition underpins a variety of human behaviours, ranging 

from spectators’ decisions to seek out film-based experiences (with an eye, for example, to 

enjoying entertainment value), to governments’ commitments to supporting both talent 

development and film production (often for the sake of cultural value). Viewed in the context 

of value, film calls for discussion of a host of issues, including how the different kinds of 

value that moving images support relate to each other, the desirability of emphasizing some 

types of value over others, and the nature of the conditions under which a given value is 

(best) realized. Less daunting than sorting through the complexities of such issues is the more 

limited typological task that arguably comes first: evoking some of the different kinds of 

value that to a significant extent have been manifested, attributed to, and pursued, through 

cinema.  

It is worth noting that with the exception of a single type of value, specifically 

cinematic value, the values that are repeatedly associated with the cinema are not in fact 

specific to film, but also figure centrally in other human endeavours, including ones that have 

little, or even nothing, to do with art or entertainment. In considering film with reference to 

its attributed values it is reasonable to take an interest in the category of properly cinematic 

value, where the distinctive potential of film as a medium finds apt expression. Just as 

important, however, is the far more capacious category encompassing values that can be 

realized through a diversity of human activities, including ones independent of audio-visual 

expression.  

Let us pursue the typological task one step further, focusing on the general, rather 

than the specifically cinematic category of value. Viewed holistically, and not, for example, 

in terms of disputes such as those arising in connection with the GATT negotiations of 

1993—when France insisted on film’s cultural value in response to the American emphasis 

on economic value—common knowledge has it that entertainment value, cultural value, and 

economic value, variously combined and emphasized at different times and in different 

places, are at the core of the phenomenon of film. But what are some of the other candidates 



for types of value that are typically, or even only sporadically, yet promisingly, realized 

through film?  

The very existence of the term ‘art cinema’ points to film as a vehicle for the 

realization of artistic and aesthetic value. In the ethicist approach to cinema developed by 

British aesthetician Berys Gaut (2009), ethical value is considered especially important. This 

type of value is seen as being realized when a cinematic work appropriately and consistently 

expresses and encourages an ethical attitude. In the 70s and 80s influential filmmakers such 

as Laura Mulvey drew connections between the visual style of cinematic works and sexual 

politics, foregrounding film’s role in bolstering gender-related values. Institutional 

interventions such as the creation of the alternative film school IMAGINE in Ouagadougou, 

Burkina Faso, in 2003 or of Film Lab Palestine in Ramallah in 2014 find a basis in 

assumptions about film’s role in realizing the value of expression. In the case of Burkina Faso 

and Palestine, cinematic expression relates to aspirations of ‘direct speech’ (Stoneman 2013: 

69), to the articulation not only of personal identity but of group identities. In such cases 

cinematic expression is also a vehicle for political value.  

As a category distinct from the fiction film, documentary filmmaking, or what N. 

Carroll (1997) calls ‘the film of presumptive assertion,’ relies on the possibility of conveying 

knowledge and thereby realizing epistemological value through film. In some cases the 

underlying commitment in nonfiction films is also ideological, bringing another type of value 

into play. Thus, for example, referring to Dansk Kulturfilm and its production of 

documentary shorts across three decades (1932-1965), C. Claire Thomson evokes an 

institution that ‘commissioned, produced and distributed films for the purposes of 

“enlightenment, education, and general propaganda” (Dansk Kulturfilm 1933)’ (Thomson 

2018: 2).  

An example of sporadically manifested value through moving images is 

environmental value. As Richard Maxwell and Toby Miller (2012) have convincingly argued, 

film as an industry has a dismal environmental track record. Yet, as a result of the dedicated 

efforts of film practitioners such as Birgit Heidsieck, editor of Green Film Shooting, films are 

increasingly being produced in ways that are constitutive of environmental value. The 

discernability of this particular value typically depends on more specialized approaches to the 

cinema, ones that extend beyond standard viewing practices to consider contextual 

information pertaining to the actual making of a film. 

