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“Socially engaged art functions by attaching itself to subjects and problems  

that normally belong to other disciplines, moving them temporarily into a space  

of ambiguity. It is this temporary ‘snatching away’ of subjects into the realm of  

art-making that brings new insights to a particular problem or condition and  

in turn makes it visible to other disciplines.” 

        Pablo Helguera, Artist 

 

 

“Any engagement has to come from the community. Any form of imposition - however 

well-intentioned it is - the more likely it is to fail in very loose terms. Trust is a huge 

thing in this community. If you have the trust of people who live in this area you can  

do amazing things. If you come with a top-down approach, you know, ‘this is what we 

are going to do for you and we want you to get involved’, it seems not to work.” 
 

        Clive Sax, Community Organiser  

 

 

“As an artist, you have to think of it as a ‘grass roots’ project and work from the 

community upwards. As opposed to just beaming in your project and expecting people 

to connect with you. You’ve got to identify those individuals or the group that you 

would like to work with and who you feel might like to work with you. The best contact 

you can have is always human contact.” 

Julia Riddiough, Artist 
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1  Introduction 

 

It is widely acknowledged that culture and the arts play an important part in the health and vitality of 

communities, creating vibrant places for people to live and work, whilst bringing pleasure and enjoyment1.  

In both the UK and France, arts and cultural activities are noted to result in positive individual and collective 

outcomes including: a sense of identity and belonging; social and community cohesion; civic engagement and 

economic impact; development of transferable skills; improved health and wellbeing2. However, participation 

in the arts remains to a larger degree the preserve of the ABC1, educated and employed members of the 

population3. Studies relating to digital access and inclusion meanwhile have increased our understanding of 

the differences and inequities relating to virtual arts engagement and participation4.  

 

HOME in Cliftonville5 is an ambitious programme of seven artist residencies and commissions taking place  

in Cliftonville, Kent between September 2014 and March 2015. Hosted by Resort Studios6, artists and arts 

organisations with experience of socially engaged and place-based practice have been selected to spend  

time in the town and create new work, working alongside community members. HOME is also part of a 

wider, Inter-regional Culture-led Regeneration (ICR) partnership programme7, funded by Interreg8 and 

comprising a range of partners, including arts organisations, higher education institutions and local 

authorities. The ICR partners are seeking to investigate the development of creative practice and its role  

in the cultural regeneration of the region. All project activities are framed around the principle of cross-

border collaboration, with a focus on local community engagement.  

                                                 
1 NCA (2009). A Manifesto for the Arts. London: National Campaign for the Arts 
2 See bibliography for full list of research studies pertaining to impacts 
3 DCMS (2014). Taking Part 2013/14: Quarter 3 Statistical Release. London: DCMS    

   https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/taking-part-201314-quarter-3-statistical-release 
4 DCMS (2007). McMaster Review “Supporting excellence in the arts - from measurement to judgement”. London: DCMS 
5 http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/about/residencies/home-creative-residencies-in-cliftonville-margate/  
6 http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/  
7 http://aub.ac.uk/international/internationalisation/interreg/  
8 http://www.interreg4c.eu/ 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/taking-part-201314-quarter-3-statistical-release
http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/about/residencies/home-creative-residencies-in-cliftonville-margate/
http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/
http://aub.ac.uk/international/internationalisation/interreg/
http://www.interreg4c.eu/


HOME in Cliftonville: Discussion Paper. Susan Potter and Dominique Chadwick, November 2014   5 

 

The health and wellbeing of communities may be affected by environment and place, levels of social  

and economic deprivation, employment and education opportunities, community networks and 

relationships, levels of trust and social capital (e.g. sociability, trust, reciprocity and civic engagement). 

Building upon existing research pertaining to both urban and coastal regeneration, in combination with 

the learning outcomes experienced by Louvre Lens and Turner Contemporary, HOME in Cliftonville 

provides an opportunity to compare approaches to culture-led regeneration in Margate and Lens,  

while investigating impacts related to perception of place. 

 

There is increasing evidence amongst practitioners, policy makers and social scientists of the 

contribution made by arts and cultural practice to the health, wealth, tolerance and civic governance  

of society through the generation of social capital. In addition, arts engagement is said to widen and 

strengthen social bonds. Social capital outcomes achieved through the arts are reported in the areas  

of education, criminal reform, health and employment. Researchers in the field of wellbeing meanwhile 

assert that the arts are crucial in the maintenance of mental health, with subsequent implications for 

the ways in which individuals operate in and contribute to society.  

 

In spite of this burgeoning evidence base, the past twenty years have witnessed a continuous critical 

debate regarding the social impacts resulting from arts engagement. An initial assessment by Landry et 

al. in 1993 was followed by numerous publications, summarised by White and Rentschler in 2005. These 

studies describe the challenges associated with the measurement of social impacts pertaining to arts 

participation and/or arts led regeneration. Rigorous methodologies are recommended to ensure the 

validity of claims that any programme might legitimately make. However, many commentators continue 

to question the appropriateness of purely quantitative methods. These may be inappropriate for 

measuring such dimensions as artistic excellence, quality of life, capturing the transformative effects  

an arts intervention may have on an individual, or the processes through which those impacts are 

generated. The sensitive design, delivery and evaluation of such programmes is essential, at once 

valuable in improving learning across the sector, while adding to the international knowledge bank 

regarding how such interventions might impact upon those aforementioned wider social issues. 

 

HOME in Cliftonville aims to contribute to the discussion of socially engaged arts practice, through 

delivering an artist programme to support the creative and cultural life within Cliftonville in the UK,  

and Lens in France. The design and evaluation of the HOME project will naturally provide important  

learning outcomes for all stakeholders in terms of community engagement, civic pride and  

regeneration. It will also create valuable opportunities for the greater exploration of the critical issues 

relating to participation, diversity and inclusion - nationally and internationally. This preliminary  

discussion paper therefore aims to explore examples of socially engaged arts practice within the UK and  

France, while describing the diverse ways in which individual artists and/or arts organisations approach  

this manner of working. Two case studies are subsequently presented, in order to compare and  

contrast the similarities and differences between individual arts interventions taking place in Cliftonville 

and Lens. From the literature reviewed, selected models and case studies, the discussion then seeks to 

investigate and describe those attributes required for the successful design - and indeed delivery - of 

socially engaged art projects across the UK and France.        

  



HOME in Cliftonville: Discussion Paper. Susan Potter and Dominique Chadwick, November 2014   6 

 

In terms of learning, this brief review has contributed to the development of a bespoke evaluation 

methodology for the first phase of HOME, while aiming to follow ‘the golden thread’ that traces the 

course of the project through from inception to conclusion and including: steering group composition; 

evaluator recruitment and selection; artist recruitment and selection; establishing achievable goals and 

appropriate outcome measures; the design and delivery of quantitative and qualitative tools; the 

presentation and eventual dissemination of findings. Through the course of the discussion, it would 

appear there are no simple answers to measuring the impacts of a socially engaged arts intervention in 

a real world context. More sophisticated methods of evaluation design, incorporating valid and reliable 

measures, need to be adopted if future programmes are to give a clearer indicator of the impacts of an 

arts intervention in a community setting. Importantly, the question remains as to how far the drive for 

hard evidence is relevant to socially engaged arts programmes where numbers are frequently small, 

where outcomes vary according to the individuals involved and importantly, where effects are reliant 

upon the numerous variables existing within diverse communities. Given its wide range of stakeholders, 

HOME therefore presents a unique opportunity to explore the strengths and values of those differing 

participant sectors - arts, community, heritage, regeneration, tourism representatives - engaged in 

delivering a socially engaged art programme, whilst seeking to bring about the development of a 

‘common language’, thereby enabling meaningful exchange between academics, artists, commissioners 

and communities alike. 

  

“I hope my project allows people to come to their own terms with it, just like  

I hope people come to their own terms with socially-engaged art. Though I do 

believe in its importance, I see myself moving away from the socially-engaged 

art rhetoric; I will leave that to the Academics. I’m personally more interested  

in the vernaculars of this art practice, the regional hybridisations of culture and 

identity where the works aren’t being discussed inside the safety of institutional 

panels, ‘socially engaged practice’ conferences and traditional art spaces. Let us 

find the regional dialects, vernaculars and accents of work thereof, rather than 

the model of what it should be. After all, isn’t that culture at its finest?” 

 

Sean Starowitz, Artist and Activist 
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2 Socially engaged art practice 

 

2.1 Socially engaged art in context 

 

Socially engaged art practice is defined by Barry as “A field of practice which argues there is a critical 

difference between an art that engages in the politics of representation and the art institutions, and  

an art that engages in wider political and civic practices.” Across the past decades, Barry describes how 

the development of socially engaged art practice has tended to follow particular patterns: it has 

frequently focused on communities defined by place; socially engaged artists have often been in a 

strong position relative to the environment that forms the subject of their work; it has been assumed 

there is a distinction between the work of artists who are able to give voice to disadvantaged 

communities, and the authorities who may have ignored and/or failed those communities in the past9.  

 

Socially engaged art practice may be seen therefore to use social engagement as its primary medium.  

It may also be referred to as: socially engaged art, community art, new-genre public art, participatory 

art, interventionist art and collaborative art. Socially engaged artists may develop their practice by 

inviting collaboration with individuals, communities, institutions or a combination, in order to produce 

work, to be exhibited both within and outside of the traditional gallery and museum setting. Such 

practitioners may co-create their work with a specific audience or propose critical interventions within 

existing social systems, inspiring debate or providing the catalyst for social exchange. The resulting 

artworks may focus on the interaction between the audience, social systems and the artist via e.g. 

aesthetics, ethics, collaboration, identity, environment, social activism. This component of the work may 

inspire, drive or in some instances, even complete the project. Although individual projects may well 

incorporate an artist’s studio based practice, they might also be realised in a variety of visual or social 

forms - depending on variable contexts and participant demographics - including performance, social 

activism, or mobilising specific communities towards a common goal. 

