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Abstract 

This paper presents the results 
of participatory research that 
examined the potential of 
action art and photography as 
tools for activating seniors. The 
research took the form of action 
workshops, in which 35 seniors 
participated throughout the year. 
The workshops, which lasted two 
to three days, were designed as 
creative outdoor meetings that 
combined artistic expression 
with data collection. The chosen 
methodology was based on the 
assumption that creative activity 
in a natural environment promotes 
social interaction, self-expression, 
and a sense of meaning. Colour in 
this process plays a decisive role 
in strengthening the emotional 
connection, communication 
and interpretation of the work. 
Artistically engaging seniors in 
the creation of photographs in 
the action space becomes an 
option that offers a new way 
of communication and self-
reflection, while not forgetting 
the importance of their ability 
to create expressively. The main 
method of data collection was 
the analysis of photographic 

production, in which participants 
captured situations representing 
“action in space”. Subsequent 
semi-structured interviews made 
it possible to link the visual 
outputs with the subjective 
experiences of the authors. 
Thematic analysis combining 
visual and verbal data revealed 
five dominant categories: work, 
life, grandchildren, nature, and 
meaning. The results indicate that 
photography as a form of action 
art can be a significant activation 
tool in the senior population. The 
creative process proved to be a 
space for strengthening identity, 
reflecting on everyday life, and 
forming social bonds, confirming 
the effectiveness of the triad 
of seniors, photography, and 
activation. 
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Introduction – Photography as an 

Activation Medium

Photography in the action space 
thus represents not only an artistic 
expression, but also an important 
preventive and therapeutic tool that 
can contribute to improving the 
psychological and emotional state 
of seniors. Art intervention projects 
offer seniors the opportunity for 
creative growth, self-reflection 
and meaningful social connections, 
which are essential for their overall 
well-being. Biarincová (2020) 
states that in action art, media 
(photographs and digital recordings) 
offer various possibilities for 
visual communication and 
artistic expression, thus allowing 
creators to effectively use colour 
elements to deepen narrative and 
emotional content. By choosing a 
specific shot and camera moment, 
creators can precisely control the 
characteristics of their images. 
This choice is crucial, in that 
photographs provide an immediate 
and intuitive understanding of 
complex events, while a single 
glance can quickly reveal to the 
viewer, for example, the interaction 
between two individuals (Hafri et 
al., 2013). According to Kováčová 
(2020), photography captures a 
short moment of reality, which is 
characterized by the immobility of 
the real state and the absence of 
sound and movement. This moment 
represents only a fragment of the 
overall event, thus creating an 
interface between reality and the 
viewer’s imagination (Pravdová & 
Ungerová, 2024). The perception 
of a turning point in action art is 

based on the authentic perception 
of the actor and their subjective 
experience. The captured action 
sequence can evoke reminiscences 
of their own life events in the 
viewers, thereby deepening their 
emotional connection with the 
work (Kováčová, 2024). Colour in 
this process plays a decisive role 
in strengthening the emotional 
connection and interpretation of the 
work. Artistically engaging seniors 
in the creation of photographs 
in the action space becomes an 
option that offers a new way of 
communication and self-reflection, 
while not forgetting the importance 
of their ability to create expressively. 
These can be spontaneous and 
interactive forms of expression 
within open-air events, where 
seniors have the space to process 
their life experiences, express 
emotions, and find new ways of 
(self)expression.

1 Communication in the Space of 

Action Art

Action art represents an opportunity 
that provides seniors with a new 
way of communication and self-
reflection (Švecová et al., 2021), 
while undoubtedly supporting their 
creative identities. However, in the 
Slovak environment, the use of 
action art as a support strategy is 
still rare and often depends on the 
material and personnel resources 
of specific health or social facilities 
or organizations. Kováčová and 
Hudecová (2023) point out that the 
possibility of expressive expression 
in seniors is a key factor in their 
quality of life.