 

II. Public Value and the Good  



As indicated above, the provision of a typology of values that can be instantiated through 

film merely prepares the ground for an exploration of a number of complex issues. One such 

issue concerns the status of the values in question, determined with reference to some notion 

of significance. The key contrast to be considered here is whether the values, as instantiated 

and experienced, are of purely personal or private significance, as compared with public 

significance. For example, does the realization of artistic value in a given work matter only in 

the narrowest of senses, to the filmmaker and her co-authors because they have shaped the 

work, or to spectators who watch the film and duly identify and appreciate its artistic 

contributions? It is my contention that there is a publicness to the values in question that must 

be clearly articulated and thoroughly defended. Artistic value, aesthetic value, cultural value, 

experiential value, and so on, all matter on a scale that extends well beyond the sphere of 

narrowly personal experiences and affairs. Film, understood as an undertaking that delivers a 

diversity of values, is, as I have argued elsewhere (Hjort 2016), a phenomenon of public 

value.  

Current interest in the concept of ‘public value’ is traceable to Mark H. Moore’s 

influential Creating Public Value (1995) and Recognizing Public Value (2013). The Hauser 

Professor for Nonprofit Organizations at Harvard University, Moore focuses on government 

and public officials and the need to understand the net benefit of government actions in terms 

of ‘important civic and democratic principles such as equity, liberty, responsiveness, 

transparency, participation, and citizenship’ (Kavanagh 2014). Yet, as Barry Bozeman (2007: 

1) points out, the concept of public value has a long history, the term ‘public’ serving to 

underscore the extent to which a notion of the common good is at stake. To speak of public 

value in connection with film, and with reference to the specific values that are realized 

through moving images across a variety of cinematic works, is to believe that the quality of 

our screen cultures affect what Karol Soltan and Stephen Elkin (1996) call the ‘constitution 

of good societies’. To construe the various values of film as public is to hold that society, 

offering the facilitating basis for an entire way of life, is significantly enriched by their 

presence and ongoing realization.  

But what if film, inherently a phenomenon of public value on account of its associated 

values, were also to strengthen a quite different public value, that of health (construed, 

following the WHO’s stipulations, as inclusive of well-being)? In many jurisdictions, health 

is considered a public value, the poor health of individual citizens having countless negative 

consequences, whether directly or indirectly, for groups ranging from the family through 

smaller communities to society as a whole. That the idea of health as a public value is central 



to ongoing debates, is evident in bio-ethicist Daniel M. Hausman’s Valuing Health: Well-

being, Freedom and Suffering. A number of chapter titles in this influential study are 

especially suggestive in the present context: ‘The public value of health’, ‘Public vs. private 

value and liberal state policy’, and ‘Measuring the public value of health states’ (2015).  

Logically, film’s boosting of the public value of health can be the outcome of two 

quite different processes. There is, on the one hand, the possibility of contributing to public 

health through an instrumental use of film, the viewing of moving images being undertaken 

with immediate health benefits in mind. On the other hand, enhanced health may also be the 

result of non-instrumental viewing, the benefits to health being a matter of the cumulative 

effect of experiencing the values that film delivers over time.  

The public value of film, it seems clear, is magnified by its positive effect on a 

separate type of public value, that of health. To identify a role for moving images in the 

context of health and well-being is to provide reasons, above and beyond those typically 

associated with the cultural sphere, for supporting the film sector. In the context of small 

nations, where the sector’s existence typically depends on the good will of government, the 

articulation of new and compelling arguments regarding the value of film is hardly a trivial 

matter.  

Recent studies, undertaken by government bodies with an eye to explicating the 

fullest possible range of reasons for supporting art and culture, including film, draw attention 

to the health benefits of engaging with art. In 2016 the Danish Film Institute established a 

‘valuation committee’, the remit of which was to capture the public contributions of Danish 

film. In addition to economic value, the DFI’s (2017) initial findings point to film’s role in 

effecting social cohesion and strengthening a sense of identity and community. Reflecting the 

Danish Film Institute’s legally mandated role, through a series of Film Acts, of supporting 

film as art, the value of art is given due attention. Art, more specifically, is identified as an 

‘independent value’ offering intrinsic and not merely instrumental value. At the same time, 

the committee’s deliberations identify cinematic art as a means of achieving or strengthening 

another crucial value: health. Cinematic art, it is postulated, contributes to ‘long-term health’, 

the qualifier ‘long-term’ serving in this instance, I take it, to point to the tangential benefits 

of non-instrumental engagements with cinematic art. Film viewing, following this line of 

reasoning, is not an activity in which the majority of viewers deliberately engage with the 

primary aim of achieving health. Rather, the health benefits of engaging with cinematic art, 

accrue (in ways that are significant but also devilishly difficult to measure) over the course of 

a life time.  