                                                 
9 Barry, A. (2006). Socially Engaged Art and Social Research. Oxford: OUP 
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However, art as a tool for social activism, engagement or transformation is certainly not a modern 

phenomenon. It has been well documented throughout art history that visual art - in the form of 

frescoes, paintings and sculptures - originally served to illustrate and fortify religious ideology; that the 

enlightenment and the art of the Renaissance sought to emancipate the individual; that modernism was 

a reaction to changes in the modes of production, the growth of industrialisation and the new lifestyles 

it brought about. In the UK, socially engaged art practice might be seen to have begun well before the 

commercial art market was conceived in the 19th century. Leading Victorian art critic John Ruskin and his 

peers campaigned for the concept of art working in ordinary life. They perceived art not simply ‘for art’s 

sake’ but rather as a tool for learning and enlightenment, enhancing the world around us while 

contributing to society more broadly. That said, in the last hundred years a canon of art has developed 

that adopts more directly ‘agitational’ methods than the movements and periods preceding them. As 

early as 1968, art critics Pierre Restany and François Pluchart used the term ‘sociological art’ to refer to 

socially engaged and less commercial practices amongst a diverse set of artists, including ‘body artists’ 

Gina Pane and Michel Journiac, Spanish-born video artist Joan Rabascall, Hervé Fischer, Fred Forest, and 

Jean-Paul Thenot. 

 

In the autumn of 1973, François Pluchart initiated a debate between Journiac, Pane, Fischer, and 

Thenot, published as “Dix questions sur l’art sociologique” in the art magazine artTitudes10. However, 

this history of socially engaged art might be traced through the independent practices of Fischer, Forest 

and Thenot who would later form the Sociological Art Collective11. Such practice should also naturally  

be placed within the context of broader international movements towards social engagement and the 

social sciences, including the work of Stephen Willats and Hans Haacke, exhibitions such as Art into 

Society, Society into Art (ICA, London, 1974), and the intellectual histories of social art history and 

sociology of art. 

 

Further analogies to contemporary social practice are to be found in the rise of the ‘community arts’ 

movement after 1968, whose history might provide a cautionary tale for today’s artists averse to 

theorising the artistic value of their work. Emphasising ‘process’ rather than end result or ‘product’, 

basing their judgments on ethical criteria about ‘how’ and ‘whom’ they work with rather than on the 

character of their artistic outcomes, the community arts movement found itself subject to manipulation 

and eventually instrumentalisation by the state. From an agitational force campaigning for social justice 

(in the early 1970s), it became a harmless branch of the welfare state (by the 1980s). A shift in thinking 

from ‘the arts are good’ to ‘the arts are good for you’ has since led towards an increasingly instrumental 

approach from all quarters, leading to a scarcity of critical and reasoned debate as to the meaning and 

value of socially engaged art practice and the arts more broadly.    

 

  

                                                 
10 Pluchart, F. (1974). "Dix questions sur l'art sociologique" in arTitudes (6/8): 4–17 
11 Galland, B. (1986). Art sociologique, Méthode pour une sociologie esthétique. Switzerland: Georg 
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2.2 A need for continuing and critical dialogue 

 

There are many artists today who renounce the usual vocabularies of contemporary art, suggesting  

they are engaged in more serious, worldly and/or political issues. As described by Groys however,  

this anti-aesthetic thinking is not new, “Just as we have come to recognise Dada cabaret, situationist 

détournement, or dematerialised conceptual and performance art as having their own aesthetics of 

production and circulation, so too do the often formless-looking photo-documents of participatory art 

have their own experiential regime”. The argument from Groys’ perspective is not whether we should 

regard these anti-aesthetic phenomena as objects of a new formalism (e.g. parades, demonstrations, 

discussions, ubiquitous plywood platforms, countless photographs of people) but rather how we might 

evaluate their impacts upon the social and artistic experience being generated and importantly, how 

they might extend our collective learning12. 

Critical dialogue and reflection are acknowledged to be essential components in improving art practice. 

Using art to deliver social policy may well have brought about numerous new opportunities for artists, 

yet several commentators13 suggest it has also led to a decrease in critical language and debate. Where 

studio and gallery-based artists continue to communicate almost exclusively in ‘art language’, socially 

engaged art practitioners are increasingly immersed in the ‘language of the Third Sector’. They are often 

to be found undertaking (and self-financing) professional development opportunities to learn about e.g. 

public licensing; charity status; data protection, health and safety issues; viral marketing; policy changes 

and bid writing. Artist studios have also become their offices, while the commissioners and curators for 

new artworks are most likely to be foundations, charitable trusts and governmental bodies. Such spaces 

are not necessarily encouraging artists to develop and/or define the value of artistic practice on their 

own terms. 

                                                 
12 Groys, B. (2009) “Comrades of Time” in e-flux journal, December, 2009.  

http://www.sternberg-press.com/index.php?pageId=1296  
13 Lowe, T. (2014). Critical Conversations Artists’ reflections on quality in participatory arts practice. Helix Arts for ArtWorks 

 

 

http://www.sternberg-press.com/index.php?pageId=1296
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In addition to those experienced practicing artists, the new generation of student is demanding that 

their £27k art school degree equips them to be ‘industry-ready’. Those previously experimental spaces 

of art colleges and academies - where young and emerging artists would generate new terms, processes 

and concepts for seeing - are instead becoming business schools. For those artists already working in the 

social realm meanwhile, the designated space for discussion and reflection is often only to be found in 

the evaluation report. Rather than critical contemplation, the evaluation of artist led projects and 

programmes is less an open and objective analysis, but more a tool for advocacy to be used in the 

support of further funding bids. Furthermore, an increasing emphasis placed upon the quantitative 

measurement of social outcomes (e.g. social inclusion, community cohesion, wellbeing) and payment-

by-results means that social value - and by extension socially engaged art practice - is increasingly 

articulated in economic terms. This brings art practice far closer to an economic debate than in previous 

decades. Within an increasingly pressurised economic situation - where an artist’s livelihood and an 

externally-defined value system become intractably intertwined - the critical justification of this work 

easily becomes of secondary concern. The space for artist-led, autonomous, critical discourse - essential 

for developing sophisticated practice - is currently in short supply. 
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2.3 The role of the socially engaged artist 

 

As previously described, socially engaged art practice includes a range of diverse and potentially 

conflicting definitions e.g. community art, new-genre public art, participatory art, interventionist art, 

collaborative art. Socially engaged artists may produce artworks in collaboration with individuals, 

communities, organisations or a combination of these. Commentators, commissioners and artists alike 

suggest this spectrum of practice demands and naturally results in a diversity of roles, depending upon 

context and/or the individual artist’s motivation. Within the scope of this paper, it is not proposed to 

complete a detailed investigation of the multitude of artist programmes, projects and/or delivering 

artists currently working in the UK and/or France. However, the following examples provide interesting 

models that may prompt further discussion relating to the varied roles exemplified by - or indeed 

demanded of - the socially engaged artist.  
 

 

2.3.1 The artist as social activist 

 

Current discussions around contemporary art practice are frequently centred upon the question of art 

activism, i.e. the ability of art to function as an arena and/or medium for ‘political protest’ and ‘social 

activism’. Art activists do not aim to simply criticise the art system or the general political and social 

conditions under which this system functions. Rather, they aspire to change these conditions by means 

of art. Through their practice, these art activists may attempt to e.g. change living conditions in 

economically underdeveloped areas; raise ecological concerns; offer access to culture and education for 

the populations of poor countries and regions; attract attention to the plight of illegal immigrants; 

improve the conditions of people working in art institutions. 

 

Conceived by Franҫois Hers in 1990, Les Nouveaux Commanditaires is the implementation of an 

innovative cultural policy, supported by the Fondation de France. It allows citizens “plagued with 

societal unrest or the difficult conditions of a developing nation” to pair with a contemporary artist who 

transforms their concern into a work of art. This singular programme coordinates collaborations 

between three key players: the artist, the civil society and the cultural mediator, with the involvement 
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of public and private partners. This method attracts internationally acclaimed artists across a range  

of diverse art practices. Essentially a method of enabling citizens to commission new public art, the 

programme is governed by a short protocol which sets out the different roles and responsibilities of  

the commissioners, the artist and the mediator who facilitates their work together: 

 Citizens have to state why art must exist and must endorse the responsibility  

of their commission 

 Artists have to create adequate works of art 

 Political elected representatives as well as art patrons (together with corresponding  

public services) shall contribute, with the help of the contemporary art mediators,  

towards the realisation of the initiative 

 Human Sciences researchers have to shed light on the different aspects of this action  

and shall also set it up in its appropriate prospect. 

Since its inception, numerous commissions have been completed in France and other European 

countries by many artists, including Nicolas Floc’h, Liam Gillick, Michelangelo Pistoletto, Ettore Spaletti 

and Rémy Zaugg. The ‘commissioners’ or ‘patrons’ have comprised e.g. residents, doctors, voluntary 

groups, farmers, journalists, gardeners, teachers, politicians and others. Guiding each commission to 

completion are independent ‘mediators’, central to the programme’s success. The development of each 

artwork is slow and painstaking, often extending across years as funding is found, permissions secured 

and ideas developed. This process may be difficult, with conflicting visions pertaining to the ‘meaning’ of 

an individual place or what an artwork could bring to it. A main strength of the programme however is 

in viewing these tensions as both positive and necessary. They prompt the dialogue that is often 

advocated - yet rarely so richly achieved - in contemporary art discourse. 

