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ABSTRACT 
Art has played a pivotal role in advancing public health awareness across centuries, acting as a medium 
for education, empathy, and advocacy. From early depictions of plagues and diseases to modern public 
health campaigns, artists have used various forms of expression to convey health messages, reduce 
stigma, and influence societal norms. This paper examines historical and contemporary examples of how 
art has been utilized to promote public health, from Louis Wain’s illustrations addressing tuberculosis to 
modern digital campaigns leveraging social media. It also explores the challenges of integrating art into 
public health initiatives, such as ethical concerns, funding limitations, and evidence gaps. Finally, it 
highlights opportunities for future collaborations between artists and public health stakeholders to 
innovate health communication and promote health equity. By blending creativity with public health, art 
has the potential to address pressing global challenges, foster resilience, and improve community well-
being. 
Keywords: art and public health, historical health campaigns, health communication, artists as advocates, 
creative public health solutions. 

INTRODUCTION 
Public health awareness concerns every person’s 
knowledge of the principles and practices 
affecting the well-being of societies based on 
scientific perspectives and evidence. The arts 
have been used in all societies to share health 
status over time and inform new remedies, 
create compassion, and increase education. 
Health messaging using the arts has addressed 
many aspects of public well-being, including the 
prevention of injuries, tobacco cessation, 
sexually transmitted illnesses, maternal and 
offspring health, constipation, and the benefits 
of healthy breathing from fresh air, in addition 
to illuminating acute plagues. The arts are also 
being used to address emerging public health 
priorities, such as bioterrorism and disaster 
preparedness. Music, in addition to visual arts, 
literature, architecture, and performances, 
communicates conditions and potential 
solutions to millions of individuals across the 
world [1, 2]. Some art demonstrates previous 
health advantages, such as dancing, exercise, 
yoga, and physical activity, which may combat 
last year’s sedentary lifestyle similarities with 
the pandemic. Jurisdiction and juried art 

exhibitions have depicted therapeutic quilting 
and a healing forest identification project for 
youth. In the arts and medical domain, 
creativity is the power to develop exclusive 
ideas, while innovation is the realization of that 
creativity in a manner that offers real value. The 
important realization of an idea that meets the 
criteria for investment becomes innovation in 
this sense. An artist provides inherent value to 
society but innovates to become relevant by 
suggesting ideas that communicate private and 
public priorities, including health and potential 
investments, rather than only the aesthetic 
preferences of the artist or society. Public health 
awareness presents an opportunity for artists to 
advocate for projects that meet both societal and 
private sector needs by demonstrating a return 
on investment in society’s greatest asset – our 
health. Art and health initiatives reveal 
partnerships between the public and private 
sectors at artistic venues. The promotion of 
public health messages through the arts and 
science reveals challenge-oriented relationships 
in science, such as the arts, communications, and 
community [3, 4]. 
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                       Historical Examples of Artists' Contributions to Public Health Awareness 
Before governmental efforts were markedly 
integrated in the last two centuries, several 
noteworthy cases illustrate artistic 
contributions to public health awareness. Artist 
Louis Wain’s illustrations helped raise 
awareness about tuberculosis, the "great white 
plague," at the turn of the 20th century. August 
Ørsted’s many depictions of the leper colony 
that operated on the Danish island of Bornholm 
from the 1850s reflected increasing concern 
about the disease, as well as its social and 
cultural implications. A contemporary of Ørsted, 
Chinese painter Wú Bóren depicted Chinese 
people infected with variola. Smallpox killed 
30% of those affected by it in the 20th century 
before it was eradicated from the global human 
population in 1980. Examples of a more recent 
timeframe for artistic interventions include 
artists’ responses to HIV/AIDS and current 
projects such as an exhibition, a collaboration 
between medical societies. Over the centuries, 
many so-called "memento mori" have suggested 
a moralizing or otherwise educational function 
regarding the body itself or allegorical 
representations of physical or mental health (or 
lack thereof). Famous artists who have depicted 
health themes include, among many others from 
the Italian Renaissance, Masaccio and his 
portrayal of saints’ healings, as well as 
Rembrandt and his large number of self-
portraits, and Mexican artist Frida Kahlo and 

