
0 
 
 

 

 

What do cultural and social leaders learn 

when they work together? 
 

Lead Researcher: Jeanette Bain-Burnett 

Research Assistant: William Warrener 

Project Manager: Rachel Grunwald 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Funded by: Arts and Humanities Research Council and Clore Leadership Programme 

Research supervisors: Prof. Ramsay Burt and Prof. Tony Graves 

De Montfort University School of Visual and Performing Arts 



1 
 
 

 

 

Contents 

Introduction        2    

Context         3 

Definitions        4 

Methodology        6    

Selected Literature Review      6 

Call for evidence       9 

Case Studies        12 

Conclusions        17    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 
 

 

“In my view, the notion of the creative industries needs to be released from its limited definition and 

become the industry that deals with the unprecedented social and environmental problems we are 

facing today. We should recognise that what we think of as the creative sector, in other words, all 

the activities that revolve around creativity, knowledge and information has already extended its 

importance beyond the field of entertainment, where it started and developed, to the much bigger 

field of social innovation which impacts on almost every area of daily life, from mobility to food 

networks, from health to elderly care, from education to social cohesion. This is already happening; 

to recognise it is the first precondition for understanding the full significance of this convergence of 

social innovation and creative industry.” (Manzini in British Council Creative Economy Blog 2014) 

-Ezio Manzini, Chair Professor of Design for Social Innovation at the University of the Arts London 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Beautiful Change is a research project focused on the question: What do cultural and social leaders 

learn when they work together? The impetus for the research is my curiosity about the relationship 

between the worlds of arts, heritage, culture and creative industries and the world of social change 

in its broadest sense. I work in both these worlds developing policy and strategy and I often wonder 

how real the boundaries are between the two. Indeed as Ezio Manzini suggests above there is now a 

‘convergence of social innovation and creative industry’, spurred on by the rapid technological 

developments which straddle both worlds. 

For cultural and social leaders, we often measure change in terms of the extent to which our work 

affects people. We both talk a lot about measuring the impact of our work. We both believe that our 

work transforms people’s lives. In the arts we talk about audiences, participants, emerging and 

established artists – we live in a world of making, sharing, displaying, performing, watching, 

critiquing and taking part. In the social sector we talk about causes, communities, users, equality 

groups, public policy, think-tanks and social innovators – we live in a world of campaigning, 

designing services, measuring impact, evidence and movement building. These are crude 

characterisations but what fascinates me is how both worlds are full of creative thinkers, makers, 

pragmatists and leaders who want to have a real impact on people’s lives.  

This research has been funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council through the Clore 

Leadership Programme. Research supervision has been provided by De Montfort University. 

Beautiful Change explores what happens when social and cultural leaders work together. What can 

we learn from each other? And how do we pool our expertise to become better at what we do?  

This report centres around three case studies of partnerships which involve cultural and social 

leaders working together towards a shared aim. The findings I will present will be put into context by 

drawing on current research into policy and practice which bridges the two sectors; and a brief look 

at the historical context in which socially-engaged arts practices and community arts have evolved in 

the UK. 
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Ultimately, Beautiful Change is about creating space for others who share my curiosity to learn from 

each other. And giving inspiration for new collaborations between the cultural and social sectors so 

we can grow together. The school of thought that I have found most helpful in exploring how spaces 

to learn might be created is a knowledge management theory referred to as ‘communities of 

practice’. This idea was popularised by three US-based organisational development theorists Etienne 

Wenger, Richard McDermott and William Snyder in their book ‘Cultivating Communities of Practice’ 

(Wenger et al: 2002).  They offer a helpful definition of communities of practice: 

“Communities of Practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a 

passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by 

interacting on an ongoing basis.” (ibid: 2002) 

The final section of this paper is a ‘call to action’ based for cultural and social leaders who are 

passionate about working together to connect more with each other in order to deepen our 

knowledge and expertise. This research paper sits alongside a blog, which I hope will be a platform 

for kick-starting conversation and action. 

 

2. Context 

 

Though I did not intend to approach this research through an ethnographic lens, I have developed 

Beautiful Change in the classic observer/participant role. My first-hand experience working in both 

the cultural and social sectors means that I am living and observing the phenomena that I am 

seeking to understand. 

My personal experience illustrates Ezio Manzini’s assertion that the ‘creative sector’ has extended 

‘to the much bigger field of social innovation which impacts on almost every area of daily life, from 

mobility to food networks, from health to elderly care, from education to social cohesion.’  

Having worked in the arts for over ten years, I recently stepped across into a social leadership role as 

a senior social policy officer. The circumstances of this move are a good illustration of how porous 

the walls between the cultural and social sector have become. The Greater London Authority (GLA) 

were looking for someone to lead, Get Moving, a new pilot focused on increasing physical activity 

among people aged 65+ in the capital.  

