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Executive Summary

Human beings are fundamentally social by nature. Substantial evidence
documents the benefits of stronger social connections and the risks of
disconnection (e.g., isolation and loneliness) for individuals, groups,
organizations, and communities.("> Research on social connection spans
multiple scientific disciplines, including medicine, sociology, evolutionary
biology, psychology, epidemiology, neuroscience, communication, and
anthropology. Much of this research is historically conducted in siloes and relies
on a wide range of research methods, which makes it challenging to develop a
cohesive, systematic approach to promoting social connection.

The Foundation for Social Connection’s Scientific Leadership Council, chaired by
Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad, developed The Systems Of Cross-sector Integration
and Action across the Lifespan (SOCIAL) Framework to translate research into
practice, accelerating progress toward a society that contributes to social
connectedness across the lifespan.® The SOCIAL framework draws upon the
hybrid relationship of the (a) socio-ecological model and the (b) Health in All
Policy (HiAP) Framework to illustrate how every sector of society and level of
influence”"® can contribute to social connection and reduce social isolation and
loneliness. (6:910)

This report explores opportunities to foster social connection through the arts,
culture, and leisure sectors, which encompass the full range of systems, spaces,
creative practices, cultural traditions, programs, and policies that influence how
people access and participate in arts, cultural life, and leisure. In this report, we
examine how culture shapes and informs shared meaning, identity, and
belonging; how arts, culture, and leisure provide avenues for expression and
collective experience; and how leisure functions as an active social process that
generates recurring interaction, shared rituals, and voluntary
association—creating settings where relationships, social norms, and identities
are formed and reinforced through ongoing participation. Together, we examine
how these domains, through both intentional design and investment as well as
grassroots, community-driven practices and everyday participation, can
influence how people relate to one another, experience belonging, and connect
across differences.




In line with the Foundation’s previous SOCIAL Framework reports, we discuss
key stakeholders and promising strategies for fostering social connectedness
and addressing social isolation and loneliness through the design, planning,
policy, and use of the arts, culture, and leisure sectors. By the conclusion of this
report, readers will be equipped with language, examples, and strategies to
support efforts to strengthen social connection within the arts, culture, and
leisure sectors.

After reading this report, you will be able to:

e Describe and understand arts, culture, and leisure as interconnected
systems, spaces, and practices that shape social life, including how
individuals and communities access, experience, and participate across
institutional, communal, and informal settings.

e Identify how arts, culture, and leisure opportunities can either support or
hinder social connection — from barriers to access, representation, and
inclusion to funding structure, program design, and policy.

e  Apply promising strategies and examples for increasing social
connectedness through arts, culture, and leisure — across multiple levels
of influence (individual, interpersonal, institutional/organizational,
community, and societal) and tailored roles of various stakeholders,
including public health agencies, community-based organizations, and
practitioners.

Making the Case: How Do Arts, Culture, and
Leisure Address Social Isolation, Loneliness, and
Connection (SILC)?

Research indicates the profound potential of the arts, culture, and leisure to
address social isolation, loneliness, and connection (SILC) through inclusive,
accessible, and community-driven initiatives. It suggests arts, culture, and leisure
initiatives are most effective when they create recurring opportunities
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for meaningful participation, shared purpose, and interaction across differences. Examples
of positive outcomes include:

e  Strengthened social cohesion and trust through participation in art-based activities
that foster connections among diverse groups and reinforce shared values.2'4)

e Increased sense of belonging and reduced stigma among marginalized groups
through public cultural programs that provide free or low-cost access to arts and
leisure.™®

e  Stronger intergenerational relationships via cultural initiatives such as storytelling
festivals or collaborative art projects that bring together people of all ages,
promoting mutual understanding and support.('”

e Improved community ties and expanded social networks through adaptive sports
programs, fostering a sense of inclusion and mutual support among participants.'>

e  Reduced feelings of loneliness and enhanced social bonds through increased
opportunities for cultural exchange and connection through participatory online art
experiences.(®

It is important to note that emerging research also indicates that arts, culture, and leisure
initiatives do not automatically produce positive social outcomes, and in some contexts,
may reinforce existing inequities or barriers to participation. Impact is often dependent on
the design, access, continuity, cultural relevance, and the extent to which initiatives foster
genuine interaction and reciprocity. Examples of unintended outcomes include:

e Increased risk of social exclusion when barriers such as cost, transportation, or
perceived belonging limit marginalized communities' access to and participation in
social life."”)

e Limited or inconsistent impact on loneliness when arts participation lacks
meaningful opportunities for connection and relationship-building.('®

e Unequal participation patterns shaped by socioeconomic factors that may limit who
benefits from different opportunities and contribute to disparities in outcomes.('?

e Limited access to culturally rooted arts opportunities, which can deepen feelings
of alienation or tokenism and constrain the potential for genuine social
connection.??)




Cross-Cutting Considerations

This section in the report provides cross-cutting themes, perspectives,
and reflection prompts to consider when developing, researching, and
implementing approaches.