Experts in the field of art, such as 
Šicková-Fabrici (2008), Liebmann 
(2005), Valachová (2021), Kováčová 
et al. (2024) emphasize the 
potential of action art to restore 
the environment and inner world 
of an individual who has been 
disrupted for various reasons – for 
example, by the loss of a partner, 
home or as a result of a serious 
illness. This process of renewal can 
be mediated through action art, 
which serves as a tool for creating 
intense experiences. Thanks to 
them, individuals can rediscover 
their creativity, ability to express 
themselves and establish contact 
with their surroundings. Art-action 
activities, implemented for example 
in the form of art-action plein airs, 
support not only the reconstruction 
of mental balance, but also the 
development of sensory perception 
and emotional expression (Kováčová 
et al., 2024). This contributes to 
strengthening the identity of 
seniors with health problems and 
at the same time to restoring their 
ability to communicate, experience 
and create interactions with other 
people. Action art thus opens 
new perspectives for restoring 
integrity and harmony in the lives 
of individuals of senior age who 
face personal or health challenges. 
Its importance lies in the fact that 
it enables active participation, 
meaningful creative self-realization 
and social inclusion – key factors of 
quality and dignified aging.

A person’s involvement in artistic 
activities is present throughout 
their biodromic journey. The 
positive effects of art have been 
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confirmed in several studies focused 
on leisure and creative activities 
that affect the cognitive, social 
and emotional well-being of the 
population. For example, Tymoszuk 
et al. (2020) confirmed that long-
term and regular participation in 
artistic activities in older adults is 
associated with higher levels of 
happiness, life satisfaction, self-
realization and autonomy. The use 
of art even in advanced stages 
of cognitive diseases such as 
dementia is perceived positively 
by the patients themselves (Fábry 
Lucká, 2024). In this context, 
Fancourt et al. (2021) emphasize the 
beneficial effect of art on memory, 
concentration and willingness 
to actively communicate. Falck 
et al. (2019) point to a reduction 
in depressive symptoms, while 
Lourida et al. (2020) confirm an 
improvement in mood and increased 
engagement. Photography itself 
allows a person to better perceive 
and interpret situations that are part 
of action art.

2 Research Methodology

The research was carried out in the 
form of action plein airs, which took 
place throughout the calendar year. 
35 seniors (22 of whom were men) 
participated in the collaboration, 
taking turns in individual plein airs 
for a duration of 2 to 3 days. Each 
plein air was conceived as a creative 
meeting outdoors, which combined 
artistic activity, social interaction 
and the collection of research data. 
The chosen approach was based on 
the assumption that the involvement 
of seniors in creative activities in 

a natural environment can have an 
activating and motivating effect – it 
supports social ties, creativity and a 
sense of meaningfulness.

The action plein air also represented 
a method of participatory research, 
in which participants became ac-
tive co-creators of knowledge, 
not just its objects. The emphasis 
was placed on processuality – on 
experiencing, interaction and re-
flection, which arose during the 
creative act itself. The researcher 
acted as a facilitator, observer and 
co-participant, thus eliminating the 
hierarchical distance between the 
“researcher” and the “respondent”. 
Such an approach enabled the natu-
ral, authentic involvement of seniors 
and supported their intrinsic motiva-
tion to create.

Ten seniors aged 62 – 68 partici-
pated in each action plein air. The 
selection of participants was delib-
erate, with emphasis on interest in 
visual art, previous experience with 
creative activities and willingness to 
share personal experiences through 
creation. In the text of the contri-
bution, individual participants are 
indicated by the abbreviation P and 
a serial number (P1 – P35). In order 
to maintain anonymity, only basic 
identification data – age and gender 
– are provided.

Each plein air had a structured for-
mat that included an initial group 
discussion, a creative activity (pho-
tography in a natural environment) 
and subsequent reflection in a small 
group. The created space supported 
spontaneous expression and at the 

same time provided the researcher 
with the opportunity to observe 
interaction patterns, nonverbal 
expressions and the emotional reac-
tions of the participants.

The main method of data collection 
was the analysis of photographic 
production created by the parti- 
cipants during the plein airs. The 
seniors were given the task of pho-
tographically capturing situations 
that represented “action in space” 
for them – for example, movement, 
work, meetings with loved ones or 
moments of connection with nature. 
This approach was based on the 
concept that photography can be 
a tool of self-expression and at the 
same time a valuable source of  
visual data that reflects the personal 
experiences and value settings of 
individuals.