 

There is plenty to appreciate in Les Nouveaux Commanditaires, not least its longevity. The Fondation de 

France has been supporting the programme since 1991, in an exemplary commitment to giving an 

original idea the time to develop. Arts policy in the UK might benefit from such longitudinal horizons. As 

it might benefit from the intellectual and artistic rigour exemplified by the programme, including its 

documentation. The website provides a richly illustrated account of the work - in French and English - 

ensuring its philosophy is as accessible as its artworks. A comprehensive collection of essays by artists, 

philosophers, historians and sociologists “Faire art comme on fait société” was also published last year.  
 

 

Visit:    http://www.nouveauxcommanditaires.eu/en/   

 

See also: 

Ackroyd & Harvey      http://www.ackroydandharvey.com/ 

Bob and Roberta Smith  http://bobandrobertasmith.co.uk/  

Complaints Choir   http://www.complaintschoir.org/ 

HVDZ Theatre Company  http://www.hvdz.org/    

UZ Arts     http://uzarts.com/about-uz-international 

Platform    http://platformlondon.org/  

  

http://www.nouveauxcommanditaires.eu/en/
http://www.ackroydandharvey.com/
http://bobandrobertasmith.co.uk/
http://www.complaintschoir.org/
http://www.hvdz.org/
http://uzarts.com/about-uz-international
http://platformlondon.org/
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2.3.2 The artist as creative collaborator 

 

Josesph Beuys stated “The highest form of creativity is that which promotes the creativity of others.” 

Increasingly, the dialogue around socially engaged art practice is focused upon the relationship between 

‘the artist’ and ‘the participant’14. This discussion might be seen to raise a number of important 

questions: Is the role of the artist to be teacher or facilitator in such programmes? Where does the 

power lie in such a relationship? Who will take credit for and/or own any resulting artwork? How might 

artists engage the full support and collaboration of community members? Those artists open to 

exploring the skills and resource within their locale frequently report rich and sometimes unexpected 

outcomes, including extending individual learning and developing personal practice. Importantly, such 

relationships are noted to stimulate further thinking regarding the democratisation of the arts, often 

expressed through bringing the arts and other disciplines together on a level ground.  

 

Conceived by CiCi Blumstein, Johanna Berger and Joseph Young in 2007, Blank is a studio and gallery 

complex managed entirely by artists. Its purpose is to house and support contemporary art in all its 

forms. The artists based at Blank produce a vibrant and eclectic mix of work, including visual and sound 

installation, performance and more. Situated on an industrial estate in Portslade on the outskirts of 

Brighton & Hove, Blank is part of a wave of pioneering art venues and organisations, attracted by the 

remoteness of the industrial wilderness and affordable rental charges. Those artists who become part of 

the Blank collective agree upon two key aims: to instigate creative change in the local area; to work in 

collaboration with the resident community.    

 

  

                                                 
14 Schmuckli, C. (2005). “Chronology and Selected Exhibition History” in Joseph Beuys: Actions, Vitrines, Environments.  

    London: Tate 
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An example of this philosophy is illustrated by The Exchange, delivered by Blank as part of HOUSE 

Festival 2011. Described as “neither an exhibition nor a performance piece but a Pay-What-You-Earn-

Art-Café and a workshop the size of a building”, this project attempted to demonstrate new models of  

artist/audience collaboration while recognising the untapped resource existing within their locale. 

Exploring the theme of alternative currencies, The Exchange enabled Blank resident artists, local 

community members and other creative practitioners to share in a rich programme of e.g. talks, tours, 

workshops and performances. Rather than using hard currency to take part in an event, The Exchange 

aimed to unearth the hidden talents within the local community. Participants were therefore charged 

with “swapping skills” during the course of the project (e.g. delivering talks, tours and workshops; 

performing live dance, music, poetry; providing cakes/lunch dishes for the café; volunteering in the café 

bar). As word of this initiative spread, so audience reach, community participation and the diversity of 

activities on offer increased, in often unexpected ways (e.g. walking on glass workshops; evening deer 

hunting trips; local suppliers providing resources and refreshments; artists requested to work with local 

community groups; local MPs joining panel discussion pertaining to arts and regeneration).         

 

Within this philosophy, what each participant (including BLANK) brings to the project is the starting 

point, while the role of the artist is to help frame and create an imaginative setting where diverse and 

sometimes diametrically opposed opinions and practices can be aired, shared and worked through 

together. With whatever group of diverse individuals, the intention is to create spaces for creative 

collaboration and discussion not only of the issues at hand - be they aesthetic, environmental, economic 

- but also that the manner of the discussion provides a model of democratic practice, described by 

Henry Giroux as 'critical pedagogy' and Paulo Freire as ‘the pedagogy of hope’. 

 

 

 

Visit:     http://www.blankstudios.org/  

 

See also: 

 

BE FESTIVAL   http://befestival.org/  

Cité des Electriciens   http://electronlibre.bruay.free.fr/  

Helix Arts    http://www.helixarts.com/  

Campement Urbain   http://campementurbain.org/cuv3/ 

The Collaborators   http://www.thecollaborators.org.uk/ 

Strange Cargo    http://www.strangecargo.org.uk/  

 

 

  

http://www.blankstudios.org/
http://befestival.org/
http://electronlibre.bruay.free.fr/
http://www.helixarts.com/
http://campementurbain.org/cuv3/
http://www.thecollaborators.org.uk/
http://www.strangecargo.org.uk/
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2.3.3 The artist in community health and wellbeing  

 

Over recent years, there has been increasing interest in those socially engaged artists working in the 

fields of community health and wellbeing. Through supplementing medicine and general healthcare,  

the arts are noted to improve the mental and/or physical health of individuals and communities. 

Engaging in the arts is reported to promote prevention of disease and enhance psychological wellbeing. 

The arts are also evidenced to enhance healthcare environments, benefit staff retention and increase 

professional development. Although these programmes are described in diverse ways (e.g. arts in 

health; arts for health; arts and health), they together describe the effect that active engagement has 

upon individual and/or collective health and wellbeing. As this particular area of art practice has grown, 

so our understanding of its impact has developed both nationally and internationally, including across 

the UK and France. 

 

Outside In was established by Pallant House Gallery, Chichester in 2006 “to provide new opportunities 

for artists who find it difficult to access the art world due to health, disability or social circumstance”. 

The project engages with and includes: artists in hospitals, hospices or prisons; artists with mental or 

physical health issues; artists with learning disabilities; homeless artists and self-taught visionaries. 

Outside In believes that diversity is intrinsic to art, to arts practice and culture, yet notes that this 

viewpoint is often obscured to the detriment of us all. Research in the field meanwhile indicates that 

individuals with a disability or illness have significantly lower rates of arts attendance or participation 

than those without disability or illness. Through Outside In and its broader Learning and Community 

programme, Pallant House Gallery aims to redress such inequality.  
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The project is thought to be unique within the arts and cultural sector, respected as a model of best 

practice across the UK and beyond. It has evolved its ways of working during the past eight years, 

learning from and responding to its outcomes, considering the needs of artists and placing them at the 

heart of the project. Its mode of delivery embodies the principles of ‘empowerment’, ‘ownership’ and 

‘community’, via innovative and creative ways (e.g. exhibitions, workshops, professional development, 

induction and surgery days, conference presentations and publications). Outside In has become the 

flagship project for Pallant House Gallery, raising awareness of issues surrounding disability, access and 

inclusion. The project has worked with numerous partner organisations across the UK, ranging from high 

profile national museums, galleries and arts organisations, to smaller community organisations 

delivering ground-breaking work to adults with specific needs. Its delivery and evaluation methods have 

been replicated by other organisations, while a pilot study completed with Cambridge University uses 

clinical research measures, aiming to cross the divide between arts and health. In these and other ways, 

the project continues to challenge and change thinking regarding socially engaged programmes aiming 

to cross the arts and health interface. 

 

 

 

Visit:     http://www.outsidein.org.uk/  

 

See also: 

 

Art dans la cité    http://artdanslacite.eu/en/Home-3.html  

Artlink    http://www.artlinkedinburgh.co.uk/  

Arts and Minds    http://artsandminds.org.uk/ 

Musique et Santé   http://www.musique-sante.org/en 

People United   http://peopleunited.org.uk/  

Streetwise Opera   http://www.streetwiseopera.org/  
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http://www.artlinkedinburgh.co.uk/
http://artsandminds.org.uk/
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http://peopleunited.org.uk/
http://www.streetwiseopera.org/
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3  The landscape in Cliftonville and Lens 

 

3.1 A setting for HOME 

 

HOME in Cliftonville15 is an ambitious programme of artist residencies and commissions taking place in 

Cliftonville, Kent. Hosted by Resort Studios16, seven artists with experience of socially engaged and place-

based practice have been selected to spend time in the town from 2014 to 2015, creating new artworks and 

engaging with community members. HOME is also part of an Inter-regional Culture-led Regeneration (ICR) 

partnership programme17, comprising a number of European partners, including arts organisations, higher 

education institutions and local authorities. These ICR partners are seeking to investigate the development  

of creative practice and its role in the cultural regeneration of the region. Building upon existing research 

pertaining to urban and coastal regeneration, it is hoped that HOME in Cliftonville will provide an opportunity 

to compare approaches to culture-led regeneration in Margate and Lens, whilst also investigating impacts 

related to perception of place. 
 