Through a ten-year cultural participation programme called Big Dance, the GLA stumbled upon an 

emerging social and cultural movement in London. Dance companies, arts centres and community 

organisations had been successfully engaging older participants in dance activities for over a decade 

and the Big Dance programme picked up on this movement in its 2012 season through the ‘Big Chair 

Dance’ which brought together hundreds of older people to take part in a mass performance 

coordinated by East London Dance at Southbank Centre. 

This cultural and social movement was challenging the prevailing narrative of older people as frail, 

vulnerable and excluded by placing them at the centre of a vibrant cultural event. It became evident 

to the GLA’s Culture Team that they were sitting on a gold mine, not just in terms of cultural 

engagement, but in terms of improving the lives of older Londoners.  
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When the opportunity to lead a Big Dance legacy project (but as part of the social policy team!) was 

advertised, it opened the door to a new world. Joined by another experienced dance manager, I was 

catapulted into the world of evidence-based social policy. We developed a programme which 

delivered social, creative and physical activities to 700 older Londoners in the contexts of arts 

centres, day centres, sheltered housing, sports clubs, GP practices and public parks. It included a 

range of activities from martial arts to gardening, dance and walking football. We commissioned a 

team from CIRCLE at the University of Sheffield to evaluate the programme and make 

recommendations for how the GLA could embed the learning we have gained into future policy and 

programmes.  

This experience served as an intriguing and dynamic back-drop for this piece of research. I have had 

the privilege of working on Get Moving with 16 delivery partners, many of whom were working 

across sectors towards a shared aim. I have been growing into my new role, evolving the way I 

approach my role as an instigator of change in this new social evidence-driven environment; 

discovering which skills I can transfer from my experiences as a cultural leader; and building on these 

skills to develop new approaches to policy development. 

However my background as a cultural leader does create a natural bias within this report for a 

number of reasons. Firstly, despite significant efforts to connect with and understand the 

perspectives of the social partners involved in cultural/ social partnerships, the evidence I have 

collected is heavily weighted towards the views of cultural leaders and organisations. This is a 

reflection of the bias within my personal networks. However I also view it as an ongoing challenge 

for me and other cultural leaders to be willing to make stronger connections beyond our immediate 

spheres of influence. 

As I carried out my literature review, I came across a range of evidence that points to the trend 

Manzini describes of convergence between social and cultural development. The three case studies I 

have developed for this paper offer a microcosmic view of the knowledge that is emerging at these 

points of convergence. 

I looked back at the history of community arts and socially-engaged arts to understand how current 

practice draws on the principles and roots of what came before. There is a whole other research 

paper to be written about the ambivalence with which the arts, heritage and cultural worlds 

interface with the social sector and vice versa. However, the primary focus of this paper is to think 

about how individuals and organisations can make the most of what we learn when we push 

through our ambivalence to find ways to work together. 

 

3. Definitions 

 

Cultural Leader – For the purpose of this paper I am defining cultural leaders as individuals who 

initiate and sustain organisations and activities which engage people in the arts, heritage and 

cultural sectors including visual and performing arts, museums, libraries, literature, heritage sites; 

and the creative industries (i.e. design, fashion, architecture, film, game design etc.).  

I find the definition put forward by Sue Hoyle, Director of the Clore Leadership Programme to be 

useful: 
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“Cultural leaders, in my definition, could include artistic directors of dance companies and 

theatre, heads of culture for local government, grants managers for philanthropic 

foundations, directors of museums, curators of art galleries, board members of arts 

organisations, digital entrepreneurs, artists and designers – people in the centre of 

organizations as well as at the top, people who are outside organisations as well as those 

within. The key thing is that they should be change-makers.” (HOYLE: 2014: 1) 

Social Leader – For the purpose of this paper a social leader is defined as an individual who initiates 

and sustains organisations and activities focused on addressing social, health-related or 

environmental challenges in order to improve the lives of a community or group of people, which 

may be defined in terms of identity, geographical location or a shared need/concern. 

Leadership – Combing through the wealth of scholarship on leadership would be virtually 

impossible. There are numerous possible definitions. However for the purpose of this paper, I am 

drawing on the social model of leadership as summarised by Carnegie Mellon University (CM 

University 2016): 

 
“Established in 1994 by a consortium of Student Affairs professionals, the Social Change 

Model approaches leadership as a purposeful, collaborative, values-based process that 
results in positive social change. The Model was built upon the following assumptions:  

 
- Leadership is socially responsible, it impacts change on behalf of others.  

- Leadership is collaborative.  