The work of the DFI’s valuation committee makes reference to large-scale studies 

undertaken in the United Kingdom, a jurisdiction where a great deal of emphasis has been 

placed on the provision of evidence-based arguments regarding the value of art and culture.  

‘The Value of Arts and Culture to People and Society’, published in 2014 by the Arts Council 

England (2014b), has been especially inspirational in the Danish context. The responsibility 

for conducting the research and developing the report was assumed by Sir Peter Bazalgette, 

an arts and culture insider by virtue of his former roles as Chair of the Arts Council and 

Deputy Chair of The National Film and Television School in Beaconsfield. Of relevance in 

the current context is the Report’s identification of ‘Health and Well-being’ as one of four 

‘key themes’ in the ‘evidence review’, the others being ‘Economy’, ‘Society’, and 

‘Education.’ Challenges associated with an ‘ageing population’ figure centrally under the 

‘Health and Well-being’ theme of the evidence review. ‘Themes of international 

development, environment and sustainability, and science and technology’ were also 

reportedly explored, but without ‘return[ing] any suitable pieces of research’ meeting the 

specified ‘criteria’ (Arts Council England 2014b: 15). 

The Danish Film Institute’s initial reflections also draw on another report by the Arts 

Council England (2014a), ‘Understanding the Value and Impacts of Cultural Experiences: A 

Literature Review’, prepared by John D. Carnwath and Alan S. Brown. Focusing on the 

‘impact pattern of a cultural event’, the report highlights differences between ‘concurrent 

impacts’, ‘experienced impacts’ and ‘extended impacts.’ Concurrent impacts ‘occur during 

the experience’, for example, of watching a film and may include a ‘physiological response 

(heart rate, skin conductance)’, a ‘pre-cognitive response (arousal)’, ‘captivation (flow, awe, 

absorption, concentration)’, and ‘energy and tension.’ The category of ‘experienced impacts’ 

captures noticeable changes that are ‘typically measured’ after the event, ‘hours or days 

later.’ ‘Short-term experienced impacts’ include ‘emotional affect and meaning’, ‘spiritual 

uplift’, ‘learning and critical reflection’, ‘social connectedness’ and ‘aesthetic enrichment and 

creative activation.’ The third category of ‘extended and cumulative impacts’ encompasses 

the effects of ‘lifelong engagement/memory’ within an extended temporal framework ranging 

from ‘weeks’ to ‘years’ after the event. It is here, in this third category of extended and 

cumulative impacts that the report situates ‘health benefits’ and ‘subjective well-being’ (Arts 

Council England 2014a: 15). 

 

III. Immediate Instrumental Value – Targeting Medical Outcomes directly through 

Film 



To claim that film (whether as a creative practice of making or as a viewing experience) 

benefits health and well-being directly is to assert that moving images can have immediate 

instrumental value. The issue of film’s (demonstrated) potential to contribute to the public 

value of health deserves a central place in one of Film Studies especially promising 

paradigms of research: useful cinema. Charles R. Acland and Haidee Wasson’s edited 

volume Useful cinema (2011) effectively charts the relevant terrain and demonstrates the 

fruitfulness of taking film’s utility seriously. Useful cinema makes a case for the functionality 

of moving images, for seeing the cinematic medium as having a very substantial history of 

being harnessed ‘to do something in particular’ (Acland and Wasson 2011: 3). Evoking the 

unifying thread in what went on to become a ground-breaking volume, Acland and Wasson 

see their ‘authors [as] conceptualiz[ing] useful cinema as a body of films and technologies 

that perform tasks and serve as instruments in an ongoing struggle for aesthetic, social, and 

political capital’ (Acland and Wasson 2011: 3). The vitality of the now well-established field 

of useful cinema is evident in more recent publications, including, Films that Work: 

Industrial Film and the Productivity of the Media (Hediger and Vonderau 2009) and Short 

Films from a Small Nation: Danish Informational Cinema 1935-1965 (Thomson 2018).  

