
Summary

A body of research known as 
Evidence-Based Art has shown 
that focusing on images with 
specific elements can lead to 
clear, measurable benefits for 
the viewer.  Most research 
examines health outcomes in 
medical settings, but similar 
benefits can be projected into 
the home, office, or elsewhere 
since the primary mechanism 
for these benefits is stress-
reduction.

This guide summarizes some of
the relevant research, and gives 
an overview of which kinds of 
artwork have been shown to be 
most beneficial.  
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Artwork can have either positive or negative impacts on health 
outcomes.  Selecting appropriate art for healthcare settings is therefore a 
very important task.  Ulrich and Gilpin1 suggest that the following health
outcomes can be impacted through the display of art:

 Clinical Indicators: e.g. blood pressure, heart-rate, intake of 
pain medication, and length of hospital stay.

 Patient/Staff/Family-Based Outcomes: e.g. ratings of perceived
pain, patient satisfaction with healthcare services, and staff-
reported satisfaction.

 Economic Outcomes: e.g. cost of care, staff turnover & 
absenteeism, and receipt of donations or grants.

The therapeutic benefit of appropriate art comes primarily by 
providing a stress-reducing positive distraction.2  Case examples of 
specific observed benefits include:

 Improved pain control by patients in a procedure room when 
exposed to nature scenes & sounds.3 

 Reduced blood pressure in pre-surgical patients when presented
with serene nature imagery.4

 Decreased pain intensity/quality, and anxiety by burn patients 
when in the presence of murals.5  

 Improved outcomes for postoperative heart-surgery patients 
who were exposed to nature imagery (as well as strong negative 
reactions when presented with abstract art).6

Art that contributes to the attractiveness of waiting areas may also
reduce perceived wait-time, improve perceived quality of care, relieve 
anxiety, and boost reported quality of staff/client interactions.7, 8

While representational nature art is known to be beneficial, art 
that is abstract or ambiguous can actually be detrimental to health 
outcomes.6, 9   Emotional congruence theory suggests this is because 
people project their current emotional state (often fear, distress, or 
anxiety when ill or injured) onto imagery that is open to interpretation.1 
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The research summarized here, in combination with preference 
studies,10, 11 make a strong case for the display of representational, 
nature-focused artwork, especially with the following features:1, 12

Waterscapes Calm water scenes such as rivers, streams and lakes.  
Avoid dangerous-looking rapids or stormy oceans.

Landscapes Visual depth or foreground openness; park-like or 
savannah-like scenes (scattered trees, grassy 
understory); verdant foliage; non-threatening wildlife 
such as birds; positive cultural artifacts like barns or 
older houses; deflected vistas (implying new 
information just beyond the visual bounds).

Flower & 
Gardens

Healthy, fresh-looking vegetation; vibrant colors; 
familiar plants or flowers.

Figurative 
Art

Smiling or positive facial expressions; friendly or 
nurturing relationships; generational and cultural 
diversity; people at leisure with prominent nature.

Peter C. Blanchard is a fine art photographer who 
specializes in providing artwork for healthcare 
environments.  Please contact him directly for sales, 
licensing, or consulting inquiries.
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