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The art of inclusion

Helen Jermyn

Executive summary

Introduction

In January 2001, the former Arts Council of England and Regional Arts Boards commissioned research to explore social inclusion work in the arts. The overall objectives of the research were to:

· gather evidence that could be used to inform policy and advocacy initiatives

· develop and test appropriate methodologies for evaluating arts initiatives with aims related to social inclusion

· evaluate three different models of initiating and delivering projects

· identify the characteristics of successful initiatives and approaches that did not work and the reasons for this

· develop measures of success that could be used to evaluate a broad range of initiatives

The research comprised two independent, but related, strands of work:

· a self-evaluation strand, conducted by arts consultant Gerri Moriarty, involved working with arts organisations to help them evaluate their own practice and producing an evaluation guide for arts organisations undertaking work in the area of social exclusion. The resulting report, Sharing Practice, was published in 2002 

· an external evaluation strand, conducted by independent researcher Helen Jermyn, explored practice and outcomes. This report presents the key findings from this second research strand

Methodology
Sampling

Twenty-eight arts organisations participated in the research. Initially, this sample was made up of organisations the Arts Council had selected as exemplars of good practice in the area of social inclusion work. At a later stage, additional projects funded through the Social Inclusion strand of the New Audiences Programme were added to the sample. Fifteen projects, nine of which were New Audience projects, were developed into case studies. Most of the projects were participatory arts projects with a wide range of arts and crafts represented, including digital arts, textiles, painting, mural-making, photography, writing, music-making and drama. Participating groups ranged from older people living in sheltered accommodation to families with children aged under five, and projects took place in settings ranging from prisons to theatres, from community centres to hostels for the homeless.

The research set out to explore three different models of social inclusion work that had been identified by the Arts Council. These were:

· community-led work (model 1)

· organisations supported through the former Arts Council and Regional Arts Boards, for whom working with people from low income communities was a mainstay of their work (model 2)

· partnerships brokered by the Arts Council between established, funded organisations with little or no experience of working with people and communities in low income areas, and organisations with a track record of work in this field (model 3)

However, in practice none of the case study projects could be described as ‘community-led’ – all had been initiated by staff in arts organisations or in the Arts Council or Regional Arts Boards. 

Methods

A literature review, The Arts and Social Exclusion: a review prepared for the Arts Council of England (Jermyn, 2001), was conducted to inform the production of a research framework to guide data collection and analysis. The resulting framework divided into two areas:

· practice – which identified themes that had previously been identified as influencing a successful outcome

· outcomes – which grouped outcomes that had previously been identified in studies and suggested possible indicators that might be used to measure success

The research methods included interviews with arts staff, participants and stakeholders, observation of projects in action and analysis of organisations’ own evaluations. Interviews were conducted with:

· 66 artists and other staff working in or for arts organisations

· 53 participants, including 31 who were interviewed using a specially designed questionnaire at the end of projects 

· nine coordinators or leaders of groups participating in projects

· eight other stakeholders such as representatives from participating schools, evaluators and health workers

Key findings
Definitions and language

One of the fundamental issues to arise from the research concerned definitions and language. Some arts practitioners talked about ‘social inclusion’, some talked about ‘social exclusion’, and some were unsure what the correct terminology was. While ‘social inclusion’ was felt to be less offensive and more palatable than ‘social exclusion’, practitioners did not feel comfortable with this language.

The research documented a broad range of arts practice but raises the question of whether it all counts as ‘social inclusion work’. Some projects targeted groups that some might define as ‘socially excluded’ or at risk of exclusion, such as young offenders, homeless people or recovering drug addicts. Other projects targeted geographic areas or neighbourhoods that were identified as experiencing social exclusion (because they ranked highly in deprivation indices, for example). But arts projects were not necessarily seeking explicitly to tackle the four policy indicators of social inclusion that are commonly referred to (health, education, employment and crime). The crux of the matter is that arts projects involving work with excluded groups or in excluded communities can have different purposes – for some, a key purpose may be to use the arts to address certain problems associated with social exclusion, while other work may have no such social objectives and be offered purely as an opportunity to participate in arts activities. 