A key question is whether there is good evidence of film’s being mobilized for the 

purposes of direct and immediate health benefits. Innovative uses of film for the purposes of 

health and well-being are often highly local, having been developed by specific institutions 

that do not have the resources to articulate and widely disseminate the ramifications of their 

effective practices with film. As a result, it is not always apparent in what ways film can be 

used for the purposes of health outcomes. The examples identified below serve to evoke the 

scope of what, given appropriate attention and resources, could become a significant and 

well-integrated sector, one with the capacity to speak directly to some of the so-called 

‘wicked problems’ (Camillus 2008) facing society, including that of an ageing population 

(with all of the attendant health challenges). In this regard, filmmaking for special purposes 

and film viewing in dementia settings are especially promising. In addition simply to drawing 

due attention to promising undertakings, the idea in what follows is to organize the indicative 

initiatives according to a number of parameters. The dual gesture of identifying and 

organizing interventions that are effectively pioneering a still emerging field provides a basis 

for considering possibilities for further undertakings, including ones that would benefit from 

transnational cooperation and collaboration across disciplinary divides (such as the one 

separating theory from practice).  



There are a variety of ways in which film can be used for the purposes of delivering 

direct and immediate health benefits. The proposed parameters—authorship / spectatorship; 

genre; curation; reception; and exhibition spaces—help to foreground some of the factors that 

warrant consideration if film is to contribute directly, rather than merely tangentially, to 

health. In Figure 1 a number of approaches to film’s immediate instrumental value in the 

context of health are highlighted. These are discussed for illustrative purposes and in the 

order of the chart’s parenthetical numberings. Suggestive cases have been selected on a 

global and not merely Scandinavian basis, so as to evoke a wider spectrum of ways in which 

the many values of film—artistic, cultural, and other—can be mobilized as a form of 

instrumental value offering a direct means of achieving health benefits. Ideas concerning the 

‘beneficiary of health benefits as a consumer of cinematic content’ and ‘film as art and 

entertainment’ necessarily enter into the discussion of curatorial principles, the dynamics of 

reception, and screens and exhibition spaces. There is much to be said about these ideas too, 

but, given the limitations of space, it is more important to foreground approaches that have 

received little attention. 

 

Figure 1. Approaches to the Instrumental Value of Film in the Context of Health and Well-

being 

 

Authorship / spectatorship 

 

Beneficiary as (co-)maker (1) Beneficiary of health benefits as consumer 

of cinematic content  

 

Genre 

 

Special purpose filmmaking (2) Film as art and entertainment 

 

Curatorial principles 

 

Direct alleviation of health issues (3) Alleviation of the effects of medical 

treatment (5b) 

     



Dynamics of reception 

 

Film viewing scaffolded by a health 

professional (4) 

Film viewing according to standard 

exhibition practices  

         

Screens and exhibition spaces 

 

Viewing space reflects the reality of 

illness (5a) 

Psychological and physical health is 

assumed as the norm 

 

 

Authorship (beneficiary of health outcomes as (co)-maker [1]) 

The Danish organization ‘Outsideren’ (The Outsider) provides a good example of the direct 

involvement with moving images, of practitioner’s agency (Hjort 2010), for the purposes of 

health outcomes. Supported by the City of Copenhagen and the Ministry for Social Affairs, 

The Outsider works with Mental Health Services in the Capital Region of Denmark ‘to 

convey users’ [of psychiatric services] own stories’ (Outsideren). Established in 1995, The 

Outsider is a media workshop based on the principles of communication, equal worth, and 

creative expression. An inclusive space for (former) psychiatric patients, The Outsider offers 

activities in the areas of philosophy, photography, writing/blogging, street art, and 

videomaking. The concept of scaffolding a transition from illness to health, and from outsider 

status to everyday social inclusion, undergirds the activities of The Outsider: ‘In the wake of 

psychic illness there are only a few places where one can begin to participate in social life 

again. We aim to make the value and worth of psychiatric patients as human beings and 

fellow citizens visible. This is why we try to create the conditions that are needed to make a 

new start.’ The emphasis is on ‘meaningful and challenging’ (Outsideren) work on a daily 

basis in a supportive and understanding environment.  