- Leadership is a process, not a position.  

- Leadership is inclusive and accessible to all people.  

- Leadership is values-based.  

- Community involvement/service is a powerful vehicle for leadership.” 
(CM University 2016) 

 

This model was originally developed by Helen and Alexander Astin to support the development of 

student leaders at universities (Astin and Astin 1996). I have found this approach useful as it can be 

applied across disciplines and contexts. 

Partnership – I am borrowing the definition used by King’s College London’s recent enquiry into 

partnerships in the cultural sector. 

“Partnership is an ongoing working relationship where risks and benefits are shared.” (KCL: 2014: 8) 
 
The authors go on to outline some core principles that lie at the heart of successful partnering – 
equity, transparency and mutual benefit. 
 

My conversations and interviews with social and cultural leaders, confirmed these three core 

principles as essential to healthy partnership. Of the three, there was significant discussion around 

equity as a lever for building and sustaining working relationships. I will explore this in more detail 

later in this paper. 

Learning – The Oxford dictionary definition of learning is “the acquisition of knowledge or skills 

through study, experience, or being taught.” (Oxford Online Dictionary: 2017) 
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For the purpose of this project, I would like to explore the knowledge and skills gained by cultural 

and social leaders through the experience of working together. I also want to explore whether and 

how new knowledge and understanding emerges at the intersection of social and creative practice. 

In turn, I am concerned with how this knowledge, skill and understanding are incorporated into the 

working practices of individuals and organisations in the future; and how it might evolve the mission 

and approach of either or both partners. My questions in gathering information for the case studies 

have focused on establishing whether the organisations involved in the partnerships have a 

particular approach to acquiring and incorporating knowledge and skills – I refer to this as the 

organisations’ learning culture.  

 

4. Methodology 

 

Selected Literature Review   - I reviewed a range of academic and grey literature examining 

partnerships and connections between cultural and social policy and practice. 

Call for Evidence Survey – I sent out a call for evidence to past and present Clore cultural and social 

fellows requesting examples of cross-sectoral partnerships and key learning they had gained. 

Case Study Interviews – I carried out six interviews with social and cultural leaders representing 

three partnership projects. 

Roundtable Discussion – I hosted a roundtable discussion with a mix of Clore social and cultural 

fellows and colleagues from the Greater London Authority cultural strategy and social policy teams 

to discuss the emerging themes in the research. This discussion served as an opportunity to ‘road 

test’ some of my ideas and a knowledge exchange between a small group of leaders and 

practitioners. The list of attendees can be found in appendix x.  

 

5. Selected Literature Review 

 

I reviewed a range of recent academic and policy-led inquiries that touched on themes relevant to 

this paper. Four of these sources stood out as relevant, offering insights which have proven to be 

fundamental to my research. These were the The Art of Partnering (2016), published by King’s 

College Cultural Institute; The Warwick Commission (2015), published by the University of Warwick; 

and the Calouste-Gulbenkian UK Foundation inquiry into the civic role of the arts (2017), which is still 

in progress.  

Another set of sources that helped to frame my thinking was collection of reports commissioned by 

the Arts Council England Creative People and Places programme prepared by Ruth Melville Research 

and Ecorys Consultants.  

Two schools of thought that have significantly informed my perspectives are social design, as framed 

by Professor Ezio Manzini; and Communities of Practice, as framed by Wenger et al. I have included 

the former in my discussion below and the latter in the call to action at the end of this paper. 
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The Art of Partnering 

The Art of Partnering reviews the role of partnerships within the Arts, Heritage and Cultural sector. It 

includes a report by Dr James Doeser charting the history of partnerships in the cultural sector. This 

report points out that: 

“Overall, the story of the last 70 years has been an increasingly formalised approach to partnership 
in the cultural sector{…} The notion of partnership is now ubiquitous in the cultural sector. But so 
too is the recommendation to partner more.” (Doeser in KCL: 2016: 7) 
 

The KCL inquiry recognises the growing emphasis on partnership in terms of policy development and 

funding requirements. It seeks to outline a new taxonomy of cultural partnerships, and also 

identifies three features that are common in healthy partnerships – equity, transparency and mutual 

benefit. I used this three features as a reference point in all my case study interviews to stimulate 

participants’ reflections on their learning in partnerships. As mentioned before, I have borrowed the 

inquiry’s definition of partnership: ‘ an ongoing working relationship where risks and aims are 

shared.’ (KCL: 2016: 8) 

The Warwick Commission 

The 2015 Warwick Commission on the Future Value of Culture explores cultural policy and practice 

in the UK using the image of an ecosystem. The writers recognise the interdependencies between 

the component parts of the system and suggest ways it can be kept healthy and encouraged to 

thrive. The report examines the various sectors within culture and creative industries from fashion 

and design to performing arts to digital technology and makes a set of policy recommendations for 

how the entire sector can work together to enhance and demonstrate our value to society.  