Each photographic output was 
subsequently the subject of a 
semi-structured interview, in which 
the participants interpreted their 
images, described the circumstanc-
es of their creation, the associated 
feelings and the meaning they 
attributed to them. The interviews 
made it possible to connect the 
visual outputs with the subjective 
experiences of the authors and to 
uncover deeper layers of meaning in 
their work.

The data were processed using 
thematic analysis, which combined 
visual material (photographs) 
and verbal interpretations from 
interviews. This approach allowed 
the identification of five recurring 
thematic categories: work, life, 

grandchildren, nature and meaning. 
The results of the thematic analysis 
revealed not only preferred 
motifs and visual patterns, but 
also processes of self-knowledge, 
interaction and meaning-making 
that took place during the act of 
creation itself.

3 Interpretation of Research 

Results

Based on the analysis of 
photographic production and 
semi-structured interviews with 
seniors, it was possible to identify 
five main thematic categories 
that reflect areas significant for 
their life experience and value 
orientation. The categories were 
arranged according to the degree 
of saturation of the data, i.e. 
according to the frequency and 
depth with which they appeared in 
the interviews and visual outputs. 
These are the following areas: 
nature, work, life, grandchildren, 
and meaning. For the purposes of 
this article, three categories that 
resonated with each participant 
in the action plein air will be 
presented.

The first and most saturated 
category is nature, which reflected 
the environmental and spiritual 
dimensions of experience in the 
statements of seniors. Seniors 
associated it with inner peace, 
regeneration, and inspiration, 
while the photographs captured 
the landscape, trees, water, and 
seasonal changes as symbols of 
the variability and cyclicality of life. 
Nature was perceived as a space of 

peace that allows for the release of 
tension, strengthening of vitality and 
physical activity. 118 photos were 
collected within the action plein 
airs, where the theme of the change 
of seasons resonated the most. In 
the following section, we present 
three case studies as examples of 
working with participants and the 
results of observation, analysis 
of photographic outputs, and in-
depth interviews. We present only 
a sample from our research. All 
case studies will be available after 
completion and evaluation.

3.1 Case Study 1

The participant (P-15) is a 65-year-
old man who has been regularly 
attending a day care centre for three 
years. He lives alone, and maintains 
contact with his family mainly through 
his children who visit him during 
Christmas. During his active working 
life, he worked as a cook, which also 
influenced his current interests – 

cooking remains for him a form of 
creative self-realization, a way to fill 
everyday life with meaningful activity. 
His favourite activities also include 
picking mushrooms and working 
around the house, which bring 
him a sense of independence and 
contact with nature. He welcomed 
participation in the action plein 
airs with enthusiasm, because he 
perceived this experience as an 
opportunity to get out of his routine 
and establish new social contacts. 
During the plein airs, he proved 
to be an observant and precise 
participant, capturing in particular 
the details of change and food 
through photography. His images 
often reflected the motif of care 
and a sense of order, which can be 
interpreted as a continuation of 
work habits from his professional 
career. In the interview, he repeatedly 
emphasized that doing something 
with his hands was a way for him to 
stay active and maintain psychological 
balance. Photography represented a 

Figure 1: Nature Is Alive

Source: own processing, 2025
Figure 2: Nature Is Sleeping

Source: own processing, 2025
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new kind of creation for him, which 
allowed him to expand the boundaries 
of his regular activities with an artistic 
dimension. At the same time, it 
provided him with the opportunity 
to express himself without the need 
for verbal communication, which he 
perceived as liberating.

In the context of research, this case 
shows that for seniors with a lonely 
lifestyle, involvement in creative 
and collective activity can have a 
significant activating and social effect. 
It allows them to renew a sense of 
belonging, establish new connections 
and transform everyday life into a 
space for creation and self-reflection.

The second category was work, 
which emerged as a central 
element of personal identity and 
self-esteem. Seniors perceived it 
as an important part of their lives, 
which goes beyond the boundaries 
of economic activity and acquires 
a dimension of meaningfulness 
and personal fulfilment. Their 
narratives included memories of 
past professional periods, as well 
as reflections on current forms 
of activity – volunteering, family 
care or community engagement. 
Work was also associated with a 
sense of usefulness, daily structure 
and internal order, which helps 
to maintain the continuity of life 
in senior age. 54 photos were 
collected as part of the action plein 
airs.