Situated in north eastern France, Lens is a city in the Pas-de-Calais department, near to the Belgian 

border. Once an important coal mining town, by the time the last mine closed in 1986, the city suffered 

from poverty and a high unemployment rate, currently standing at 17.7%. Lens is near to many WWI 

memorials - including Vimy and Loos - sites of cultural and historic interest. It is also home to Louvre 

Lens, a striking new outpost of the Louvre opened in 2012 at a cost of £12m. Located on the site of an 

old Lens coal pit, the museum displays a selection of the Louvre’s most valued works in the midst of 

Lens’ red brick terraces and slag heaps. The Louvre is Paris's largest cultural attraction and the world's  

                                                 
15 http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/about/residencies/home-creative-residencies-in-cliftonville-margate/  
16 http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/  
17 http://aub.ac.uk/international/internationalisation/interreg/ 

 

 

http://www.resortstudios.co.uk/about/residencies/home-creative-residencies-in-cliftonville-margate/
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most visited museum, attracting more than 8 million people each year. Its Lens outpost is hoped 

transform the post-industrial north, with local politicians hailing it as a miracle. The Louvre-Lens project 

is seen as far bolder than other famous museum satellites, the Guggenheim in Bilbao, Tate Liverpool or 

more recently the Pompidou centre in Metz, since those cities are larger, more established and better 

funded. With a population of around only 35,000, Lens does not have its own cinema, possesses two 

modest hotels and opened its first tourist office at the end of the 1990s.  

 

In a depressed mining region, this initiative is noted to be an act of great political symbolism, marking a 

return to the ‘revolutionary roots’ of the Louvre. The architecture is already being hailed as a mastery of 

understated minimalism, perched on the site of an old pithead. Japanese architects Sanaa suggested 

they didn't want to create an "imposing fortress" but rather a “achieve balance with the scale of the site 

and the landscape features, evoking its mining history." The resulting glass structure, described as 

"boats on a river delicately floating into a huddle" enjoys views of the giant slag heaps at Loos-en-

Gohelle, the largest in Europe and recently graced with world heritage status18. Local politicians hope it 

will take just 10 years for infrastructure and new employment opportunities to grow in an area that has 

almost double the national unemployment rate. In addition to engaging with a new, young audience of 

local residents and those who have “never set foot in a museum”19, Louvre-Lens also hopes to attract 

international visitors, including tourists from the UK.  

 

Cliftonville meanwhile is a coastal area of the town of Margate, situated in the Thanet district of eastern 

Kent. Once an important holiday destination, Margate is the UK’s original seaside resort while its 

neighbour, Cliftonville was in its heyday noted to be one of the most desirable places to live in the UK. In 

recent decades, Cliftonville has experienced a period of serious economic decline, as with many coastal 

towns in the UK towards the end of the 20th century. In addition to its rich seaside history and unique 

architectural features, Cliftonville has a diverse and vibrant local community with over 40 different 

languages being spoken. Northdown Road is its lively, independent shopping street with new business 

owners alongside historic businesses, some operating for over a century. Many of Cliftonville’s buildings 

date from between 1850 and 1914, with squares, avenues and a series of seafront green spaces looking 

out over scenic bays and beaches. Cliftonville East and West have a population of towards 16,000, while 

unemployment levels stand at 17%. However, both Cliftonville and Margate are reported to be enjoying 

a renaissance, as visitors to Turner Contemporary the town’s new flagship cultural attraction, discover 

the history, beauty and artistic appeal of this far corner of Kent.  

 

Opened in April 2011 at a cost of £17.5m, Turner Contemporary is an art gallery located at the edge of 

Margate’s Old Town, intended as a contemporary arts space and catalyst for the regeneration of the 

town20. Its title commemorates the association of the town with noted landscape painter JMW Turner, 

who went to school locally and visited throughout his life. Turner Contemporary is situated adjacent to  

                                                 
18 http://www.dezeen.com/2012/12/04/louvre-lens-by-sanaa-and-imrey-culbert/ 
19 http://www.louvrelens.fr/  
20 http://www.turnercontemporary.org/  
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the harbour arm, on the site of a boarding house where Turner is reported to have once stayed. 

Designed by David Chipperfield, who styled it “very much as a pavilion, nearly industrial, a type of shed” 

the emphasis here is upon the use of natural light21 yet the building has also been described as “alien, 

brutal and bleak”. In November 2011, the gallery received an award from the British Guild of Travel 

Writers, highlighting its contribution to the visual arts scene in Britain and Europe more widely.  

 

It is against this cultural backdrop that HOME in Cliftonville is being delivered. Although situated in quite 

distinct parts of Europe, there are a number of close similarities between the local populations of Lens 

and Cliftonville (Table 3.1) and more specifically, those economic benefits pertaining to the cultural 

institutions of Louvre Lens and Turner Contemporary. Each cultural organisation has intentions to 

engage with its community, yet residents are presently in the minority of visitors for both venues. Might 

socially engaged artists working locally therefore provide a conduit for connecting community members 

with these rich, cultural resources? Within this context, two artists with experience of socially engaged 

practice have recently delivered projects in Lens and Cliftonville. The following sections aim to provide  

a more detailed description of the background, process and outcomes of each initiative as captured 

through interviews conducted with the artists and key stakeholders. This in turn contributes to the 

subsequent discussion regarding those elements which might support the effective delivery of socially 

engaged art initiatives in Cliftonville and/or Lens.          

                                                 
21 http://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/2011-stirling-prize/turner-contemporary-margate-by-david-chipperfield-

architects/8614299.article 
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Table 3.1 The landscape in Cliftonville and Lens: Turner Contemporary and Louvre Lens 

 

Characteristic (general)  Cliftonville East and West Lens 

Population 15,740 36,206 

Gender Female                     50.6%          

Male                         49.4%   

Female                    53.4 %        

Male                        46.6 % 

Age 0-15 years                20.4% 

16-64 years              58% 

65+ years                  21.6% 

0-15 years               19.4% 

16-60 years             57.5% 

60+ years                23.1% 

Unemployment level 17% 17.7% 

Characteristic (specific) Turner Contemporary Louvre Lens 

Cost £17.5m / €220m £12m / €150m  

Visitors (to December 2013) 1,160,000 900,000  

Local visitors  20% (Thanet) 40.13% (Nord-Pas-de-Calais) 

Visitor spend (day) £13.23 / €16.67  £19.85 / €25  

Visitor spend (overnight) £56.54 / €71.22 £123 / €155  

Income (tourism and inward investment) £32 million / €40 million £32.7 million / €41 million 

Employment opportunities generated 130 jobs 400 jobs 
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3.2  Case Study: Clip, Cut, Gel 

 

One role not considered in the earlier section is that of the artist as ‘researcher’. It may be argued that 

all artists are researchers by the very nature of the creative process. However, there are those whose 

practice is centred upon employing specific research skills and/or materials in support of their practice 

and/or resulting artworks. Julia Riddiough is a Margate-based artist22 with a particular interest in 

“exploring and investigating the archive, looking at the spaces between fact and fiction, meaning and 

perception.” Found imagery is often used as source material - to edit and reframe - in diverse visual 

media, including both still and moving images. Riddiough’s work also contributes to the wider debate 

surrounding authorship and authenticity, including those dilemmas posed by such works for author and 

audience. ‘Clip, Cut, Gel’23 is an ongoing series of artworks presented by Riddiough via the A Brooks Art 

online space, taking place in high street barber shops and national art festivals. ‘Clip, Cut, Gel’ aims to 

investigate what it means to be male in the UK today. Caught in an undefined and contradictory state, 

the work explores masculinity from a range of diverse and entirely personal perspectives. ‘Clip, Cut, Gel’ 

has to date resulted in an exhibition and online hosting of four works, addressing i.e. male grooming; 

masculinity; gender politics and the gaze. Additional creative outcomes include: a series of photographs; 

an artist film; an artist book and ad hoc live performances by a Barber Shop Quartet in local barber 

shops, including Cliftonville. 

 

                                                 
22 http://www.juliariddiough.com/  
23 http://www.juliariddiough.com/works/-clip-cut-gel/ 
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“The Barber Shop Quartet went down very well really. It was after work and Julia filmed it. I was quite 

shocked because they were here for over an hour! They performed quite a few songs and I thought it 

was great actually; it’s not very often that I can listen to live music in my own shop! They were all really 

good singers. It went well actually. The shop was shut, so there were no customers about, that would 

have been really nice to try but yes, as an experiment, it was fine.” 
 

Barry Gardner, November 2014 

 

In 2014, Riddiough approached the owner of an established local barber shop, ‘Barry the Barber’ located 

in Northdown Road, Cliftonville24 with the request to spend a regular weekly session working at the 

salon to develop her project ‘Clip, Cut, Gel’. Barry Gardner has been a resident of Cliftonville since 1960 

(maintaining a business there since 1990) and was recognised by Riddiough to be a ‘driver’ within this 

small but rapidly developing community. Although reported not to be an overt arts and/or cultural 

attendee, Barry expresses a commitment to Cliftonville and its developing community. While in 

residence, Riddiough invited Barry’s clients to add to her on-going research, contributing individual 

reminiscences and personal responses (i.e. their thoughts on being a man in today’s society; one wish 

for the world, if they should be king for a day; their favourite barber shop memory or story).   

 

“Barry first of all was very generous and supportive. I was visiting the Barber Shop for one day a week 

for about two and half months. It’s a tiny, tiny space in the shop, so I couldn’t really film in there. So I 

took stills but I was very mindful that this was Barry’s space and his livelihood, you know, it was his 

business. I took my lead more often than not, from Barry. He would introduce me to his customers and 

if there was a queue of people waiting, I would show them my film and ask my various questions.”  

 

Julia Riddiough, November 2014 

 

During the course of her visits to the salon, Riddiough interviewed towards twenty clients from a wide 

range of ages and backgrounds, each of whom provided rich and insightful personal histories to add to 

the research. The interaction was reported to prompt time for reflection and discussion between artist, 

barber and client, noted to be a new and/or unusual experience for these men. However, as described 

by Riddiough, Barry was the critical ‘conduit’ who enabled this collaborative process to occur.  