The report on the commission gives some insight into the ways in which the relationship between 

the cultural and social sectors are often framed. For example, in a section advocating for greater 

diversity in the cultural and creative industries, the report highlights that: 

“Diversity of creative talent and participation is essential to the expressive richness and the 
economic and social prosperity of the ecosystem. It is a mistake to think that the under-
representation of Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) individuals, women, deaf and disabled people 
and low-income groups in the Cultural and Creative Industries is purely a social justice issue.” 
(emphasis mine)  (Warwick: 2015:21) 
 
This statement raises a question about the existing consensus on how we in the cultural sector 

define our sphere of influence. Do we have the capacity and will to address issues affecting our 

sector even if they happen to be ‘purely social justice issues’ or do we have to lean on arguments for 

economic value? 

Another point of interest from the Warwick Commission report focuses on the changing funding 

landscape in the arts and cultural sector: 

“The Commission believes that we are likely to see a shift in the coming years from 
increasing direct public funding to the Cultural and Creative Industries towards brokering 
and facilitating mixed investments from private sources and the social economy.” (Warwick: 
2015:25) 
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Arguably, this shift towards the social economy requires much stronger alignment with the ‘third 

sector’ in terms of approaches to developing strategy and measuring impact. The focus of my 

research is on how practitioners in both sectors can make the most of the opportunities this might 

afford to learn from each other and improve the quality of our work. 

The commission report goes on to make a number of recommendations that point towards stronger 

alignment of central government’s cultural policy and funding packages with other agendas including 

Communities and Local Government; Environment, Business Innovation and Skills and Education. 

There are also a number of recommendations that point to a shift in the way knowledge is managed 

within and beyond the cultural sector including longitudinal tracking of research carried out by the 

ESRC and the AHRC. There is also a recommendation for a DCMS convened forum to “‘join the dots’ 

in the evidence base to lead strategy and policy.” (Warwick: 2015: 26) 

This theme of sharing and managing knowledge across sectoral boundaries is central to my own 

inquiry.  

Calouste-Gulbenkian Foundation’s enquiry into the civic role of arts organisations 

The Calouste-Gulbenkian enquiry into the civic role of arts organisations is the most current and 

relevant report I have encountered in relation to the questions I am asking in this paper. The scope 

of the enquiry is significantly broader than mine in that it encompasses ‘the civic role’ and ‘the arts’ 

in their broadest sense. My research differs from the enquiry in that it distinguishes between the 

cultural sector and the social sector and examines the relationships between them. 

As part of the Calouste-Gulbenkian enquiry the foundation commissioned King’s College London to 

do a literature review which offers a useful source of some historical context for this paper. In the 

section entitled, ‘a brief history’, the review summarises a complex, often poorly documented 

history: 

“To look at the ‘history’ of the changing civic role of arts organisations, we must confront the fact 

that this story encompasses multiple histories. To just pick just two elements of the chronology: the 

history of socially engaged arts practice tells one story; the history of community and voluntary arts 

tells another.” (KCL/ Calouste-Gulbenkian: 2016:27) 

I would argue that this ‘history’ is also an important backdrop for my research. However in all the 

literature I have reviewed, there are very few accounts of strategies or structures for sharing 

knowledge and learning between cultural and social partners.  

Cultural Commissioning Programme 

One recent programme which offers some insight into this idea of how learning can be shared is the 

Cultural Commissioning Programme (CCP), a partnership between Arts Council England, the National 

Council for Voluntary Organisations, New Economics Foundation and New Philanthropy Capital. The 

CCP funded a number of pilot programmes focused on strengthening the relationship between 

public service commissioners and arts organisations. The initiative included a structured learning 

programme offering arts organisations and commissioners opportunities to understand each other’s 

priorities.  
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Creative People and Places 

Finally, the series of evaluation reports prepared by Ruth Melville Research and Ecorys for the Arts 

Council England Creative People and Places programme offer an account of a broad range of place-

based cultural initiatives. The programme’s three core values of ‘action learning’; ‘people shaping 

the arts’; and ‘unusual partnerships’, including with the voluntary and community sectors (Melville: 

year) have obvious connections with the scope of my research. 