Ensuring Access to Arts, Culture, and Leisure for All

e  Where do barriers limit equitable access to arts, culture, and
leisure, and how can they be reduced?

e  How can arts, culture, and leisure experiences more intentionally
foster belonging across diverse communities?

e How should digital and in-person engagement be balanced to
strengthen social connection?

Arts, Culture, and Leisure Across the Lifespan

e How are arts, culture, and leisure opportunities intentionally
designed to support connection at different life stages?

e  Where are there gaps in sustained, developmentally-appropriate
engagement opportunities that help people stay socially
connected over time?

e  How can shared, culturally meaningful experiences be
strengthened to foster belonging across generations?
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Promising Strategies for Addressing SILC

Through Arts, Culture, and Leisure

This table provides an overview of strategies to address social isolation and loneliness and foster social connection within the arts, culture, and leisure
sectors. It presents the levels of influence for each strategy and the associated social connection outcomes it addresses.

Strategies for Addressing SILC Within the Arts, Culture, and Leisure Sectors

Strategy

Lower barriers and expand equitable opportunities
for meaningful participation in arts, culture, and
leisure.

Embed participatory arts and group-based leisure
opportunities within community-serving
institutions and public systems, while recognizing
the complementary role of specialized therapeutic
approaches where appropriate.

Embed arts education, leisure, and play-based
learning across formal, nonformal, and informal
education settings.

Establish and sustain community hubs dedicated
to arts, culture, and leisure.

Include arts, culture, and leisure in placemaking
efforts to prioritize recurring interaction and
inclusive gatherings.

Recognize arts, culture, and leisure as core
components of social infrastructure in policy,
planning, and funding decisions.

Create enabling environments for low-barrier,
recurring community participation in arts, culture,
and leisure.

Level(s) of Influence

Social Connection Outcomes

Reduced loneliness, reduced isolation, belonging, social support

Social capital, reduced loneliness, belonging

Social capital, belonging, sense of community, bonding

Social capital, social cohesion, belonging, sense of community, place
attachment, social support

Social capital, social cohesion, belonging, sense of community, trust

Social cohesion, reduced loneliness, belonging, sense of community, social
support

Social cohesion, belonging, place attachment, trust

Table 1: Strategies for Addressing SILC Within the Arts, Culture, and Leisure Sectors
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Making it Happen: How to Implement Strategies Effectively

This section of the report explores the “how” of effectively implementing strategies to advance social connection in the arts, culture, and leisure sectors. This includes
considering ways to elevate diverse perspectives through collective impact strategies and exploring how to address multiple issues with a single solution.

The following practices can contextualize the strategies previously shared and help begin to connect the dots across multiple areas of impact.

Strategies for Addressing SILC within the Arts, Culture, and Leisure Sectors

Strategy Level(s) of Influence

Invite local arts, culture, and leisure programs and initiatives to be “at the table” in local policy and strategy groups.

Co-create arts, culture, and leisure initiatives with communities and support grassroots leadership.

Facilitate intergenerational exchange through arts, culture, and leisure engagement.

Adopt social prescribing in healthcare and community-based settings.

Carve out funding for arts, culture, and leisure in annual budgets, effectively leveraging resources to maximize and sustain impact.

Table 2: How to Implement Strategies Effectively

&£
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Gaps and Implications for Research

While a growing body of research highlights the potential of arts, culture, and leisure to address
social isolation, loneliness, and connection (SILC), important gaps remain in understanding how
these activities influence social connection across populations, environments, and systems.
Existing studies suggest associations between creative and recreational participation and
outcomes such as belonging, social support, and reduced loneliness, yet many rely on
cross-sectional designs or program-specific evaluations. The following questions highlight areas
where additional research could strengthen the evidence base and guide more effective policy
and practice.

e How do different forms and characteristics of arts, cultural, and leisure participation
influence social connection outcomes?

e How do access, equity, and participation barriers shape who benefits from arts, culture,
and leisure opportunities?
How do digital and hybrid arts and leisure experiences influence social connection?
How can we better understand and measure the broader community and systems-level
impacts of arts, culture, and leisure?

Conclusion

Artists, cultural organizations, educators, public health professionals, planners, and policymakers
each play a role in shaping the environments and systems that support connection. By
recognizing arts, culture, and leisure as vital components of community life and social
infrastructure, stakeholders can expand opportunities for people to gather, create, and connect.
Through sustained participation, inclusive design, and cross-sector collaboration, arts, culture,
and leisure can help communities cultivate environments where connection becomes part of
everyday life.

Read Full Report Provide Feedback
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https://www.social-connection.org/social-framework/food-and-nutrition/download-the-food-and-nutrition-report/
https://www.social-connection.org/social-framework/food-and-nutrition/download-the-food-and-nutrition-report/
https://www.social-connection.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/The-SOCIAL-Framework-Arts-Culture-and-Leisure-Spring-2026.pdf
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScC45qwOlKhGl7HasSeobA7yY7XagTiO9AkbBdsz4VoRA83ew/viewform?usp=dialog
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScC45qwOlKhGl7HasSeobA7yY7XagTiO9AkbBdsz4VoRA83ew/viewform?usp=dialog
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