Good practice principles in delivering ‘social inclusion work’

For the purposes of this research all the case study projects have been counted as part of the ‘social inclusion work’ continuum.

For artists delivering projects

Artists used a number of recurrent principles when delivering projects with excluded groups or in areas of exclusion:

· having flexible and adaptable working methods. That flexibility was evident in various ways in arts practice:
· artists had goals but there was flexibility in the route taken to reach these

· artists adapted their methods to accommodate individuals’ different strengths, ideas and needs

· artists adapted the pace to suit participants
· artists had a ‘toolkit’ of ideas and approaches (if one approach did not work they would try another)
· working collaboratively with participants – all projects had a democratic dimension but an ‘anything goes’ approach was not evident; indeed some of the activity was strongly led or directed

· pursuing quality – both in the process and outcome

· responding to individuals’ needs – this sometimes had implications in terms of needing more than one artist leading activity or costing in the support of someone with specialist skills, such as a youth worker, for example. The importance of being able to give participants one-to-one attention was a recurrent theme

For those planning and coordinating projects

Projects could be successful, in terms of the work taking place in sessions and participant outcomes, even when difficulties were being experienced with the nuts and bolts of running the project. However, certain ‘good practice’ principles helped projects run smoothly and supported the achievement of positive outcomes:

· building in time to plan and research projects. For example, time was needed to develop appropriate recruitment strategies and lay the foundations for successful partnership working

· setting clear and realistic aims and objectives that are worked through in terms of delivery and understood by all partners, including the artists responsible for leading arts activity. Building in mechanisms for measuring objectives, and, if those aims and objectives are to be used as a tool for monitoring and developing projects, revisiting them while the project is in progress not just when the project has ended 
· incorporating appropriate participant recruitment strategies. Many of the projects in the research involved artists working with pre-existing groups on their ‘home territory’. Those that did not, tended to incorporate face-to-face contact as part of the recruitment process (for example, artists went to meet potential participants or delivered a taster session before encouraging people to move to a different environment). The design of projects should acknowledge that the move from a familiar to an unfamiliar territory is a significant step for some groups and that recruitment can be a time-consuming process – it can take a while to build up trust, for word of mouth to spread and for a project to gain momentum  

· supporting people’s participation by meeting their practical needs eg covering travel costs, providing a crèche, supplying food or food vouchers

· adopting procedures that protect the safety of artists and participants

· building robust partnerships (see below)

· ensuring sustainability, or alternatively exit strategies, are considered early on in the development of a project and then worked through (see below)

· having a clear evaluation strategy. Sharing Practice (Moriarty, 2002) provides useful guidance on developing a strategic approach to evaluation. The research found that evaluation was most effective when it was built into projects from the start rather than dealt with in a relatively ad hoc way once projects were under way

· where appropriate, creating a working structure which supports the effective working of freelance artists eg ensuring they are supported in their work, informed about policies and know what is expected of them

· equipping projects with the appropriate staff and resources
Partnerships

There were four model 3 partnerships but several of the other case study projects also involved partnerships and these were considered in the research. Many of the challenges experienced by the model 3 partnerships were generic issues that affected other partnerships. 

Partnership can mean many different things. Within the research there were examples of arts partners that worked largely independently of each other, and ones that worked more closely, but where there was a strict demarcation of roles and responsibilities. Partnerships with non-arts partners ranged from those in which agencies did little more than ‘host’ arts activities to those where there were very active and committed agencies. 

Common problems experienced in partnerships included communication difficulties (eg lines of communication were not clear, misunderstandings happened, things were not communicated at all) and a lack of clarity about roles and responsibilities. There were examples of non-arts agencies taking a very passive role and this had a negative impact on the success of projects. Committed partners tended to have the opposite effect. In addition, partnerships often relied on individual ‘enthusiasts’ (either artists or staff and volunteers within agencies or communities). Inevitably, when an individual departed mid-project, this often had a negative impact.