Ezio Manzini – Design and Social Innovation 

Ezio Manzini outlines an intriguing perspective on the role of creative thinking, working across 

conventional disciplines and addressing challenging societal problems in his book: ‘Design, When 

Everybody Designs.’ Manzini coordinates DESIS, an international network of design laboratories in 

universities, dedicated to applying design principles to social innovation. It would be impossible for 

me do the complexity of his ideas justice in the context of such a short research paper, however, I 

will highlight the way in which he defines social innovation. In defining this phenomenon, Manzini 

notes the myriad of new models of addressing complex social problems from ageing to food 

distribution to social cohesion. In his words: 

“The first and most evident common characteristic of these initiatives is that they emerge 

from the creative combination of existing assets (from social capital, to historical heritage, 

from traditional craftsmanship to accessible advanced technology), which aim to achieve 

socially recognised goals in a new way. This common trait also gives us a first definition of 

what social innovation is…” (Manzini: 2015: 11) 

The focus of Manzini’s work is on the role the design community can play in shaping the global social 

innovation agenda. This paper focuses on how cultural and social leaders are making the most of 

‘the creative combination of existing assets’ that Manzini describes above. It poses the following 

questions: 

How can we identify the ‘assets’ we bring to the table as we seek to partner with each other? In 

particular, do we value our expertise and knowledge as assets in the context of partnerships 

between social and cultural individuals and organisations? 

6. Call for Evidence survey 

 

The call for evidence was split into two separate surveys for social and cultural leaders. It included a 

short online survey which was sent out to past and present Clore fellows on the cultural and social 

leadership programmes. The focus was on individuals or organisations involved in partnership that 

involved parties from both sectors. Respondents were asked to briefly describe the partnership; 

share three key learnings and state how they would incorporate learning from the partnership into 

their ongoing work. We received 3 responses from social fellows and ten responses from cultural 

fellows.  

Though this sample was small, it included a variety of types of partners and approaches to 

partnership, which in turn offered rich opportunities for learning.  
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Types of social partners Types of cultural partners 

Health Park (1) Archive (1) 

Housing associations (2) Community Arts organisation(1) 

Social Justice campaign group (1) Contemporary art practice (1) 

Asylum and refugee support groups (2) Contemporary art gallery(1) 

Social change consultancy (2) Arts Leadership network (1) 

Large international development/ relief 
agencies (2) 

Theatre Director (1) 

 Theatre companies (various) 

 Contemporary Dance Company (1) 

 Community Radio Station (1) 

 Combined arts producer (1) 

 

I have summarised below the themes, learning and insight captured through the responses to the 

call for evidence: 

On the value of investing time in partnerships 

“Building sustainable relationships that will survive beyond the length of the project takes time, we had a very 

short period of time to deliver this work and it would have definitely benefited from a longer-lead in time.” 

“Over the years of collaboration with the School's staff we have created a mutual understanding of each other's 

practices and a sense of loyalty that can only be established through a long -term partnership.” 

“If we are working on a project then we need to involve each other from the outset, from the bid writing phase to 

the planning phase.” 

“A recognition and understanding with funders that working in this way takes time and effort and should be 

considered as a long term engagement project.” 

“Partnerships that cross different sectors require time and resource to build sustainable collaborative 

relationships - this needs to be built into a project plan i.e. at the start of the project delivery, consider the impact 

of post-delivery on the resource of the individuals/organisation you are working with and make sure that partners 

understand this.” 

“One of the key themes of the work was looking at slow processes, introduced by the artists, we can now see the 

long term scope and impact of working alongside [the partner] (however challenging) to enable lasting changes in 

the way we can all work together.  

“We need to spend more time aligning purpose and working practises and exploring expectation to make it a 

success.” 

On communication and conflict 

“Dialogue and debate may make decision making a longer process, but it yields better results. We don't have to 

agree on everything to be on the same side.” 

“Speaking their language is super important. Understanding how to use their 'jargon' seems to better validate our 

work.” 

“The necessity for a high level of communication and an understanding about the different ways the organisations 

are run and managed.” 

“Charities with different functions (e.g Arts / front line Social Care) yet shared values are often positive and 

enthusiastic about working together. Meeting to explain plainly what each of the partner organisation brings to 

and sees as the benefit of the project aids people being mutually supportive.” 
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On Scale 

“We are better at communicating with large NGO's hence "getting through the door" with the biggest one of them 

all - UNHCR We are learning a lot about bureaucracy - some is necessary but large NGO's are unbelievable in 

the level of paper-work they require. They are like juggernauts and thus sometimes seem cumbersome. We 

really understand the benefit of being small, nimble and responsive.” 

“Smaller organisations would sometimes like to feel more valued by bigger organisations, who approach them to 

partner up.” 

“Partnerships need to be maintained and nurtured to minimise 'just being used' stance sadly typical of large 

institutions where programming for diverse audience needs remains largely on the peripheral despite the 

changing local landscapes with new communities being formed and migration to the UK.” 

