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Introduction 
 
 
Connected Communities is a Cross-Research Council programme led by the UK Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC), designed to develop further understanding of the 
changing nature of communities in their historical and cultural contexts, in particular their 
role in encouraging health, economic prosperity and creativity. This enhanced 
understanding is informing the development of more effective ways to contribute towards 
flourishing communities and address key economic and societal challenges.  
 
The participatory arts were identified as one of eight key areas targeted in the Connected 
Communities programme, alongside Creative & Digital, Civil Society & Social Innovation, 
Diversity & Dissent, Health & Wellbeing, Culture & Heritage, Environment & Sustainability 
and Methods & Theory. Participatory arts are here categorised as those concerned with the 
development of community arts and media, and new ways of doing and thinking about 
practice in participation. Projects weave together the critical and creative in communities of 
culture. More than eighty projects, which self-categorised as being concerned with the 
participatory arts, were supported during the eight years of the Connected Communities 
programme. 
 
A survey of projects developed by Connected Communities award-holders and partners 
reveals a range of new and emergent perspectives on the participatory arts as a means of 
engaging with communities, effecting social change and contributing to research agendas. 
This report will highlight thirteen key themes raised by the collected work of project 
partners. 
 
 

Method 
 
 
Themes identified are drawn from the self-reported aims and outcomes of projects 
undertaken as part of the Connected Communities programme, from 2010 to date. A full list 
of Connected Communities projects can be found here: https://connected-communities.org. 
 
The projects surveyed employed a diverse variety of participatory arts practices—from the 
creation of an online orchestra to the mapping of local food initiatives—and engaged with a 
range of community partners including members of amateur theatre groups, the elderly and 
those in recovery from drug and alcohol misuse. A majority of projects employed 
participatory art as part of an integrated methodology, exploring the ways in which 
participatory arts practices could be deployed to help address specific research questions 
and/or social issues. In this way, the term ‘participatory arts’ in relation to the Connected 
Communities programme differs somewhat from its usage in the context of contemporary 
arts, which typically foregrounds participatory processes as artistic outcomes and concerns 
in and of themselves. 
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Principal Investigators were invited to locate their project in one or more categories 
targeted by the Connected Communities strand. This report speaks primarily to those 
projects which were self-identified as being relevant to or engaging directly with the 
participatory arts. In addition, evidence of the influence and involvement of participatory 
arts practice was also sought across the wider Connected Communities programme. Project 
descriptions were reviewed and supplementary material, such as project websites, reports 
and publications, were also scrutinised. 
 
Surveyed towards the end of the Connected Communities programme—in April 2018—
projects surveyed remain at varied stages of completion. On occasion, where active project 
work has been concluded, final outcomes and reports may not yet be available. As such, it is 
important to note that it has not always been possible to include longer-term observations. 
In addition, the thirteen proposed themes describe flexible and intervolved parameters as 
opposed to distinct and discrete categories. They are separated here only to identify 
different trajectories of import. 
 

 

Key themes 
 
 

 Responsive not prescriptive 
While participatory arts initiatives have sometimes been criticised for ‘parachuting’ 
into communities with rigid ideas about what kinds of work are most appropriate, 
many Connected Communities projects demonstrated high levels of responsivity to 
the ideas and wishes of all participants, seeking to create site- and context-specific 
programmes of activities and events. The potential for openness and methodological 
breadth is one of the key strengths of the participatory arts—characterised by the 
absence of set disciplinary values, methods and tools which appear to prescribe 
preformulated responses. Instead, participatory arts projects demonstrate mutable 
aims and practices which help to foster the conditions for individuals with a range of 
specialisms and experience bases to work together to create bespoke contributions. 
In particular, a shift away from ‘one-size-fits-all’ solutions recognises that 
communities are already loci for cultural activity, whether or not they are readily 
acknowledged as such, and that creativity and the arts are not the sole preserve of 
those who identify as ‘artists’. Resisting prescriptive approaches is an important 
aspect of best practice in contemporary participatory arts. 
 

 Engendering diversity 
Connected Communities projects actively drew on the combined expertise of 
multidisciplinary teams and engaged individuals from a range of professional, social 
and cultural backgrounds. The participatory arts were often employed as the conduit 
by which to combine the expertise of universities, arts organisations, museums, 
hospitals and other institutions, and formal and informal community groups. Many 
projects sought explicitly to respond to the conditions and needs of a diverse and 
multicultural society, for example, creating opportunities for individuals who might 
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not ordinarily be represented in research to be heard and acknowledged, including 
women, members of minority groups and those from lower socio-economic strata. 
In some instances, new groups were purposefully formed amongst disparate 
individuals sharing a history, value or practice, who might not otherwise have had 
occasion to meet—also situating them within a larger (supportive) community. 
Diverse stakeholders necessarily contributed different kinds of expertise, and as 
such, the role of the participatory arts practitioner was to create synergies between 
disparate individuals and foster space for different specialisms to come to the fore.  
 