 

  

                                                 
24 http://www.cliftonville-partnership.co.uk/p/health.shtml 
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“While I was in the shop, the customers were talking about Barry as well as the shop, you know, their 

times spent there. So they were saying oh, I’ve been coming here for this number of years, or they’d 

turn and say to Barry, oh, how long have I been coming here? There was this three-way conversation 

occurring. So not just me and the client, but Barry was interjecting as well. He was adding little snippets, 

so he sort of made an interesting snapshot of what his customers thought or maybe about their past 

experiences. He knew everyone so well. He was like the linchpin, if you see what I mean.”  

 

Julia Riddiough, November 2014 

 

Since Riddiough’s professional practice is focused upon using archival material, Barry’s personal 

collections of memorabilia, photographs and ephemera were of immense interest. In discussing these 

objects from the past, a ‘levelling’ was noted to occur in the relationship between artist and barber, as 

Barry was enabled to share his own - at once extensive and specialist - knowledge, skills and experience.    

 

“I’ve got a lot of memorabilia here and she took some photos of that, shaving mugs and that. She said it 

was all nice, you know, like coming to a barbers of yesteryear! I think she enjoys that sort of thing, you 

know. So she learned a few things about barbers and that was really nice. Sort of sharing! She’s a very 

pleasant woman, always saying to me, if you don’t mind and that sort of thing. Not like, oh, I can only 

make this date sort of thing, she’d always fit in with me. It was all very amicable, you know?” 

 

Barry Gardner, November 2014 

 

This process was reported to prompt a subsequent deepening of trust and mutual respect between 

artist and barber, changing both the dynamic and balance of power between the two. When 

interviewed, both parties were keen to describe how this experience enabled a more collaborative 

approach, with Julia relinquishing her familiar role, thereby allowing Barry to take an active lead in the 

creative process.         

 

“We deepened, um, our kind of transaction changed and became more of a friendship. I think that Barry 

trusted me and I trusted him. When I went back he would always give me feedback, you know, why 

don’t you do this or that? He very kindly let me film a Barber Shop Quartet in the shop while I was still 

kind of wrapping up the project. He took complete charge of that event, saying why don’t you put them 

over here and then we can have the space sorted out like this, we could do that? He was continuously 

feeding into the project, he really wanted to help me make it happen.” 

 

Julia Riddiough, November 2014 
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In terms of positive outcomes and/or developments, both artist and barber were clear that the project 

had been a success. Julia described how the experience had prompted further thinking as to how the 

model might be extended to a new location and/or shared with a wider audience. Barry meanwhile 

noted that several of his clients had spoken about working with Julia long after she had completed her 

research, while others continued those discussions regarding gender issues and male grooming. Finally, 

Barry suggested that Julia’s residency would encourage him to consider supporting other, different 

artists working within the community, appreciating those qualities required to support the successful 

delivery of such an initiative.    

 

“If another artist came along - of course it would depend on what it was - they could certainly come 

along and chat with me and I’d help if I could. If I could help them get the experience, I’m all for it! We 

all have to learn somewhere down the line. If you’re going to set up new things, you’re always learning, 

aren’t you? But I think you can’t be too forceful working with the community. You have to have plenty of 

patience and also, try and determine how interested people are. If you haven’t got their interest or their 

support, probably best to finish off there and then. I don’t think you can force these things.” 

 

Barry Gardner, November 2014 
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3.3  Case Study: Vitrines Sonores 

 

As we have discovered, the socially engaged artist may take on a number of roles including, e.g. activist, 

collaborator, educator, facilitator, health worker, researcher. Additional roles not as yet considered in 

this discussion might be described as those of ‘animateur’ or ‘mediator’. Robert Jarvis25 is a musician 

living and working in Faversham, Kent. He began his professional music career in 1985 as a trombonist 

playing in a range of settings, including street busking, schools, residential home and hospitals. This 

developed into project work with a focus on collaborative music making, composition and engaging with 

other art forms. Throughout this time, an interest in composition grew as Jarvis wrote pieces for various 

ensembles, while continuing his experimentation with manipulating raw sound, using tape and 

whatever else was to hand. Over the following years and as Jarvis refined his practice, he has found 

ways to bring together project work with experimental music making, leading to the realisation of a rich 

and varied body of national and international commissions. 

 

‘Singing Windows’ is a sound installation project conceived by Jarvis specifically for town centres, 

bringing together local businesses, retailers and residents.26 Using Feonic audio technology27, shop 

window fronts are able to function as loudspeakers capable of playing gentle sounds, affecting the 

street's atmosphere and enticing the unsuspecting general public. The initiative began in 2011, when  

                                                 
25 http://www.robertjarvis.co.uk/about.htm 
26 http://www.singingwindows.com/   
27 http://www.feonic.com/  
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Jarvis created the ‘Streetwaves’ installation for Sittingbourne, Kent. The pilot project made use of 

sixteen different shop windows along 200 metres of the High Street, subsequently resulting in new  

and different versions across several Kent towns, e.g. Broadstairs, Cliftonville, Margate and Rochester. 

Positive outcomes resulting from this initiative, as cited by artist and commissioners include e.g. 

increased footfall in town centre shopping areas; increased sales for participating retail outlets; 

enhanced feelings of community wellbeing; decreased levels of anti-social behaviour. It should however 

be noted that evaluation methods to date have been largely anecdotal and/or qualitative in nature.    

 

In 2014, Jarvis was commissioned by the Mission Départementale Louvre Lens Tourisme via Mélanie 

Martini to produce a new sound installation, ‘Vitrines Sonores’ for the city of Lens.28 Working in close 

collaboration with nineteen retailers and using the sounds specific to the cultural landscape of Lens  

(e.g. football supporters singing; children playing; local bands; train repair depot; war memorial 

landscape), Jarvis created a ‘sonic diversion’, with a view to stimulating curiosity and conversation, 

reflect upon the local environment, encourage visitors to enter participating shops and extend visitor 

time in the town centre.  

 

“In Margate, I had used birdsong and in Sittingbourne, I had worked with the traders to use sounds 

associated with specific trades. Their idea was that the project would capture the ‘heartbeat’ of Lens 

which was of interest to me, in that my work is very much connected with ‘sense of place’. They 

suggested that I used sounds that were specifically connected with Lens. Sounds that people would 

identify as important for the region, sounds that were emotively strong for the community.” 

 

Robert Jarvis, November 2014 

 

In terms of process, Jarvis was keen that Martini and her colleagues should recruit the participant 

retailers in the project. He also suggested they accompany him to meet with the shopkeepers at the 

beginning of the project, halfway through and once again, at the end. When interviewed, both parties 

noted the value of this approach in supporting relationship building and mutual learning. Importantly, 

they suggested it also enabled new relationships to be continued and developed once the project had 

ended and the artist had exited the community.  

  

“When any artist does any project in a community, they learn loads about that particular community. 

Most of the things that we learn are quite important for that region or locality. When we leave, we leave 

with all of that knowledge. As far as possible, whenever I work within a specific community, I try to set 

things up in a way that it’s not just me that is gaining this learning, or finding ways of passing this 

learning on. I get to know why things are working, why things aren’t working, what people’s opinions 

are, all of that sort of stuff and then I leave!” 
          

         Robert Jarvis, November 2014 

                                                 
28 https://ecoutezlens.wordpress.com/  
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Martini noted that Jarvis provided a model for approaching the retailers, which enabled her to engage 

their interest more successfully than without the artist’s previous experience, skills and support. 

However, both parties reported that it was essential not to overestimate the benefits of the project for 

participants, nor to overstate its potential impacts within the city. It was also noted that the 

shopkeepers should not feel ‘used’ or exploited by the project, rather it should nurture openness and 

mutual respect between all stakeholders.    

 

“Robert was really helpful because he had previously done a project with shopkeepers and he said 

maybe you shouldn’t ask them this way, you should do it this way. It was really good the way he helped 

us create this bond, this relationship with them and being very modest in what we promised. We never 

told them they’d have an increase in sales and things like that, we never promised them anything. We 

were saying it was an artwork but we didn’t tell them too much because we didn’t want to impress 

them or make them feel we were using them.”  

Mélanie Martini, November 2014 

 

Jarvis acknowledges that although commissioned to create an artwork, in his view this project was 

essentially about facilitating connections within a community. At the end of the residency, an event was 

held to bring all members of the business community together, encouraging them to meet in a ‘neutral 

space’ and discuss the positive outcomes of the project, rather than focusing upon the negative 

economic climate and/or conflicting issues within the city. For Jarvis, this became the more interesting 

aspect of the work, ensuring a legacy for the project once the installation had been removed and he had 

returned home.  

 

“I was paid to create a sound installation but for me, the project was really about connecting people; the 

sound installation was just the conduit for doing that. For me, that was the more interesting thing, the 

thing that would last. At the end, we had an event where the town’s shopkeepers got together with the 

town’s tourist industry and the town’s mayor. That had never happened before. That happened in a 

positive setting, in that it wasn’t about their worries of concerns, it was about the sound installation. So 

it gave them an opportunity to connect.” 

          Robert Jarvis, November 2014 

 

Likewise for Martini and her colleagues, this element of the project was felt to be of immense value, 

establishing a positive setting for taking forward further tourism initiatives within the city. The process 

was described as ‘an exchange’, suggesting that all parties might benefit from taking part. This in turn 

was noted to prompt a change in perception - on all sides - with regard to those hierarchies existing 

between e.g. the authorities, the commercial sector, local residents, the creative community.    

 

 

“So most of them are not talking about it as an art project, they’re saying it’s an ‘animation’. So for 

them, it’s as if they’re now on the main square, all of them are positive about it! We created with them 

a relationship that is not about business, but at the same time it enables us to talk about business later, 

you know? In another way, it’s because they’ve seen us as the first people who went to them offering 

something different and exchanging with them. The fact that Robert was listening to what they wanted 

was also important. I think it’s a question of attitude more than anything else.” 
 