Partnership projects highlighted the importance of:

· setting clear aims and objectives that were understood by partners

· delivering projects that fitted naturally with organisations’ respective goals

· being realistic about the level of contribution individual partners could make

· discussing how the partnership would work, particularly as organisations can be so different. For example, in the research there were partners who were coming from different places and had different organisational objectives (eg a venue perspective or a community arts perspective), had different ways of working (eg ‘organic’ or ordered), or were very different in size (eg large organisations with many departments and specialised functions, or small organisations where one or two people did everything)

· creating strong partnerships with non-arts agencies

Sustainability

Discussions about sustainability were relevant both in terms of the continuity of participants’ engagement in the arts and developing ‘the sector’. However, there were a number of barriers that meant achieving sustainability was difficult. These included:

· funding issues – organisations that wanted to work in a more strategic way and offer pathways for progression were hampered from doing so by difficulties with funding, which tended to be project-orientated. Further, the levels of investment required were sometimes high (because of the high ratio of artists to participants, for example). Funders were felt to be more interested in supporting ‘innovation’ and things that were ‘new’ rather than enabling activity to continue  

· weak partnerships – practitioners felt that developing partnerships with non-arts agencies might be one way to secure sustainability but the partnerships that formed were sometimes weak and non-arts agencies were not always the committed partners arts organisations had hoped for

· dependence of work on a limited pool of individual artists and small organisations. Some interviewees felt there was a shortage of artists with the necessary skills to work in this area. During the course of the research some organisations appeared stretched to manage the expansion of work

arts organisations did not always tackle the sustainability issue seriously enough, early enough. For example, there were examples of organisations that acknowledged from the start that this issue had to be addressed but only took action to achieve this (such as approaching potential partners or applying for funding) at a late stage in the project’s development. 

The problem of ‘what next?’ was a difficult issue for many artists and project coordinators who felt they had a moral duty not to ‘parachute in’ to communities, deliver a project and then run. Organisations that had no plans to offer pathways for progression handled the closure of projects in various ways:

· it was felt important not to raise expectation that activity would continue and to make promises that could not be kept

· projects were ended in a positive way – through a trip to see an exhibition of their work or a certificate presentation, for example

· one organisation had built in a post-project debrief where participants came together to talk about their experience

There were some examples of organisations offering participants some form of continuity, eg developing programmes of work rather than ‘one-off’ projects; supporting the development of regular groups that stemmed from one-off projects; and the creation of a ‘drop-in’ facility that could be used by participants. Other approaches to continuity included: building a training or mentoring element into projects in the hope that people within groups would be inspired to lead activities themselves; inviting participants to open access events; keeping participants informed of events run by other organisations that might be of interest. More generally, organisations would signpost people on to other groups or classes but, as interviewees pointed out, this was often an unsatisfactory approach.

Success indicators

Meeting aims and objectives

One possible indicator of success might be to assess projects according to whether they have achieved their objectives. A scan through the 15 research case studies reveals how much variation there was in the nature of objectives set by organisations. Some could be achieved relatively easily, some were challenging and some were unrealistic; some focused on reaching certain numbers of people, on an end product such as a play or on less tangible outcomes (such as raised self-esteem). Therefore, judging the success of projects according to whether they have met their aims and objectives is problematic because one is not comparing like with like. Further, artists wanted to do more than achieve objectives at all costs or ‘on paper’ only and there were good reasons why certain objectives were not pursued in practice.
Achieving certain outcomes

The research sought to test potential ‘success indicators’, which involved exploring the outcomes that have previously been identified as potential outcomes of arts participation. A participant survey was administered by the researcher which allowed certain qualitative outcomes to be quantified but also offered latitude to discuss some areas in more depth than a purely indicator-based approach would allow. One of the difficulties underlying an indicator-based approach is that there is such a diversity of work taking place, with particular groups having particular needs, and a one-size-fits-all approach will inevitably be problematic. Further, while it is possible to quantify certain outcomes (such as increases in confidence), the indicators can be ambiguous and need to be interpreted with care. For example, if someone feels no more confident at the end of the project than at the start that does not mean the project has ‘failed’. Indicators in themselves can only tell us so much. 