 Valuing alternative ways of knowing 
Participatory arts projects commonly emphasise ways of knowing beyond dominant 
text-based approaches. These include tacit, visual, embodied, sensual and 
experiential knowledge bases. Opening knowledge to incorporate different 
competences and orientations widens access for participants from diverse 
backgrounds and enables projects to address a range of social, cultural and political 
questions. In the context of community-based social projects, different stakeholders 
demonstrate diverse—and sometimes divergent—ways of knowing and experiencing 
the issues raised. Participatory arts practices in these areas need to be able to reflect 
and represent different ways of knowing—and to develop new common languages 
between disparate individuals—in order to adequately and identifiably respond to 
complex demands. This requires circumspect and flexible practitioners and 
approaches that are able to work across multiple languages of knowledge. 
 

 Fostering partnerships and multi-way dialogue 
Countering historical models which sometimes tended towards one-sided, top-down 
decision-making processes, contemporary participatory arts projects emphasised the 
development of close working relationships with community partners and the 
fostering of multi-way dialogue across the various stages of the initiative. 
Participatory arts projects have the capacity to respond to disparate ideals and 
intents by finding congruence between multiple stakeholders. They do this by 
promoting discourse and negotiating a response which enables all partners to feel 
represented and to recognise the integrity of their contribution. Continuous 
processes of discussion and debate ensure that a multiplicity of voices can be heard 
and valued. In this way, the effective participatory arts practitioner is a facilitator—
rather than a pedagogue or director—who delivers a value proposition for all 
stakeholders. Participatory arts projects also serve to create a sense of affiliation 
between disparate individuals, providing a context for the construction of new 
communities and teams, dedicated to a common aim. 

 

 Unpicking structures of legitimacy and validation 
The challenge and importance of validation was highlighted in a number of 
Connected Communities projects, which employed the participatory arts to disrupt 
prescriptive and opaque frameworks of legitimacy. By questioning accepted 
assumptions about who is empowered to bestow success and its markers, a more 
open and democratic approach to evaluation can be explored. Specifically, non-
discursive and non-econometric strategies were highlighted, to emphasise the 
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positive effectiveness of the participatory arts outside of dominant frameworks of 
measurability. Such efforts point towards much larger issues of validation in society, 
and the failure of many existing models to include and acknowledge aspects of 
experience that are difficult to quantify. For example, it is problematic to attempt to 
measure social cohesion, but the effects of its lack are readily felt and understood. 
Participatory arts projects sought alternative ways of connoting and identifying 
value, thus enforcing the legitimacy of practices that might otherwise be 
underestimated and appreciated. 

 

 Recognising the role of participatory arts practitioners 
Collaborations with arts professionals highlighted the value added by arts practice in 
a range of contexts. Specifically, with regards to the Connected Communities 
programme, arts activities served to strengthen the range, diversity and impact of 
university-based research, also emphasising the specialist contribution of artists 
outside of established arts institutions and settings. In particular, the involvement of 
artists in academic research projects—still a comparatively novel inclusion—
demonstrates increased acceptance from universities of the skilled role of artists in 
relation to knowledge generation and analysis. Such recognition underlines the 
specific qualities of the participatory artist, for example, their pivotal role as 
facilitator and negotiator—a go-between for the different interests and objectives of 
all parties (although these qualities may not be the ones most often valued by the 
artists themselves). At the same time, it is noteworthy that not all Connected 
Communities projects whose methods and outcomes are relevant to the 
participatory arts self-identified as such, with a number of initiatives located outside 
of the participatory arts nevertheless making significant contributions to the field. As 
such, we can deduce not only that researchers and practitioners may not always 
recognise the broad significance of their work, but also that a diminished awareness 
of the ways in which participatory arts already underpins elements of research 
prevents participatory arts practices receiving the recognition and visibility they 
deserve.  

 

 Emphasis on longevity and sustainability 
While the participatory arts are sometimes criticised for offering only short-term 
solutions to complex community issues, many Connected Communities projects 
actively sought to promote the longevity and sustainability of research outcomes. 
Decreased funding—of both the arts and social care—remains a crucial issue for all 
those working in the participatory arts, and project partners looked for alternative 
ways to safeguard the future of their work, for example developing toolkits (in 
collaboration with communities) which remained accessible to participants after the 
period of the research had elapsed. This does not suggest, of course, that underlying 
structural inequalities do not require considerable redress—participatory arts 
projects may permit the construction and/or rebuilding of desirable outcomes within 
a community, but they cannot sustainably overcome political and economic 
disparities. However, a resistance to the provision of temporary, ‘sticking-plaster’ 
solutions, in favour of more enduring, structurally-oriented initiatives represents an 
aspiration of many participatory arts projects. At the same—linked to issues of 
evaluation and measurability (see Exploring evaluation and its uses)—the challenge 
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of identifying and recording the impacts of projects calls for the development of 
mechanisms that recognise both the short- and long-term legacy of participatory arts 
practices. 