On what works 

“Charities with different functions (e.g Arts / front line Social Care) yet shared values are often positive and 

enthusiastic about working together.” 

“A clear commitment and buy in from staff from all organisations and a respect for each others’ areas of 

expertise.” 

“It is enough to have a common purpose and allow for a project to be able to hold multiple nuanced 

understanding and approaches” 

“Thinking hard about what they need/want e.g. when we came knocking with a proposition from the BBC who 

wanted to film us, we immediately a response from the Area Manager for the entire Northern Greece. Usually, we 

speak to a assistant and have to work our way up from there.” 

“Creating a learning forum between the different artistic partners in the project helped them to support each other 

and ultimately better deliver their programmes of activity.” 

Learning to Experiment 

“'Losing the Fear' being experimental with historical collections that relate to 'radical' histories” 

“It is easier to create pilot projects with highly trusted colleagues, then from there design briefs that set realistic 

expectations for future projects with new partners.” 

“Managing everyone’s expectations of what can realistically be achieved in the short term is important to give the 

artist and participants space to test things out.” 

New Skills and Understanding 

“Accessing participants, such as asylum seekers, through a therapeutic referral process takes a lot of time and 

effort as they are often outside formal assessment processes and sharing their data may put them at risk – so 

there is a higher level of confidentiality and duty of care required by the arts professionals than is the norm.” 

“Working with the social sector requires artists to develop new skills; particularly in navigating complex 

organisational structures.” 

“We're speaking with universities and other NGO's re. how we can develop our evaluation processes.” 

“We have become better at partnership work over the years. We have also become more aware that partnership 

is about a mutual exchange.” 

“Learning to overcome differences in everyday practice and enabling all participants to contribute is key to the 

success of a creative project.” 
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7. Case Studies 

 

I have chosen to focus on three case studies of small ‘socially-engaged’ cultural organisations 

working with social partners. The social partners involved are varied in nature they include a local 

council, an academy school and a social change consultant. The emphasis of the case studies is on 

the learning of individuals involved in the partnership. They also touch on how knowledge is 

transferred between and within organisations. 

 

CASE STUDY ONE:  Inspire! 
 

Darshna Dhokia and Suzanne Lee - Islington Council and All Change Arts 
 
Islington Council, All Change Arts and Sure Start developed the Inspire! programme to offer a 
tailored support package to Islington young parents and parents-to-be, aged between fourteen 
and nineteen years old. The curricular programme mixes accredited creative projects with advice, 
guidance and personal development. The programme has been running for 13 years. 80% of 
participants go on to full-time education or employment. Inspire! is now coordinated by a former 
participant. 
 

About Islington Council 
 
Islington Council defines its mission as ‘to make Islington fairer’, creating a place of equal 
opportunity for all of its residents. The people of Islington are represented by 47 Labour and 1 
Green Party councillor and the organisation delivers a service that prioritises issues such as 
tackling the housing crisis, alleviating the rising cost of living and helping people into work.  
 

About All Change Arts 
 
All Change Arts is an Islington-based organisation that develops combined arts projects in 
community settings. It uses art to help people find their voice in society, particularly with 
individuals who have experienced particular barriers to building their confidence.   
 

Learning culture within the partnership (case study 1 continued) 
 

 Partners need to maintain a shared commitment to continual change and 
improvement: “In relation to the project over ten years, we have continually planned, 
identified, scoped, delivered, reviewed, built, and structured as and when. We support 
and encourage each other and seek out new ways of working taking into consideration 
equity, transparency and mutual benefit at all times.” (Darshna Dhokia)  
 
“We never repeat...We’re constantly trying to understand who we’re working with. Each 
Inspire! cohort we look at as a new group.” (Suzanne Lee)  
 
“My golden rule: never assume.” (Suzanne Lee)  
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Learning from the partnership   
 

 Closely shared common values between partners: “All Change and [the London Borough 
of Islington] share the same goals and outcomes - supporting and developing young 
people; enabling and empowering young people to make well informed and realistic 
choices; equality of opportunity and ensuring that they have a voice; and keeping young 
people at the centre of our work and listening to what they want and need.” (Darshna 
Dhokia in case study interview) 
 

 An effective partnership network takes time to achieve: [on working with professionals 
with particular specialisms] “You have to continue to work at it. Personnel changes are 
obviously a factor...we’ve built new relationships as positions have emerged, for instance 
with family nurses who weren’t around when we first started.” (Suzanne Lee in case 
study interview) 
 

 Specific relationships are key and can’t be underestimated: “We have to start that trust 
building again, and again, and again. You may have established trust in certain settings, 
but change a person and you have to begin again.” (SL in case study interview) 
 