Because of the small sample of projects and participants it is difficult to generalise to a wider population, but participation in the arts had the following effects for some participants:

· raised levels of self-esteem and confidence – as a result of projects, participants said they felt proud of what they had achieved, felt more confident and many felt better about themselves

· a greater feeling of self-determination and sense of control – participants felt they had had freedom to develop their ideas and, although fewer participants felt they had had a say over what happened in sessions, they generally felt a strong sense of ownership of the final product

· pleasure and enjoyment

· more developed arts and creative skills, appreciation of the arts, positive attitudes to the arts and a taste for more

As noted above, projects tended not to have aims that involved ‘tackling’ the problems associated with social exclusion. However, soft outcomes such as confidence have been identified as indicators of ‘distance travelled’ towards certain ‘hard’ outcomes such as employment.

There were also project-specific outcomes which would be best ‘measured’ by project-specific indicators. For example, a drama project aimed to complement the recovery process for a group of recovering drug addicts, a prison-based project used literature as a tool to develop prisoners’ understanding of themselves, and a visual arts project for young homeless people hoped to support their move into more structured learning. 

Practitioners’ perceptions of success 

Artists themselves would sometimes judge the success of projects by referring to the seemingly small, but significant, developments they had witnessed among participants. Examples mentioned in the research included:

· a participant printing out his name without any help

· a person borrowing a book from the library because he had enjoyed reading an excerpt from it during a project

· participants arriving early for sessions and asking for sessions to be longer

The artists would also reflect on whether the group had met its potential, and on the progression of the group and of individuals. The judgements made by others, be they audiences, attenders or other groups, also informed artists’ perceptions of whether a project had been a success or not.

What next? 

The research has possibly raised more questions than it answers but future discussion might usefully focus on the following:

· how can we more effectively communicate about this work? A good starting point might be for the Arts Council to consider whether it can offer a clearer definition of social exclusion than the one it offers in Addressing social exclusion: a framework for action (Arts Council of England, 1999) and outline what it counts as ‘social inclusion work’ eg does it incorporate work with socially excluded groups or in areas of social exclusion that do not have social objectives? Is it different from access? How does it relate to audience development?  

· how can we best disseminate and share good practice in this area of work? Such dissemination needs to reach not only arts organisations but also freelance artists and potential partners

· would a code of practice for artists working with vulnerable and volatile groups be valuable? 

· how can the Arts Council and other funders best support organisations seeking to develop programmes of work and offer participants opportunities to continue engaging with the arts?

· from a funder’s point of view, what are the best strategies for securing sustainable activity? For example, relatively high levels of investment were made to some projects through the New Audiences Programme which had ‘long-term’ aspirations but, at that initial stage, could the Arts Council have done more to increase the chances of realising those aims?

· how can we best build a strong ‘sector’ eg in terms of supporting artists’ training and development, the development of emerging organisations and the development of existing organisations? The development of awareness and understanding of arts work among workers in potential partner agencies (such as youth workers, youth offending teams etc) is also relevant  

· how can we best support the development of robust partnerships with non-arts agencies?

· is an indicator-based approach a viable way of measuring the success of projects in a sector where practice is so diverse and the purposes of projects so wide? If such a measure is to be used, guidance is needed on which indicators would be both practical and meaningful for the arts organisations involved  

In addition, potential avenues for future research might include the following:

· impact – rigorous research that specifically looks at the impact of projects that explicitly aim to affect health, crime, education, employment and community regeneration

· exploring community-led projects to complement this research. Here, social capital theories might usefully be used to explore longer-term community orientated projects

· longitudinal research that explores participation in the arts and its longer-term impact
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