 

 Valuing solidarity and mutuality 
Participatory arts-informed projects emphasised cooperation and mutual support, 
and the creation of outcomes that were beneficial to all parties. As opposed to 
disparate individuals working towards distinct institutional goals, participants 
worked together towards the development of communal outcomes. In doing so, new 
(if sometimes temporary) communities commonly formed around partners and 
stakeholders leading to the negotiation of shared value systems and a sense of 
collective responsibility. This sense of solidarity was fundamentally shaped and 
defined by practices of responsivity and close listening to the views and ideas of all 
stakeholders, as well as the development of new, shared languages of knowledge 
that were inclusive and accessible. This exists in contradistinction to perceptions of 
conventional academic research processes which are often felt to be exclusive and 
rarefied in tone. Solidarity is a quality sometimes understood to be lacking in highly 
individualistic neoliberally-motivated societies, but its aspirational presence in 
participatory arts projects emphasises its values, also hinting towards one approach 
to its re-institution. 

 

 Disrupting hierarchies of power 
By sharing the responsibility for managing and developing projects between 
university and community partners, existing hierarchies of power were destabilised, 
allowing multiple centres of influence to impact on the directions and outcomes of 
the work. By meeting as co-equals—with each group bringing its own skills, 
knowledge and connections—the widespread notion of passive or ‘non-participant’ 
communities and active ‘saviour’ organisations and arts / community workers was 
challenged. Specifically, such projects sought to balance the desire to address 
existing societal issues—a goal typically shared by both community groups and 
university / institutional stakeholders—while also recognising that communities are 
often best placed to comment on how their own conditions might be ameliorated. 
As such, communities are re-empowered, often lacking merely the resources—
including facilities, theories and non-community expertise of partners—to improve 
their own situations. At the same time, community partners were able to lend their 
own expertise to refining and strengthening academic research agendas, providing 
important lived experience and a range of valuable skills and perspectives to 
university-based practices. 

 

 Importance of locality and belonging 
A significant number of projects sought to emphasise the role and value of material 
spaces in an increasingly digitised world. While new communities of practice were 
created in and through Connected Communities initiatives (see “Fostering 
partnerships and multi-way dialogue”), this was often achieved by engaging with 
existing community groups. In doing so, projects contributed to increased 
understanding of the lived conditions of physical communities, in particular 
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highlighting ways that experiences are cross-cut by issues of gender, race, ethnicity 
and sexuality. The key role of ideas of the local hints that despite the (efficiency) 
drive towards ‘moving’ activities into an online world, physical spaces remain highly 
valuable, indicating that rather than positioned in opposition, the physical/digital 
barrier is co-extensive for the effective working of communities. Emphasis on place 
and belonging also speaks against the privileging of cosmopolitan localism—or the 
tendency for certain, highly connected individuals to move through multiple physical 
spaces without engaging fully in the lived communities that surround them. 
Described by David Goodhart as the distinction between ‘somewhere’ and 
‘anywhere’ identities (in relation to the recent UK Brexit vote), awareness of the 
centrality and importance of ‘fixed’ places to many people’s lives and sense of self 
suggests that not everyone should or can participate in ‘anywhere’ cultures.  
 

 Importance of health and wellbeing 
Many projects capitalised on well-publicised links between participation in the arts 
and increased health and wellbeing (see Creative Health: The Arts for Health and 
Wellbeing, All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing, 2017). 
While the participatory arts are not defined by the ‘instrumentalist’ agenda, they are 
understood to play an important role in fostering better physical and mental health. 
However, reported difficulties in quantifying this ameliorative effect are indicative of 
the broader problems of attempting to ‘measure’ the impact of participatory arts 
projects. For example, community engagement in participatory arts activities 
might—with some difficulty—be translated into money saved for the NHS or in social 
care, but this relies on the ability to recognise and delineate the varied effects 
produced, also presuming that such effects are universally felt by all participants. 
The participatory arts reportedly engender a wide range of positive side-effects that 
are hard to quantify, such as happiness and a sense of purpose and community 
cohesion, which also, in turn, serve to increase general health and wellbeing.  