The videomaking activities at The Outsider involve collaboration between this 

‘private humanitarian and social organization’ and the Danish Film Institute, through the 

annual film festival ‘Don’t Fear the Weird.’ Focusing on cinematic depictions of psychiatric 

issues and testimonial-style talks about featured films by filmmakers whose lives have been 

marked, directly or indirectly, by psychiatric illness, the festival takes place in the DFI’s Film 

House and is programmed by its Cinematheque team. Examples of testimonial-style 



participation include Jørgen Leth, who speaks openly about his own depressive episodes, 

introducing Birdman or The Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance (Iñárritu, 2014) and Nils 

Malmros talking about Sorg og glæde (Sorrow and Joy) (Malmros, 2013]), a strongly 

autobiographical film based on his wife’s killing of their child as a result of post-partum 

depression.  

In preparation for the 2018 edition of ‘Don’t Fear the Weird’, The Outsider is offering 

3-6 hours of workshop activity under the guidance of two facilitators/teachers. The curricular 

outcomes include documentaries offering personal narratives about the effects of psychic 

vulnerability, but also ‘a couple of art films’ that foreground an ‘issue or a feeling’, ‘anxiety 

or suicide’, for example, rather than a ‘personal story’ (Outsideren). The Outsider has its own 

Youtube channel, where 40 of its videos can be accessed. The films, it is clear, are by no 

means the most significant outcome of the filmmaking, for the ultimate aim is a cluster of 

health-related benefits for the films’ makers. The Outsider claims, through creative practice 

and the provision of a safe and supportive environment, to have helped hundreds of 

psychiatric patients in the course of its existence. 

The Danish initiatives are part of a larger global picture. In Canada, for example, 

documentary filmmaker Nettie Wild has mounted effective projects aimed at developing the 

digital story telling capacities of three different groups in Vancouver, British Columbia: 

‘elementary school children in one of the most impoverished districts in the Vancouver 

Lower Mainland, street youth in Vancouver and young adults struggling with autism’ 

(emphasis added).1 In the United States, The Chicago Institute for the Moving Image (CIMI) 

provides a robust institutional environment, where ‘people seeking therapy for depression or 

other serious psychiatric illnesses, including schizophrenia or amnesia [are helped] to write, 

produce, and direct their own movies’ (Mann 2004). Joshua Flanders, Executive Director of 

the CIMI, describes ‘The process of filmmaking’ as providing ‘a certain amount of therapy, 

organization, and order that people with psychological diseases need.’ Further benefits 

include diagnostic ones, the filmmaking allowing ‘the therapist [to] see what the conflicts are 

within their patients’ lives’ (Mann 2004).  

 

Genre (special purpose filmmaking [2]) 

Practice-based film work presented at an interdisciplinary conference entitled ‘Culture, 

Health and Well-being’ in 2011 points to a little-known genre of filmmaking, one defined by 

the special purpose of enhancing health and well-being. Held in Turku, Finland, the 

conference was part of a series of events marking the city’s status as the European Capital of 



Culture in 2011. Among other things, ‘Culture, Health and Well-being’ served as a means of 

exploring the idea, accepted at the level of government and by the state-funded medical 

system, that ‘culture does good.’2 

Making a case for the health-promoting effects of certain types of films, filmmaker 

Metsämarja Aittokoski reported on the short films that the Turku-based film cooperative 

ValoAurinko has been making for the benefit of elderly people suffering from memory 

disorders. The cooperative’s overall filmmaking process includes collaboration with nursing 

homes and hospitals, and a research component encompassing, among other things, the 

collecting of data pertaining to residents’ responses to various films. Having observed that 

‘especially films about nature are effective’ (Aittokoski 2015). Aittokoski and film artist 

Tiina Laine embarked on the production of a series of short films for use in nursing homes 

and hospitals. Guiding the production of these films were various considerations having to do 

with the specific challenges faced by the elderly:  

 

The films are neither educational nor historical. They are journeys to nature for 

people who have no way of getting there on their own. They are art pieces that are 

made to awaken the feelings and sensations that one can have when getting in touch 

with nature. They are about the rain that falls drop by drop […] or the leaves that 

shine with a range of colors […] in the morning sun. It is very important that these 

films have a rhythm, a narrative, and a soundscape that are all developed for this 

specific group. The rhythm has to be slow so the viewer can perceive the visual 

image, generate a thought, and connect it with a memory (Aittokoski 2015).  