Mélanie Martini, November 2014 
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4  Discussion 

 

4.1 The matter of terminology 

 

From the literature reviewed, diversity of programmes and case studies described, it is evident that 

simply defining what is meant by socially engaged art practice is not at all straight forward. In her essay 

‘The View From Here’, Judith Stewart proposes a need for new ways of describing ‘socially engaged 

practice’29. The very fact that the term ‘socially engaged practice’ exists, indicates to Stewart that “It has 

been institutionalised, created by political agendas and funding policies.” She continues to describe how 

this ‘institutionalisation’ might indicate the term is now outmoded and exclusive, rejecting other forms 

of relevant and interesting practice. Stewart also notes how the language of ‘socially-engaged practice’ 

is frequently adopted by artists, curators and commissioners as a means of demonstrating their work is 

fulfilling the social inclusion agenda, thereby deserving of funding. She argues such terminology must 

either be expanded (i.e. through broader definitions) or preferably dismantled, as there appears to be 

an underlying assumption that ‘socially-engaged practice’ is equal to ‘participatory practice’ is equal to 

‘social inclusion’. If we concur with this understanding of ‘socially-engaged practice’, are we not maybe 

restricting the potential aesthetic, emotional and social outcomes resulting from such work? 

 

Artists and arts professionals interviewed in the preparation of this paper offered a wide and varied 

range of definitions for ‘socially engaged art practice’ including e.g. “art that reaches out into the 

community”, “it has some benefit to those you are engaging with”, “it provides a means for engaging 

people in your practice”, “it’s a two-way conversation that goes back and forth to build the project” and 

“it’s a means of involving communities in the making process”. Riddiough and Jarvis however suggested 

it was not a term they used to explain their practice. Both practitioners also noted they rarely described 

themselves as ‘artist’, particularly when engaging with the public. Yet when discussing their individual  

                                                 
29 http://www.ncl.ac.uk/sacs/staff/publication/12319  
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projects, it appears their artworks fit well within the aforementioned definitions. If the term ‘socially 

engaged practice’ lacks clarity in the minds of i.e. artists, curators, commissioners, communities, how 

then to proceed? How might we ensure a shared and/or common language when designing, delivering 

and interpreting examples of socially engaged art? How might we find a coherent means for evaluating 

such a range of approaches? And crucially, how might we support our communities in engaging with and 

understanding this genre of art? 

 

 

4.2 Doing to or doing with? 

 

Another recurring theme highlighted in those programmes and case studies reviewed, is that of 

‘participation’. Whether socially engaged art practice truly involves its communities and/or contributes 

to a meaningful collaboration between artist and audience. But what is meant by ‘participation’? The 

National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO)30 distinguishes three types of participation:  

 

 public participation - engaging with the state 

 social participation - engaging with other people 

 individual participation - personal acts aiming to achieve social change. 

 

However, socially engaged art programmes do not necessarily align themselves to these prescribed 

definitions, while those artists defining themselves as ‘socially engaged’ may not perceive their practice 

as necessitating elements of ‘participation’. With such matters in mind, the Institute of Fine Arts (IFA)31 

hosted a panel discussion in 2014 entitled "Protocols of Participation: Recent Models of Socially Engaged 

Art in the US and Europe." The discussion centred upon the diverse ways in which artists - and art 

institutions - attempt to create work in collaboration with communities, beyond the art world and in 

response to the experiences, struggles and ideas within those communities. Two panel members, 

Alexander Nagel, Professor of Art History at IFA and Xavier Douroux, Co-Director of Les Presses du Réel 

and member of Les Nouveaux Commanditaires, discussed the particular challenges of socially engaged 

art and the continued importance of making art outside the art world. They argued that Les Nouveaux 

Commanditaires is a particularly relevant example of this kind of political, social and artistic practice. As 

an ongoing project, Les Nouveaux Commanditaires allows non-artists - often from socially and/or 

economically deprived areas - to commission new artworks for their communities. During this 

discussion, Nagel described how "The conceptualisation of an artwork and the occasion of the piece is 

traditionally provided by the artist and/or the supporting arts institution. So it comes from the art world 

                                                 
30 NCVO, Involve and IVR, Briefing Paper 1: What is participation? Towards a round-earth view of participation. London: NCVO 
31 Protocols of Participation: Recent Models of Socially Engaged Art in the United-States and Europe was part of ART², was a 

month-long visual arts festival exploring ideas and themes paramount to the international art world, presented with 20 partner 

museums, galleries, universities and non-profit spaces. This event took place in New York, April 2014.  

http://frenchculture.org/visual-and-performing-arts/events/protocols-participation-recent-models-socially-engaged-art-united 

 

 

http://frenchculture.org/visual-and-performing-arts/events/protocols-participation-recent-models-socially-engaged-art-united
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into the world. Whereas with Les Nouveaux Commanditaires, the request comes from the world to the 

art world." 

 

 

As with those case studies and programmes reviewed, this discussion suggests a need for recalibration  

- and even democratisation - in terms of artistic dominance at least. If academics, curators and 

commissioners are expressing the intention for artists to engage with their publics, in the first instance 

there exists the need for a deeper understanding of who those publics might be and secondly, what 

skills, experiences and resources they may bring - individually and collectively - to any artwork. Those 

interviewed in the preparation of this paper noted the importance of “respectful communication”, 

“negotiating the process”, “understanding your community” and crucially, “not overstating the benefits” 

for stakeholders and/or audiences.  

 

Such sentiments are echoed by Alistair Hudson, when describing the societal value of art and his quest 

to create the ‘useful’ museum32, “The norm with artists’ residencies is to give artists the freedom to do 

whatever they want. At Grizedale Arts, we specifically didn’t give them that freedom. Instead, we would 

get them to do useful things within the community there.” Hudson believes that socially engaged 

practice has continued to allow the artist to have the last word, raising questions of authorship and/or 

ethics. He also notes how numerous community projects across the UK - even those with many 

participants - are ultimately concerned with making work that advances an artist’s career. Hudson 

believes that a sense of responsibility is missing from present equation, proposing artists should “work 

collectively within society to be more useful.”  

 

There now exists a wealth of evidence to suggest that involving people in decision-making and co-

production supports the delivery of improved public services33. Involving individuals and groups in 

decision-making fosters services better tailored to the needs of communities, whilst also providing an 

empowering incentive for those who become involved to participate in other areas of public life34. In 

addition, active participation delivers benefits to society extending beyond the potential for improved 

public services. While the relationship between cause and effect is notoriously difficult to determine, 

higher levels of social participation have been associated with increased levels of social capital and 

enhanced wellbeing. Finally, such activity is noted to improve participants’ confidence, enabling the 

development of new skills and knowledge of value in other areas of life35. 

                                                 
32 http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-blog/2014/oct/21/alistair-hudson-mima-
modern-art  
33 Mclean, S. and Andersson, E. (2009). Activating Empowerment. London: Ipsos MORI 
34 DCLG (2009). Empowering communities to influence local decision making: a systematic review of the evidence. London: 

DCLG; Boyle, D. et al. (2010). Right Here, Right Now: Taking co-production into the mainstream. London: NEF; Pattie, C. (2004). 

Citizenship in Britain: Values, Participation and Democracy. Cambridge: CUP. 
35 Fahmy, E. “Civic Capacity, Social Exclusion & Political Participation in Britain: Evidence from the 1999 Poverty & Social 
Exclusion Survey.” Political Studies Association Annual Conference. University of Leicester, UK. April 2003. 

 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-blog/2014/oct/21/alistair-hudson-mima-modern-art
http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-blog/2014/oct/21/alistair-hudson-mima-modern-art
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4.3 Seeking to measure impact 

 

The past twenty-five years have seen an unprecedented increase in our understanding of how the arts 

might breathe new life into urban and rural communities. In addition, research evidence regarding the 

impact of cultural engagement, creative endeavour and aesthetic appreciation upon the health and 

wellbeing of individuals and communities has gathered significant momentum in recent decades. This 

impetus is based partly on the relationship between these elements and also, the evolving definitions of 

social capital, health and wellbeing36. However, the argument remains that without objective and robust 

evidence there is still the need for the arts to make their case, in order to convince both local and 

national government thinking.  

 

There does exist a growing body of evidence relating to the effects of arts and cultural activity upon 

environmental, economic and social regeneration, which goes well beyond mere ‘boosterism’. Yet the 

limitations to this evidence base are also acknowledged, with key issues being sustainability and the 

question of measuring impact. A longer term approach to evaluating the cultural, economic and social 

effects of participating in the arts has been called for. Methods for measuring impacts are still reported 

to be under-developed, while a range of barriers to improving the range and quality of evidence - 

through improved evaluation work - has been repeatedly identified. However, if there continues to be 

little consistency in terms of definition(s) and modes of programme delivery, how then to establish a 

coherent and longitudinal approach to evaluation methodologies? The literature reviewed advises that 

several features are necessary for findings to be robust, yet acknowledges these have been largely 

neglected in previous arts and cultural programmes. Six important factors are identified in contributing 

to the design and validity of evaluation studies: 

 

 

1.  Clear definitions allowing for (international) comparisons of arts and/or cultural research. 

2.  Clear outline of the scope of the research (micro or macro level) in order to understand the level 

at which outcomes are expected. 

3.  Longitudinal research, as outcomes of interventions are often not immediate and may only be 

observed over time. 

4.  Mixed methods (including valid and reliable qualitative and quantitative tools) to generate 

comparable data, yet also in order to remain sensitive to the context. 

5.  Focus on treatment and non-treatment groups in order to understand the difference that the 

arts/cultural intervention makes to the treatment group. 