her many medically themed portraits. Art of a 
playful or perhaps directly humorous nature—
like Wain’s—has also come with a message. 
These historical examples now likely resonate 
more for their artistic or historical significance 
than any message. Some of the older cases, such 
as Wain’s, may also reflect treatment 
approaches of the time, as it was noted that 
patients with tuberculosis were thought to 
require a particular therapeutic environment 
conducive to contentment and lightheartedness. 
Additionally, these historical examples may 
have educational, as well as aesthetic, value. 
They demonstrate people’s and society’s 
attitudes towards illness, eventually 
highlighting changing norms over time, as well 
as the social and economic costs of disease. In a 
similar way to these older artworks, today’s 
interest in a campaign could also be driven by a 
desire to know more about public attitudes 
towards addiction, recovery, and punishment; in 
the history of mental illness; or in the variety of 
ways drug addiction and recovery have been 
represented. To see art as didactic was a 
common Enlightenment preoccupation and, 
viewed in this tradition, one might also wonder 
whether the thousands of attractive and ghastly 
visual depictions of non-communicable diseases 
and their prevention in advertising, drug 
packages, and elsewhere amount to an art that 
dramatizes for the sake of public health [5, 6]. 

Impact of Artistic Expression on Public Health Campaigns 
Artists have been enlisted and commended for 
lending their talent to public health efforts in 
the recording of images, paintings, murals, 
posters, and performances to combat infection, 
improve environmental sanitation, demonstrate 
safe motherhood practices, unveil the death of 
children from common yet preventable diseases, 
and demonstrate effective therapies. Art does 
not only help portray and offer feelings relating 
to disease but also provides insight into the 
community's relationship with illness, health, 
and healing. Moreover, emotional utilization 
could be an essential determinant of health. This 
review intends to invigorate an appreciation for 
the transformational influence of artistic 
representations on public health endeavors to 
confront infectious diseases, environmental 
contagions, access to basic services such as clean 
water, child health care, safe motherhood 
practices, and access to therapy [7, 8, 9]. On 

issues ranging from implied life-threatening 
diseases to the acceptance of low-level threats or 
stigmatized deadly diseases, artistic images and 
media are critical in conveying a more successful 
message. The art of contemporary artists pays 
both direct and indirect tribute to the landscape 
of tuberculosis. At the moment, health educators 
are leveraging the 21st-century equivalents of 
popular art posters, blogs, social media, and 
SMS, with compelling results. Storytelling 
health behavior modification media campaigns 
have demonstrated to be successful, both with 
and without art, innovation, and also as a 
strategy for the eradication of schistosomiasis. 
From presenting the crime of spitting to the 
American public to gaining societal recognition 
frankly and sincerely of hoof-and-mouth disease, 
what can public art teach health policymakers 
about our reactions to what might kill ourselves 
or those we care about? [10, 11, 12]. 

Challenges and Limitations in Utilizing Art for Public Health Awareness 
While the foregoing provides a rationale for 
integrating art and science, it is important to 
consider the potential limitations, ethical 
concerns, and resistance to collaboration. For 

instance, it is becoming increasingly challenging 
to access funding due to dwindling resources, 
most of which are channeled to direct public 
health initiatives. The lack of institutional 
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support for the role of art in creating public 
health awareness is also an issue. The 
commodification of aesthetic activities into 
'therapeutic exercises' further emphasizes the 
profitability of only a very few patients. Still, it 
is challenging to demonstrate how activity in 
art, culture, and humanities directly influences 
healthcare outcomes and offers what is still 
deemed 'soft' evidence. Truly, this complex 
interplay between multifaceted paths that art 
embodies is contexts, settings, discourses, and 
repertories, and the acts of healthcare 
professionals, policymakers, and practitioners in 
utilizing and engaging with art should not be 
regarded as self-evident [13, 14, 15]. Art 
exhibitions or artwork may be severely 
misinterpreted due to different responses to the 
frames of reference. Ethical dilemmas regarding 
artistic expressions are thus often raised, 
particularly in relation to the question of 
representation and the extent to which artwork 