 

Researchers and practitioners from the health sector affirmed the artists’ commitment to 

‘applied film art’ in the context of public health. The collective’s filmmaking for special 

purposes is promising, inasmuch as it draws on intuitions that are consistent with the findings 

of evolutionary psychologists specializing in public health. The emphasis on meaningful 

engagement with nature is, for example, in keeping with the findings of Roger Ulrich, well-

known for his longstanding collaboration with Karolinska Institute Medical University in 

Stockholm, and arguably the ‘most influential evidence-based healthcare design researcher in 

the world’ (Marberry 2010).3  

 

Curatorial principles (direct alleviation of health issues [3]) 



In cinematherapy, films selected according to specific criteria are seen as instruments that can 

be effectively deployed by counsellors and clinical psychologists, among others. Seeking to 

provide a clear picture of what cinematherapy looks like in practice, forensic and clinical 

psychologist Jeremy Clyman offers the following description of the approach: ‘the process or 

practice of therapists instructing their clients to watch film(s) that are relevant to issues of 

personal distress and dysfunction, and provide some sort of pathway toward achieving 

therapeutic gain’ (2013). Clyman identifies The Messenger (Moverman, 2009) as a film with 

instrumental value in the context of therapy focusing on post-traumatic stress disorder. 

Following Clyman, one of the expected health benefits of a PTS patient’s viewing of The 

Messenger is the achievement of ‘normalization.’ The therapeutic goal, that is, is to help the 

patient to see apparently personal reactions as symptoms of a condition with a clear etiology, 

with specific triggers and effects becoming manageable as a result. More generally, 

cinematherapy ‘help[s] people to feel things that are important to feel and to think about 

things that are painful but worth thinking about’ (Clyman 2013). 

WebMD identifies cinematherapy as a growth area, pointing to ‘books with … titles 

such as Rent Two Films and Lets Talk in the Morning and Cinematherapy for Lovers: The 

Girl’s Guide to Finding True Love One Movie at a Time’ as staples of the ‘self-help sections 

of many bookstores’ (Mann 2004). Interest in cinematherapy is evident in a wide range of 

writings, from blogs to peer-reviewed research publications. Indicative scholarly work 

outlining the principles of cinema-based interventions and identifying some of the challenges 

and issues requiring further empirical research include: ‘Film Selection in a Cinematherapy 

Intervention With Preadolescents Experiencing Parental Divorce’ (Marsick 2010) and 

‘Utilizing Movies in Family Therapy: Applications for Individuals, Couples, and Families’ 

(Dermer and Hutchings 2010).  

 

Dynamics of reception (film viewing scaffolded by a health professional [4]) 

While the term ‘cinematherapy’ may be used loosely in the context of someone’s opting to 

see a film for the purposes of self-help and without any intention of discussing the work with 

a health professional, the more standard usage makes such interaction definitional. Analysis 

of the work and its health-relevant ramifications, whether one-on-one with a counsellor or 

psychologist or in the context of a group overseen by a professional, is thus typically an 

integral part of the overall process of reception.  

Sometimes the health professional’s interventions do not merely occur before and 

after a given viewing; instead they directly impact the viewing process itself. In such cases 



the relevant moving images typically belong to the category of filmmaking for special 

purposes. A good example here is Irish Amy Furlong’s Nature’s Trail (2005), a work that 

was developed in collaboration with medical practitioners during the filmmaker’s residency 

at the Waterford Healing Trust in Waterford, Ireland. Mary Grehan, Arts Director of the 

Trust based at Waterford Regional Hospital, describes Furlong’s specially produced Nature’s 

Trail as having been ‘piloted in dementia settings in St James Hospital’ (Grehan 2015). 

Furlong herself reports that her DVD, featuring nature scenes, suggested viewing sequences, 

and methods for verbally guiding viewers’ responses to the nature-based filming, has been 

used in hospitals, nursing homes, and homes for those suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. 

Nature’s Trail provides four scenes: ‘The Hook Peninsula (rocks), Glendalough (forest), 

Carnivan Beach and The Wexford Wildfowl Reserve (wildfowl). From this the user can 

navigate to the different areas of interest that exist within these locations. The four locations 

that were chosen … are possibly some of the most picturesque locations in Ireland’ (Furlong 

2015). 