6.  Robust evaluation of evidence in order to move beyond the anecdotal. 

  

                                                 
36 See bibliography for full list of research studies pertaining to impacts 
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Of those examples reviewed in the preparation of this paper, few socially engaged artists or arts 

organisations appear to demonstrate the necessary resource, skills and/or experience to embark upon 

such complex - and indeed costly - research. However, there do exist individual practitioners and 

programmes working in close collaboration with expertise in the fields of e.g. economics, health, politics 

and the social sciences, attempting to extend our collective learning whilst adding to the knowledge 

bank pertaining to the impacts of arts and cultural activity.37 

 
 

Matthew Flinders meanwhile notes that the recent publication of ‘The Impact of the Social Sciences’ 

provides a sophisticated analysis of the value of the social sciences across a range of economic, cultural 

and civic dimensions.38 Flinders reports that this publication provides a strategic piece of evidence-based 

leverage, that may play an important role in future debates over the distribution of diminishing public 

funds, including arts and cultural provision. He concedes that the impact of the arts is undoubtedly 

significant, yet suggests the systematic creation of an evidence base remains embryonic, “The belief that 

the arts and humanities are educationally critical, essentially humanising and therefore socially essential 

elements of any modern society is meaningless without demonstrable evidence to support these beliefs, 

presented in a language policymakers will accept.” However, the methodological and epistemological 

challenges in delivering such a research base are clearly significant. As Flinders notes, impacts of arts 

and cultural activity may not be measured in simple economic terms alone, social benefits rarely can be. 

Yet the fact remains that in the midst of increasingly severe austerity measures, those responsible for 

commissioning arts and cultural services will require more rigorous proof of their worth. As emphasised 

by Arts Council England, “It is something that arts and cultural organisations will have to do in order to 

secure funding from both public and private sources.” The integrity of the arts needn’t be undermined 

by robust and in-depth exploration of its social benefits. Such studies will be of mutual benefit to the 

fields of arts and social science, contributing to our continuing collective learning.   

 

 

  

                                                 
37 For examples of evaluation frameworks, tools and techniques:  

 

http://www.outcomesstar.org.uk/ 

http://www.arts-impact-measurement.co.uk/  

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/227/ 

http://www.comfirst.org.uk/measuring_social_impact 

http://www.neweconomics.org/projects/entry/five-ways-to-well-being 

http://www.thersa.org/action-research-centre/  

http://www.lbg-online.net/  

http://www.streetwiseopera.org/our-impact  

 
38 Flinders, M. (2014). “Participatory Arts and Active Citizenship: Reconnecting Communities” 

https://culturalvalueproject.wordpress.com/2015/01/23/matthew-flinders-participatory-arts-and-active-citizenship/  

 

 

 
 

http://www.outcomesstar.org.uk/
http://www.arts-impact-measurement.co.uk/
http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/227/
http://www.comfirst.org.uk/measuring_social_impact
http://www.neweconomics.org/projects/entry/five-ways-to-well-being
http://www.thersa.org/action-research-centre/
http://www.lbg-online.net/
http://www.streetwiseopera.org/our-impact
https://culturalvalueproject.wordpress.com/2015/01/23/matthew-flinders-participatory-arts-and-active-citizenship/
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4.4 Towards a model of effective practice 

 

The examples of socially engaged practice described in the previous sections of this paper were selected 

to provide a range of approaches towards delivering an arts intervention in a community setting. From 

the case study investigations, stakeholder interviews and wider literature review, it is evident there will 

be challenges in designing and resourcing such programmes. However, there does appear to be some 

consensus as to what constitutes effective practice and how that might be achieved. If socially engaged 

art practice is to be of benefit to artists, curators, communities and society more broadly, commissions 

will need to be carefully planned and their efficacy monitored. Any potential programme will most 

certainly have a far greater chance of success if the following issues are carefully considered prior to 

beginning the process of delivery: 

  

 Designing the intervention 

 Identifying an appropriate vocabulary   

 Developing meaningful partnerships  

 Understanding and implementing training  

 Ensuring quality provision. 
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4.4.1 Designing the intervention 
 

Data collected via stakeholder interviews, programme reviews and the broader literature highlight the 

“time, skills and resources” required for not simply the delivery of any new intervention but more 

importantly, the “research and relationship building” required beforehand. Enlisting the support of 

artists, arts and community organisations with a “clear understanding and experience” of socially 

engaged practice is advised at the point of design, to ensure any such intervention will meet the needs 

of potential participants and key stakeholders.  

 

It is clearly advisable to start small. A pilot study with realistic targets will encourage greater confidence 

in the management, delivery and the eventual outcomes of any new programme. Planning and keeping 

to a timetable that all partners have agreed is achievable; stating clearly who the intervention is aimed 

at in terms of aesthetic and/or community needs; what are its proposed inputs, outputs and outcomes; 

ensuring that roles and responsibilities are clear from the outset and finally, deciding when the results of 

the intervention will be published, and how learning outcomes might be shared with a wider audience.  

 

A review of current (socially engaged art) practice and research is to be recommended in supporting the 

design process. Making contact with individuals and organisations with experience in the field will be of 

benefit in ensuring that the intervention builds on the learning from previous programmes and adds to 

this developing area of study. Finally, consultation conducted with both artists and community members 

(via a potential partner organisation if necessary) will demonstrate true commitment to engagement 

and participation, while ensuring the ‘missing voice’ is included at the earliest stage. 

 

 

4.4.2 Identifying an appropriate vocabulary   

 

A review of the literature concludes that the delivery of socially engaged arts interventions in 

community settings “improves communication” between both commissioners and communities, 

“promotes civic action”, “stimulates creative skills”, “enhances self-esteem” and “aids self-expression”. 

Stakeholders concur with these findings, leading to a view that ‘making art’ has personal benefits to self-

esteem and expression, in addition to improving social engagement and social inclusion. However, 

artists and arts professionals interviewed for the present paper suggest the definition of ‘socially 

engaged art practice’ lacks clarity, while the commissioners of socially engaged programmes - and 

indeed the delivering artists - have differing expectations as to such programmes potential outcomes.  
 

 

Despite a growing acceptance of the benefits of engagement in the arts by arts practitioners, 

commissioners, academics and policymakers, sustained research programmes crossing the interface 

between the arts and social sciences remain a contested field. These sectors do not necessarily share 

the same values, language, working methods or evaluation techniques. There will consequently be a 

need for any collaborating professionals to establish a shared language - and a common ground - prior 

to designing an arts intervention to be delivered in a community setting. As we have discovered, the arts  
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landscape is changing, with local service providers realising the efficacy of such interventions - thus 

embedding arts programmes in their service provision - while arts professionals work towards a more 

rigorous approach to evaluation. However, a certain amount of caution should be levied with regard to 

the application of scientific measures with an arts intervention. The outcomes of arts participation are in 

themselves complex and quite unlike other, more established programmes delivered to communities. 

Crucial then, is the need for a continuing open dialogue which seeks to engage artists, academics and 

commissioners alike in the search for a common language. 

 

 

4.4.3 Developing meaningful partnerships   

 

Dialogue between artists, academics and arts professionals is perceived as directly benefiting the sector, 

leading to new approaches for addressing social issues. Such partnerships are now widely documented, 

at senior policy level and also within the arts and cultural sectors. These collaborations confirm the arts 

may contribute directly to the health and wellbeing of individuals and groups in a community setting, 

while suggesting they may also play a vital role in the generation of economic and social capital. In 

addition to the literature reviewed, data collected through stakeholder interviews suggests 

“collaborative working”, “meaningful partnerships”, “respectful relationships” and “continuous open 

dialogue” are all key to the successful design of any socially engaged art intervention delivered in a 

community context.  

 

However, the initial reasoning behind any partnership is clearly of importance, one which benefits from 

the sharing of skills and resource, while maximising the potential benefits for participants. Stakeholders 

suggest that arts organisations aiming to work within a community context will need to take time at the 

outset to engage partners “understanding, commitment and trust”. This is noted to “reap dividends” in 

the longer term, resulting in “sustained relationships” and often leading on to “further, unexpected 

collaborations”. The importance of recruiting a “strong advocate” for the arts, who “understands the 

landscape” and is able to “cross the interface between artist and community” is also highlighted. 

  

 

4.4.4 Understanding and implementing training   

 

As previously described, the value of working in partnership is to be recommended. In addition to the 

literature reviewed, data collected through stakeholder interviews suggests some introductory training 

in “community development” for the arts provider and “working with artists” for the community partner 

is to be recommended in the design and delivery of any new socially engaged arts intervention. No 

single organisation is likely to have experience in all fields, therefore appointing professionals to deliver 

training - to both share their expertise and train the group - will play a key role in bringing about a 

unified team with enthusiasm and support for the programme.  
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Those programmes reviewed earlier in this paper often work in close collaboration with local agencies 

and/or specific community organisations. This is noted to result in a “sharing of skills”, “a pooling of 

resources” and “new knowledge and experience” for all of those - arts and community professionals 

alike - engaged in programme delivery. In addition to ensuring all team members are conversant with 

those issues of consent, data protection, ownership and safeguarding, interviews with stakeholders also 

highlighted the importance of understanding the potential issues of “stigma and discrimination” often 

directed towards economically and/or socially deprived communities, requiring sensitivity, flexibility, 

imagination and resilience.  

 

 

4.4.5 Ensuring quality provision   

 

In addition to measuring the outcomes of any socially engaged arts intervention, on-going monitoring 

and evaluation of the programme is acknowledged to be an essential factor in ensuring quality 

provision. Engaging participants in these processes is recommended by many of the stakeholders 

interviewed, including those delivering artists and community members who took part in such 

programmes. This was felt to “support internal learning” and “increase progression”, at both an 

individual and collective level. In terms of programme delivery, stakeholders repeatedly attested to the 

importance of “high quality materials and resources”, “highly skilled practitioners”, “a comfortable 

setting”, “inspiring and unusual activities” and the provision of “tasty refreshments”. Several 

stakeholders highlighted the need for “artist mentoring and/or supervision”, since less experienced 

artists may find working within specific community settings challenging. This was noted to be an 

element missing from certain socially engaged art programmes, which had resulted in undue or 

unexpected negative outcomes for delivering artists.     