might jeopardize the integrity and authenticity 
of the messages conveyed. However, it is mainly 
about the lack of attention to the ethical aspects 
of engaging contemporary artists to be the ones 
to transfer biological knowledge through a 
modern philosophy of life aesthetics. It leaves an 
important question: to what extent, if once 
engaging contemporary artists, do we demand 
and require them to possess specialized 
knowledge or have some level of training or 
skills in representational medicine to ensure 
that they work with the rich material they are 
making the relay of their talents with? 
Furthermore, although art in public health 
practice and public health art share space, and a 
collective idea of art and health can no longer be 
united; an inherent paradox exists. Whereas the 
context of the exposition situates art as public 
health, the artwork is removed from the realm 
of public health [16, 17, 18]. 

                        Future Directions and Opportunities for Artists in Public Health Advocacy 
As a creative medium, art can demonstrate 
alternative futures by pushing the boundaries of 
what is considered normal or acceptable. 
Therefore, it is entirely possible that alongside 
the monumental change in settings, mode, and 
message over many millennia, art and public 
health would continue to intersect in novel, 
inventive ways. Since the future is yet to unfold, 
other career paths for artists may not have been 
imagined. Public health may have been called 
upon in a crisis to help limit harm, yet few have 
theorized that the skill set of artists could 
prevent a crisis [19, 20, 21]. A digital approach 
can directly speak to the target audience most 
successfully. In this transformed era, artistic 
action will be safe, bold, immediately accessible, 
and will help move legislation. We anticipate an 
opportunity for scientists, public health 
specialists, government, and policy analysts to 
connect with artists to not only obtain 
imaginative examples and future-focused 
content for patients dealing with climate change 
or novel ailments but also to push the optimistic 
change that will result from the health equity 
concept. The blending of art and public health 
demonstrates a successful community approach. 

It is a preferable method if public health 
investigation and collaboration are prioritized, 
yet much collective discovery is currently 
funding an art enterprise. Art, on the other 
hand, does not require any more technique or 
education in public health. Art can change lives 
and improve health. Artist initiatives aimed at 
underserved or underprivileged people who deal 
with such social difficulties as discrimination, 
class, and poverty can improve fetal and 
perinatal health outcomes. It has the potential to 
promote wellness, avoid illness, and manage 
existing health problems. In both clinical and 
community settings, individuals with an interest 
in creative activities and work can enhance 
mental health and well-being. Art behaviors 
that encourage networking and health behavior 
adjustments are the most successful. Popular 
opinion leaders such as artists have proven to be 
more influential in ethnic minorities. Art altered 
attitudes toward physiological problems that 
brought positive health effects to rural 
communities. Marginalized communities can 
utilize art publications to tell their narratives of 
health discrimination, resulting in public 
awareness [17, 18]. 

CONCLUSION 
Artists have historically shaped public health 
awareness by using their creative talents to 
educate, inspire, and influence society’s 
perceptions of health issues. From early 
representations of diseases in visual art to 
contemporary digital media campaigns, art 
continues to be a powerful tool for health 
advocacy. While challenges such as funding 
limitations and ethical dilemmas persist, the 

intersection of art and public health offers 
immense opportunities for innovation. By 
fostering interdisciplinary collaborations and 
embracing new technologies, artists can play a 
critical role in advancing health equity and 
addressing modern health challenges. 
Recognizing the value of art in health 
communication and advocacy can pave the way 
for inclusive and effective public health 

http://www.idosr.org/


 
 

www.idosr.org                                                                                                                             Kashaka, 2024  

4 

 

strategies that resonate with diverse audiences and bring about meaningful social change. 
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