 Mutual respect: “People often make the mistake of becoming absorbed in the wonderful 
thing that they personally are bringing. Empathy and understanding is the most critical 
thing.” (SL in case study interview) 

 

 
 
 

CASE STUDY TWO: Impact Youth Dance Academy 
 

Hakeem Onibudo and Michelle Vellacott - Impact Dance and Chelsea 
Academy  
 
Chelsea Academy and Impact Dance began their partnership as the product of an ‘arts 
immersion’ day created by Michelle Vellacott. Over the last seven years the partnership has been 
developed to include work experience placements for Chelsea Academy students with Impact 
Dance; a series of workshops targeting disaffected boys in the Academy’s Special Needs 
Department; and opportunities for students to work with Royal Ballet School teachers and 
students and perform at the School in Covent Garden. 
 

 
About Chelsea Academy  
 
Chelsea Academy was created in 2009 as a state academy sponsored by the Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea and the Diocese of London. Guided by a Christian ethos, the Academy 
combines traditional values with innovative learning to help bring out the best in everyone, 
underpinned by a culture of ‘no excuses’.  
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About Impact Dance  
 
Impact Dance is a hip-hop theatre company, street dance organisation and educational facilitator 
based in London, which has been established since 1995. Its mission is “to motivate, lead and 
inspire ordinary people to achieve extraordinary things through the medium of dance.” It delivers 
dance workshops in schools, youth centres and educational environments and delivers after-
school clubs, enrichment sessions, BTEC and GCSE sessions, as well as tailoring one off workshops 
or repeating sessions to meet an educational facilitators needs. 
 

Learning culture within the partnership 
 

 Formal and informal evaluation are equally key to ensuring the best possible outcomes 
for the young people involved: “Throughout the seven years that the partnership took 
place I had to report back to the Governors and Leadership Team at Chelsea Academy to 
show the progress made and highlight the benefits to all parties. This involved feedback 
from the students directly and the staff involved in supporting the partnership. At the 
same time, Hakeem and I would informally reflect on the partnership throughout our 
time working together. We would talk through any challenges together and ensure that 
both of us were happy with the benefits and plans going forwards.” (Michelle Vellacott) 
 
“You have to be open to new learning and new ideas. Sometimes we could bury our head 
in the sand and just keep going into sessions and do the same thing over and over again – 
I think that’s wrong.” (Hakeem Onibudo) 
 

 Genuine curiosity: “I love to question – sometimes I don’t understand why someone 
does something – rather than go away with that thought I ask them.” (Hakeem Onibudo) 
 

 Learning for participants: “The other thing for me is we as the ‘elders’ can get so caught 
up with ‘the way we do it is right’ but there’s an ever-changing generation of young 
people coming through – the technology is different, how they learn is different. They will 
teach you stuff about themselves.” (Hakeem) 

 

Learning from the partnership 
 

 Stronger through difference: “As an education professional, it's important to highlight 
where there are gaps in your own skills, knowledge and expertise in order to ensure that 
these are not transferred onto the young people.” (Michelle Vellacott)  
 

 Common values and a shared ethos: “I found Hakeem's and my vision for working with 
young people was very much in line, which made working together an easy and natural 
process. It meant that we were working towards common goals without having to 
explicitly share them again and again.” (Michelle Vellacott)  
 
“If you don’t have a link within the educational system with someone who is as 
enthusiastic about your practice as you, it’s not going to work.” (Hakeem) 

 
 The benefits of senior support: “I also found that it's important to gain the support of 

others in your own institution in order to allow the partnership to thrive. From the 
outset, the founding Principal and Vice Principal were extremely supportive of the 
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partnership with Impact Dance not only from a budget perspective but in terms of 
interest and time given. Because of this, the partnership and the projects within it were 
given a high profile around the Academy.” (Michelle Vellacott) 

 

 
 

CASE STUDY THREE:  Social Enterprise Academy Wales 
 
Catherine Paskell and Mark Richardson have worked together to set up the Social Enterprise 
Academy in Wales. They are pooling their expertise from the social and cultural sectors, 
respectively to support both sectors in re-thinking their business models and developing the skills 
they need to sustain their work. Their work training cultural and social leaders is addressing the 
gap in business skills which is common to both sectors.  
 
Both Catherine and Mark acknowledge that the worlds of social and cultural change are very 
separate in the Welsh context and that this divide is best demonstrated through the lack of 
connection between the infrastructure, funding systems and training available to social and 
cultural practitioners and organisations. They also work in different regions of Wales (Catherine in 
the South and Mark in the North) so they bring different networks and regional knowledge to the 
table. 
 