3.2 Case Study 2

Participant (P-3) is a 61-year-old 
man, divorced, who lives in a 

holidays. This limited contact with 
his family is reflected in his need to 
find new forms of social inclusion 
and meaningful spending of time. 
He joined the action plein air on 
the recommendation of a friend, 
initially with some reserve. However, 
he gradually began to perceive 
the creative environment as an 

two-generation house with his 
parents. During his active working 
life, he worked as a manager of a 
food operation, which shaped his 
sense of responsibility, order and 
systematicity. He currently spends 
his free time reading literature, 
acting in amateur theatre, and 
hiking, which provide him with space 

for personal fulfilment and escape 
from everyday worries. Despite 
serious health problems, which he 
talks about only marginally, he tries 
to appear confident and active. 
His life situation is complicated by 
the emotional distance from his 
children and grandchildren, who 
visit him only during the summer 

Figure 3: You Rarely See People Working Like This Anymore

Source: own processing, 2025

opportunity for self-expression 
and regaining social security. His 
photographic work focused on 
natural motifs and landscape details, 
which he interpreted as symbols of 
balance, work, and escape from the 
pressure of reality. In an interview, 
he emphasized several times that 
being in nature helps him “clear his 

head and organize his thoughts”. For 
him, the open-air event represented 
not only a creative experience, 
but also a therapeutic space – an 
environment where he could be in 
contact with peers without having to 
talk about personal problems.

In the context of the research, it can 
be pointed out that artistic-action 
activities can have a stabilizing 
effect for seniors who are facing 
health or family losses. They 
enable them to restore a sense of 
competence, overcome isolation and 
find a new source of identity and 
meaning in their work.

The third category – life – 
represented a broader framework in 
which seniors took stock of their life 
stages, experiences and values. The 
need to reflect on their personal 
life path, adapt to changes related 
to health or the loss of loved ones, 
but also to find a balance between 
accepting the past and focusing 
on the present often emerged. 
Photographs of everyday situations 
captured routine, peace and 
stability, which seniors perceived as 
supportive in times of uncertainty.

3.3 Case Study 3 (Figues 4-5, 

Seeing Means Living…)

Participant P-11 is a 65-year-old 
woman who lives with her husband 
in a two-generation house together 
with her children. During her 
active working life, she worked 
as a teacher and later as a school 
principal, which shaped her 
orientation towards responsibility, 
organization and care for others. 

Figure 4: Absence in Life

Source: own processing, 2025
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These qualities are also reflected 
in her daily activities, which 
include working in the garden, 
which provides her not only with 
physical activity, but also with a 
sense of control and fulfilment. An 
important part of her life are her 
grandchildren, whom she is devoted 
to as a source of joy, motivation and 
intergenerational connection.

The participant has vision problems 
and has undergone several 
operations, but she does not admit 
her health problems and tries to 
maintain her independence. She 
joined the action plein air through 
her daughter, who recommended 
her as a suitable participant. She 
uses the plein air as a space for 
self-expression and creative activity, 
and her photographs often capture 
moments that express her personal 
motto: “To see is to live”. For her, 
photography itself represents a 
safe and inspiring space in which 
she can explore her surroundings, 
reflect on experiences and express 
her creativity. In interviews, P-11 
repeatedly emphasized that creative 
activity allows her to maintain a 
sense of competence and active 
participation in everyday life, 
despite her health limitations. 
Photography provided her with 
the opportunity to express her 
inner world and connect it with the 
surrounding environment without 
the need for verbal communication 
about personal problems.

In the context of the research, artistic-
action activities oriented towards 
seniors with health limitations and 
family responsibilities can be an 

the transformation of memories 
into artistic language. During the 
creative process, he went through 
phases of observation, selection 
of motif and its gradual processing 
– from the initial idea to symbolic 
interpretation. At the level of 
performativity, he manifested 
himself as an actor, observer and 
narrator of his own story, with each 
movement, gesture or description 
becoming part of a wider 
performative act.