The DVD materials are designed to link viewing of selected scenes to structured 

interaction between a health professional/caregiver and the patients. Thus, for example, 

facilitators are encouraged ‘to ask each patient to choose a sequence’ and to ‘ask them to tell 

… a story from childhood that relates to one of the locations’ (Furlong 2015). The DVD 

further recommends particular viewing sequences (e.g. Wildfowl Scene: Close-up 

Flamingoes; Close-up Mallard; Close-up Geese), as well as relaxation methods suitable for 

adoption during the actual viewing of a nature-based sequence. The screening of a sequence 

from the Beach Scene may, for instance, be accompanied by the facilitator’s instructions to 

viewers to ‘listen to the sounds of the waves’, to ‘take in the scent of fresh sea air’, and to 

look ‘behind at your footsteps imprinted in the sand’ (Furlong 2015). Much like Aittokoski 

and Laine, Furlong’s Nature Trails rests on the assumption that nature-based moving images 

are especially effective in the context of health and well-being. 

 

Screens and exhibition spaces (Viewing space reflects the reality of illness [5a]; Alleviation 

of the effects of medical treatment [5b]) 

Based in the United Kingdon, MediCinema is an especially promising case of designing 

cinemas with health challenges and benefits in mind. Founded in 1996 by Christine Hill (a 

recipient of the Queen’s award for outstanding service to the community) ‘to bring the joy 

and escapism of cinema to patients undergoing treatment for complex illnesses and injuries in 

hospitals around the UK’, MediCinema works closely with the National Health Services, but 



is sustained by donations from the film industry and other sponsors. MediCinema currently 

runs 7 cinemas in NHS hospitals and clinical settings, the feature shared by all its exhibition 

spaces being that they are designed to accommodate wheel chairs, beds, and patients on drips. 

Also, nurses are expected to attend all screenings, alongside the patients (MediCinema). 

Reporting tangible results over a substantial period of time, MediCinema expects to 

expand its operations, the view being that ‘hospital cinema provision is therapeutic and 

should be as widespread as possible’ (Rutterford 2016). According to Kat Mason, Chief 

Executive Officer of MediCinema, the hope is that there might be 20 exhibition sites within 

the UK alone within the foreseeable future. Yet, the aspirations are not merely national, for 

the aim is also to pursue opportunities for international cooperation. In this regard, the 

opening of an exhibition space at the University Hospital Agostino Gemelli in Rome in 2015, 

by MediCinema’s Italian sister organization, is significant (Rutterford 2016).  

Offering screenings for both adults and children, MediCinema’s 7 screening sites 

operate with curatorial principles that are somewhat different from those identified in 

connection with filmmaking for special purposes and cinematherapy. Some sites—those 

offering help to older audiences with dementia and to returning servicemen—sometimes 

submit specific requests to the central programmer, who otherwise tends to favour 

‘mainstream titles, usually drama or comedy, because escapism is key’ (Rutterford 2016). 

Typically the primary goal is to counteract, not the ailment itself, but the longer-term effects 

of hospitalization, and to do so through films that are ‘relaxing’ and ‘inspiring’, and that offer 

opportunities for ‘catharsis’, ‘emotional release’, and ‘escapism’ (Rutterford 2016). The 

distinction between ‘standard’ and ‘moral’ feel-good films (Hjort 2010) is suggestive here. 

Whereas the former is a vehicle for fantasy, escapism, and purely hedonic rewards, the latter 

offers an opportunity to strengthen some of the virtues that are emphasized in broadly 

eudaimonic approaches to human thriving. In the context of Danish cinema, films meriting 

consideration with reference to moral feel-good films, virtue ethics, and positive psychology 

include Italiensk for begyndere (Italian for Beginners) (Scherfig, 2000), Babettes gæstebud 

(Babette’s Feast) (Axel, 1987), Den skaldede frisør (All You Need is Love) (Bier, 2012), and 

Gummi Tarzan (Rubber Tarzan) (Kragh-Jacobsen, 2981). One might think that films such as 

these, by dint of offering scope for the development of a cluster of virtues or the attitudes and 

skills favoured by positive psychologists (Niemiec and Wedding 2014), would be given 

priority by curators tasked with selecting films for hospital screenings.4 Yet, the curatorial 

principles to which Kat Mason refers are strikingly capacious. When it comes to cinemas in 



hospitals, fantasy and escapism, it would appear, have an efficacity that deserves serious 

attention from a properly interdisciplinary research team.  