 

Finally, the short term nature of socially engaged arts programmes was considered to be of an issue 

when working within a community context. Certain stakeholders felt that a time limited programme 

which ended with a “sharing event” or “community celebration” was a wholly positive model, 

promoting “a sense of achievement” and “enhanced self-esteem”. Other stakeholders meanwhile noted 

that time limited programmes of this nature often “raise expectations” which are subsequently “difficult 

to sustain” on completion. Sign-posting to further activity (e.g. community groups and/or organisations; 

mainstream art courses, clubs and groups) and/or some means of sustained engagement with 

participants (e.g. creative meetings and/or social events; further funding opportunities) were suggested 

to ensure continuing quality provision, while tracking the longer term impacts of such an intervention 

upon individual participants and/or communities.   
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5 Learning for HOME 

 

HOME in Cliftonville aims to contribute to the discussion of socially engaged arts practice, through 

delivering an artist led programme to support the creative and cultural life within Cliftonville in the UK, 

and Lens in France. This preliminary discussion paper therefore set out to explore examples of socially 

engaged arts practice within the UK and France, while describing the diverse ways in which individual 

artists and/or arts organisations approach this manner of working. Two case studies were presented,  

in order to compare and contrast the similarities and differences between individual arts interventions 

taking place in Cliftonville and Lens. From the literature reviewed, selected models and case studies, the 

discussion then sought to investigate those attributes required for the successful design - and indeed 

delivery - of socially engaged art projects.  

 

In terms of learning, this discussion has been of value in supporting the development of a bespoke 

evaluation methodology for the first phase of HOME, while aiming to follow ‘the golden thread’ that 

traces the course of the project through from beginning to end and including: steering group 

composition; evaluator recruitment and selection; artist recruitment and selection; establishing 

achievable goals and appropriate outcome measures; the design and delivery of quantitative and 

qualitative tools; the presentation and eventual dissemination of findings. It is evident however there 

are no simple answers to measuring the impacts of a socially engaged arts intervention in a real world 

context. A variety of techniques and tools should therefore be adopted to ensure optimal conditions for 

achieving the desired aims, objectives, outputs and outcomes of any new intervention. As described in 

Figure 5.1 (over), sufficient time should be dedicated to defining those values that run through the 

project from inception to conclusion. Certain key questions will require full discussion and agreement 

from all stakeholders at the preliminary stage, in preparation for designing the project’s logic model and 

evaluation framework. This process in turn will lead to the selection of evaluation tools, at once practical 

and reliable. Crucially, time spent in the research and planning phases of such an initiative will most 

certainly reap rewards in the longer term, while anticipating and/or circumventing potential challenges.   
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Figure 5.1 Designing the socially engaged art project 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clarify project aims, objectives and values: 
 

 Is there a need for this project? 
 What is it hoping to achieve? 
 How might these aims be achieved? 
 What specific skills will be required? 
 Who will be the key stakeholders? 
 Who will be the key beneficiaries? 
 Who will be the wider beneficiaries? 
 How will it be financed? 
 How will it be managed? 

Planning the artist commission/residency: 
 

 Who will design the brief?  
 Single artform or multi-faceted? 
 Participatory or non-participatory? 
 Experienced or emerging practice? 
 Who will select the artist(s)? 
 Who will host the artist(s)? 
 Who will manage the artist(s)? 
 Who will mediate between the 

artist/commissioner/audience? 
 

 

Planning the evaluation:  
 

 Internal or external delivery?  
 Quantitative or qualitative methodology? 
 Inputs, outputs, outcomes, impacts? 
 Who will collect and analyse the data? 
 How will artists/stakeholders be engaged? 
 How will beneficiaries be involved? 
 Who will manage the evaluator(s)? 
 Who will mediate between the evaluator 

/commissioner/artist/audience? 
 

Commission/residency related learning: 
 

 Who applied, from where and why?  
 Who took part, from where and why? 
 Which artform(s) worked well and why? 
 Which artist(s) worked well and why? 
 Where did challenges occur and why? 
 Has there been a legacy for this work? 

 
 
 

Evaluation related learning: 
 

 Who applied, from where and why? 
 Who took part, from where and why?  
 Which tool(s) worked well and why? 
 Which tools were decided against and why? 
 Where did challenges occur and why? 
 Has there been a legacy for this work? 

 

Arts/cultural sector related learning: 
 

 What were the key learning outcomes?  
 Where did challenges occur and why? 
 What further activity has been stimulated? 
 How have the findings been disseminated? 
 How will longer term impacts be captured? 
 How will this learning be utilised? 
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From the literature, programmes and case studies reviewed, the following factors have been identified 

as contributing to the effective design of socially engaged art projects delivered in a community context: 

 

1. Clarify the purpose of your organisation (i.e. mission statement; specific aims and objectives; 

specialist skills and/or areas of expertise; short, medium and longer term ambitions)  

2. Establish meaningful relationships with relevant partner organisations (e.g. potential funding 

partner(s); arts commissioners and providers; academic partner(s); community organisations) 

3. Understand the language (i.e. establish clear definitions; review positive examples of socially 

engaged art programmes; enlist in professional development for delivering artists/project team)  

4. Consult with community members, to ensure programmes meet the needs of participants (i.e. 

do not raise false expectations; include sign-posting and/or pathways for further development; 

work with arts and cultural organisations to build in longer-term strategies for engagement)  

5. Seek funding opportunities which are relevant to the needs of all partners and/or stakeholders 

(i.e. seek clarity as to shared expectations, interests and needs; maximise collective skills, 

knowledge and previous experience; be clear about partner roles and responsibilities) 

6. Develop achievable and measurable project proposals (i.e. begin with a pilot programme;  

design outcome focused programmes; establish rigorous monitoring and evaluation methods) 

7. Revise and refine your practice (i.e. acknowledge the challenges; establish formative and/or  

on-going evaluation methods; share your learning outcomes) 

8. Disseminate your findings (e.g. share outcomes with participants, partner organisations  

and wider stakeholders).  

 

Within the confines of the present paper, the surface has been lightly scratched - at least in terms of 

research - and has naturally prompted more questions than it may have answered. From the literature 

reviewed, diversity of programmes and case studies described, it is evident that defining what is meant 

by socially engaged art practice is not a simple matter. It may be referred to as: socially engaged art, 

community art, new-genre public art, participatory art, interventionist art and collaborative art. As we 

have also discovered, the socially engaged artist may take on a number of roles including: activist, 

animateur, collaborator, educator, facilitator, health worker, researcher.  

 

It is hoped however that the present paper has provided an insight into the complexities of this field of 

practice, particularly in relation to any future arts programmes conducted with the communities of 

Cliftonville and/or Lens. Importantly, it has provided a rich source of data for discussion and reflection, 

leading to a greater understanding of the challenges apparent for any artist and/or arts organisation 

attempting to deliver such an intervention. The field of arts and social and/or political research is not yet 

fully developed, however further collaborations between artists, commissioners, social scientists and 

academics will undoubtedly lead to a greater understanding of what constitutes effective practice. 
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More sophisticated methods of evaluation design, incorporating valid and reliable qualitative and 

quantitative measures, need to be adopted if future programmes are to give a clearer indicator of the 

impacts of an arts intervention in a community context. Ultimately, the question remains as to how far 

the drive for hard evidence is relevant to socially engaged art programmes where participant numbers 

are small, where outcomes vary according to the individuals involved and importantly, where effects are 

reliant upon the numerous variables existing within differing communities. The mutual acceptance of 

the strengths and values of the differing sectors (i.e. arts, community development, education, health), 

with a shared approach built on an expanded research programme, might therefore help to bring about 

the development of a ‘common language’ enabling meaningful exchange between academics, artists, 

commissioners and communities alike. A truly progressive socially engaged art programme requires a 

realistic framework that is able to generate hypotheses, while remaining sensitive and flexible to the 

unique ‘nuanced and intangible’ nature of the arts. Such a programme also requires a critical mass of 

skilled professionals - artists, commissioners and academics - working in collaboration and competition 

to test hypotheses and establish robust findings through well-designed studies and synthesis of 

evidence. With the cumulative body of research pertaining to socially engaged art practice and the 

dialogue stimulated by the present paper, we continue to move in an ever-forward direction.    

 

“Socially engaged art practices are a way of empowering the disempowered  

and including the excluded, and can indeed achieve radical and remarkable 

transformations. But they are not quick and easy solutions to long-term 

problems. The conflicts and contradictions between art and problem solving, 

the bridging of the gaps between privileged institutions and socially excluded 

groups, alongside the need to develop new and appropriate cultural and critical 

contexts for these practices, these are just some of the issues that still need to 

be unpicked.” 
              

       John Jordan, Artist and Activist 
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Arts and Minds     http://artsandminds.org.uk/ 

BE FESTIVAL    http://befestival.org/  
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Bob and Roberta Smith   http://bobandrobertasmith.co.uk/  

Campment Urbain    http://campementurbain.org/cuv3/ 

Cité des Electriciens    http://electronlibre.bruay.free.fr/  

The Collaborators    http://www.thecollaborators.org.uk/ 

Complaints Choir    http://www.complaintschoir.org/ 

Helix Arts     http://www.helixarts.com/  

HVDZ Theatre Company   http://www.hvdz.org/    

Grizedale Arts     http://www.grizedale.org/  

Interreg    http://www.interreg4c.eu/  
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UZ Arts      http://uzarts.com/about-uz-international 
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