The reflective part of the plein air 
was based on questions aimed at 

taking stock: Which period was a 
turning point and in what? Which 
moments were painful? Which, on 
the contrary, brought joy? The very 
sharing of these experiences in the 
group created a cathartic moment in 
which memories were transformed 
into knowledge and understanding. 
Action art understood in this way 
allows seniors to take stock in a 
safe environment, the atmosphere 
of which supports openness, 
perspective and life wisdom.

The motif of the participant’s 
photographic series became a 

tree – a symbol of persistence, 
vulnerability and renewal. The 
tree, marked by time, wind and 
human intervention, became a 
metaphor for human existence. Its 
cracks, peeling bark and oozing sap 
represented traces of life for him, 
referring to trials, injuries and the 
renewal of man.

The trilogy was created 
processually, during the act of 
photography itself. Each shot 
carried a different meaning and 
simultaneously reflected three 
stages of life:

 
Figure 6: Metamorphoses of Life

Source: own processing, 2025

Figure 5: Eyes, (Un)Seeing

Source: own processing, 2025

important source of psychological 
well-being, creative self-realization 
and social participation.

Overall, it can be stated that the 
identified categories reflect a multi-
layered picture of seniors’ lives, in 
which the dimensions of work, family, 
nature and personal meaning are 
intertwined. The degree of saturation 
of individual categories indicates 
that the process of creation and 
photographic reflection allowed the 
participants to connect the past with 
the present, find continuity in their 
life stories and strengthen the feeling 
of actively experiencing their own 
existences.

3.4 Life Balance in the Process of 

Action Art

In this case, action art becomes a 
bridge to self-expression, which 
allows the senior to name their 
experiences, feelings and life 
changes through a creative act. 
In the category of life depiction, 
the creative process is combined 
with self-reflection and internal 
balancing, which takes place in 
a safe and understanding group 
environment.

Participant (P-34) male, 65 years 
old, used the plein air as a space 
for authentic self-expression and 
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•	 The first tree, with cracked bark 
and visible sap, symbolized 
birth and new beginnings – the 
birth of a child or grandchild, 
the wedding of descendants, 
moments of growth and joy.

•	 The second tree, from which 
sap flowed, represented effort 
and sacrifice – a metaphor for 
work, pain and everyday efforts 
that shape the meaning of life.

•	 The third tree captured 
the cycle of life – birth and 
death, health and illness, joy 
and sorrow. It was a silent 
reminder that everything is 
interconnected and that even 
the fall of leaves is a harbinger 
of new growth.

The photographic documentation itself 
was consciously composed so that the 
format and perspective supported the 
intended meaning. Each shot became 
a mirror of one’s own experience, a 
place where memories, experiences, 
and silent questions about the 
meaning of life meet.

Final Findings and Implications of 

the Research

Artistic research shows that seniors’ 
participation in creative activities, 
such as photography or action art, 
significantly contributes to reducing 
symptoms of depression, anxiety 
and social isolation. These activities 
support not only cognitive functions, 
but also a sense of responsibility, self-
reflection and motivation for lifelong 
learning.

The results confirm that artistic-action 
interventions represent an effective 

way to connect the emotional, social 
and spiritual dimensions of seniors’ 
lives. Through creation and visual 
expression, seniors become active 
co-creators of meaning, not passive 
recipients of care. Art understood in 
this way becomes a tool for activation, 
identity and life continuity.

The research also points to the need 
for an interdisciplinary approach – 
linking art, psychology, social work 
and gerontology. Such an approach 
allows for the creation of programs 
that respond to the real needs of 
seniors, strengthen their autonomy, 
social ties and sense of meaning.

The findings support the argument 
that art should be an integral part 
of active ageing policies. The 
implementation of creative and 
educational programmes for the 
elderly population should not only be 
a complement to social services, but 
their essential pillar.

In conclusion, it can be stated that art 
research in the senior environment 
brings a new perspective on ageing 
– not as a period of decline, but as 
a time of creativity, growth and re-
evaluation of the meaning of life. 
Such an understanding supports the 
vision of a society in which “to see is 
to live” – also in later life, through art, 
reflection and human proximity.
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