According to Mason, the effects of watching an engrossing film in a well-designed 

exhibition space are significant. An immersive and distracting experience reportedly has the 

effect of significantly reducing pain. Most important, however, are the benefits associated 

with retrieving the sense of everyday normality that is seriously undermined by 

hospitalization. According to MediCinema, patients point to the pleasures of social 

interaction, of having something to talk about other than illness, and of reconnecting with 

memories of cinema viewing during times of health.  

 

IV. Concluding Remarks 

Looking ahead, what are the prospects for producing immediate instrumental value through 

moving images? If the term ‘moving images’ is taken literally, and not as a synonym for a 

distinct cinematic work, there is good reason to believe that image-based technologies aimed 

at supporting health and well-being will receive a great deal of attention in the years to come. 

Digitalization, developments in the field of virtual reality, and new research tools are all 

important factors in this regard. Indicative examples of relevant projects evoke a promising 

future, in Denmark and elsewhere, for image-based work with health and well-being.  

With reference to digitalization, the Danish Film Institute’s ‘Danmark på film’ 

(Denmark on Film) warrants a brief mention. Offering more than 1000 clips ‘distributed 

across an interactive map of Denmark’, the webportal in question gives citizens access to 

depictions of specific geographic locations, some of them from the earliest periods of film’s 

history. A search, for example, for Fanø, a small island on the West Coast of Denmark, yields 

a number of clips from a 1939 (date estimated by the DFI) film entitled Fanø, including of 

bathers using bathing machines near the memorable luxury hotel, now demolished, called 

Kongen af Danmark (The King of Denmark) (Danish Film Institute n.d.). Recognizing the 

value that connecting with the past has for patients suffering from dementia, researchers see 

the webportal as having considerable potential within the context of health and well-being.  

Virtual reality projects are also increasingly attracting support from health 

professionals. At Broparken Rødovre, an old people’s home on the outskirts of Copenhagen, 

six individuals with dementia have their ‘own special video’ (Danmarks Radio 2016). Thus, 

for example, Elisabeth Schouenborg, once a valued member of the choir at Vor Frue Church 

in Copenhagen, is transported into a virtual reality where she re-lives the experience of 

singing – with measurable health outcomes. Danmarks Radio (Danish Broadcasting 



Corporation) (Rosenmeier 2018) is similarly involved in exploring the promise of virtual 

reality for dementia sufferers, in this case through singing by the Danish National Girls Choir 

(Rosenmeier 2018).  

As far as new research tools are concerned, the BBC’s ‘Real Happiness Project’ is 

highly suggestive. Marking the ten year anniversary of Planet Earth and the launch of Planet 

Earth 2, the BBC partnered with Berkeley psychologist Dacher Keltner and the tech start-up 

Crowd Emotion to conduct a ‘global quantitative research project of over 7500 nationally 

representative participants from the US, UK, Singapore, India, South Africa and Australia 

and a literature review of over 150 scientific studies that have explored the link between a 

connection with nature and human happiness and well-being’ (BBC 2017). Facilitated by 

new research tools, the project’s findings establish a firm foundation for the instrumental use 

of nature-based moving images for the purposes of strengthening the public value of health, 

broadly construed. 

Moving images, it is clear, have a lot more to offer than is typically assumed.  
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1 See Nettie Wild’s Canada Wild Productions, http://www.canadawildproductions.com for 

further information.  
2 Doctors in Finland may, at the government’s expense, prescribe a concert, or other 

experiences of art and culture, in response to certain kinds of problems with health and well-

being. I attended the conference as a Keynote speaker and am grateful to Pietari Kääpä and 

his father, Pekka Olavi Kääpä, for their kind invitation. See Saukkolin (2010) for details of 

the conference. 
3 Hjort (2013) considers moving images of nature in relation not only to the biophilic 

arguments of Ulrich and his collaborators, but to the central tenets of environmental 

aesthetics. The suggestion is that films depicting nature may have something to offer in the 

context of health and well-being, even in cases where the scenes are produced for general 

rather than specific purposes.  
4 See Bartholomé, Guus, and de Voogt (n.d.) for a discussion of the benefits of watching feel-

good films, inspired by Niemiec and Wedding (2014) and the release of a boxed set of 

relevant films by the Dutch organization Hart & Ziel (Heart & Soul). I am grateful to Ed Tan, 

who supervised the research, for bringing this study to my attention. 