 

 Capitalising on the affordances of digital technology  
The new and expansive possibilities offered by digital technology play a prominent 
role in contemporary participatory arts projects, working in tandem with haptic and 
face-to-face practices. While a large number of surveyed Connected Communities 
projects employed digital methods, including the use of film, photography, online 
mapping, the concurrent emphasis on physical communities (see “Importance of 
locality and belonging”) underline the fundamental non-oppositionality between 
digital and “real world” activities. Instead, the digital acts as an extension of the real 
world in Connected Communities projects, affording particular opportunities, but 
also imposing other contingencies. Digital technologies demonstrate particular 
benefits in relation to efficiency, productivity, connectivity and access, but are also 
associated with alienation, privacy issues and the homogenisation of individual 
experience, for example. As such, participatory arts projects make strategic and 
considered use of digital technologies—as one aspect of community life and 
experience—as guided by the contributions of different kinds of expertise. At the 
same time, issues of digital sustainability and data protection are significant and 
ongoing concerns.  
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 Exploring evaluation and its uses 
Projects were concerned with establishing the value of evaluation, moving beyond 
bureaucratic “tick-box” exercises towards processes that directly benefit all 
participants, including community groups, arts workers and arts organisations. 
Projects were sensitive to the need for evaluation from the earliest stages and 
sought to embed review processes into the fabric of the work. New methods for 
generating evaluation were explored to widen participation and to maximise 
potential value to all participants. Outcomes indicated that evaluation can take 
manifold forms—it is not limited to discursive or quantitative formulae—and in 
particular, that artists often play an important, embedded role in assessing and 
responding expertly to a variety of stakeholder needs and judgements throughout a 
project lifespan. As such, while evaluation is important, so is trust in the artist’s 
skilful facilitation of a successful participatory experience. At the same time, it is 
important that evaluation processes do not serve to stifle the organic or community-
led development of a research project, which involves the possibility of aspects of 
failure and ineffectiveness as part of a process of achieving overall aims.  
 

 

Conclusion 
 
 
Projects undertaken as part of the Connected Communities programme highlight some of 
the common characteristics and aspirations of participatory arts-informed research projects. 
Although this report is presented in the form of thirteen key themes, a number of areas of 
overlap can also be identified. 
 
Responsiveness—including timeliness and context-dependency—is widely recognised as an 
aspect of best practice in the design and conduct of participatory arts-based projects, with 
activities and events expected to be proper to their social, cultural and economic context, in 
contrast to a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. Those working in and with the participatory arts 
frequently pose questions about the aptness of a project in a given place, emphasising the 
importance of creating bespoke—and highly flexible—solutions to address different 
community needs and intentions. Projects emphasised the importance of inclusivity and 
diversity, engaging with disparate stakeholders, including those whose contributions are 
commonly or historically undervalued, such as women, members of ethnic minority groups 
and socially marginalised or stigmatised individuals. Projects sought to put procedures in 
place to ensure widest participation, while being responsive to existing needs.  
 
In addition, collaboration is understood to be crucial across all levels of participatory arts 
processes, including between universities, arts and community organisations and non-
institutional partners. While such collaborations are recognised to pose a number of 
significant practical and ideological challenges—such as difficulties in finding and developing 
a shared language and balancing different timescales and agendas—the advantages of 
successful collaborative practice are considerable, including increased expertise and 
mutually-beneficial outcomes. Issues of evaluation and measurability were also addressed 
by a majority of Connected Communities projects—particularly in light of the combined 
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pressures of social and arts austerity and the impact agenda. Many projects sought 
alternative methods of evaluation, ‘beyond measurability’, by asking how outcomes might 
be accounted for, by whom and through what means. In particular, it was felt that 
evaluation processes should be beneficial to all participants—perhaps integral to the 
shaping and progression of the research itself—as opposed to being limited to bureaucratic 
exercise or afterthought.  
 
Perhaps relatedly, a large number of projects emphasised the importance of process over 
product in programmes of research. Projects were driven and negotiated by stakeholders, 
as opposed to being performance-oriented towards an externally-imposed goal. Specifically, 
in relation to the participatory arts, many projects were less concerned with creating a 
discrete ‘work of art’ and rather with developing new ways of working together and building 
productive relationships. Indeed, in this context, the ‘participatory’ of the participatory arts 
might be understood to mean ‘engaged / engaging’, ‘inclusive’, ‘collaborative’ and 
‘communal’, while ‘arts’ perhaps equates to ‘productive’, ‘creative’, ‘facilitating’ and 
‘making’.  
 
Cognisant of calls from contemporary artists to problematise ‘instrumentalizing’ or highly 
positivist narratives, it is important here to reiterate that the themes derived speak 
fundamentally to the ways in which universities and other non-arts organisations are 
opening up to the affordances of arts practice as a form of knowledge generation—as 
opposed to commenting on the specific, and genre and medium-specific practices of 
participatory arts specialists. At the same time, while the strengths of what we might call 
‘participatory-arts-practice-as-research’ were emphasised, ongoing challenges were also 
reported in relation to disparities in community and institutional timescales, persistent 
hierarchies of power and inadequate access to funding. 
 



 
 



 
 

 