About Catherine 
 
Catherine Paskell is a Clore Fellow and Director of award-winning Welsh company, Dirty Protest. 
She is also a founding member of National Theatre Wales, where she was a Creative Associate 
from 2009 - 2011. 
 

About Mark 
 
Mark Richardson is an award-winning social entrepreneur and Director of Social Impact 
consulting. He is a Clore Social fellow.  
 

Learning culture within the partnership  
 

 Experiential Learning - Rather than discussing Learning Culture with Mark and Catherine, 
I discussed their individual learning styles. Both identified themselves as experiential 
learners who just got on with their work and recognised that reflection was an important 
(if at times neglected) part of their approach to learning. 
 

 A generous exchange of expertise - They were both able to clearly outline what expertise 
they brought to the table. For Catherine, it was a knowledge and understanding of artistic 
practice and production. For Mark, it was the exposure he had to evidence-based practice 
which he could share with Catherine as a means of measuring the impact of their work. 
Both of them brought an entrepreneurial mind-set and experience of developing 
sustainable business models to the partnership. It struck me that their partnership was 
marked by generosity and openness. 
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 Asking Questions – Catherine finds she asks a lot of questions and likes to get as much 
data as possible. She values Mark’s skill in processing and analysing data into an 
organised system. Her final product is usually an artwork – a different means of 
processing data. 
 

Learning from the partnership 
 

 There are organic connections between the arts and social change. - “It’s not just using 
art to inspire social change, it’s using social change to inspire art.” Mark Richardson in 
case study interview. “Theatre is very socially based. My work with National Theatre of 
Wales was about encouraging people to think about their place in the world and what 
citizenship means to them.” Catherine Paskell in case study interview 
 

 It’s important to understand and value the assets each partner brings to the table - 
Catherine highlighted her frustrations around conversations about logos instead of 
impact – “Often competition impacts on transparency. Our best partnerships have been 
where everything is mutual but the partners have been different enough to bring 
complementary assets.”  Catherine Paskell in case study interview 

 
 Difference in scale can be an asset – “Smaller organisations offer a grassroots, local 

network with strong connections to artists and audiences. Larger organisations offer 
cash-flow and have the profile to get the project off the ground.” (ibid) 
 
“You could have a really good partnership where it’s a predominantly social change 
project and there’s a relatively small arts component to it but that arts component needs 
to be valued for what it is and what it delivers and the arts organisation needs to be 
valued for the skills and expertise they’re bringing in.” Mark Richardson in case study 
interview 
 

 There is still a knowledge gap in the social sector about how arts, heritage and culture 
can contribute to their work - “There are a lot of people working in social enterprise who 
just don’t consider arts stuff when they’re looking at how they engage with their 
community, how to change mind-sets – the power of art in all its forms is under-
estimated by a lot of people.” (ibid) 
 
“I think the people who are at the ‘art for art’s sake’ end there’s a lot of learning there, 
especially in Wales at the moment where [key funders] increasingly demanding proof of 
social impact for their SROI reports…to demonstrate that the arts organisations are 
delivering more than just art, and I think that’s difficult for a lot of arts people to come to 
terms with and to understand what that’s about, so I think there’s learning both ways.” 
(ibid) 
 
“It is important to encourage artists to see themselves as social enterprises. It’s becoming 
harder to get funding for ‘just arts’ – we have to demonstrate benefit to communities’ 
Catherine Paskell in case study interview. Catherine went on to question whether the arts 
sector should just ‘play the game’ and learn to use rhetoric about reaching people or take 
hold of the opportunity to do something more meaningful. (Catherine Paskell in case 
study interview) 
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8. Conclusions 

My conclusions are in three sections. Firstly, drawing on Wenger et al’s ideas about communities of 

practice (Wenger et al: 2002), I have laid out a call to action for social and cultural leaders, 

organisations, policymakers and funders to commit to being more proactive in managing our shared 

knowledge. 

Secondly, I have outlined some brief recommendations that I hope will spur further action. 

Finally, I have proposed a framework for thinking together about how we value and make the most 

of the knowledge created through social/ cultural collaboration. 

9.1 Call to Action 

Throughout this research, I was struck by the wealth of knowledge and expertise about how cultural 

and social individuals and organisations work together. However I was unable to find an existing 

formal or informal forum for sharing this knowledge that emphasises the mutuality of the 

relationship. Drawing on the theory of communities of practice (Wenger et al 2002), I have outlined 

below some recommendations for how both sectors can manage and integrate this knowledge more 

effectively. 

Wenger et al suggest that communities of practice are made up of three structural elements: “a 

domain of knowledge, which defines a set of issues; a community of people who care about this 

domain; and a shared practice that they are developing to be effective in their domain”. In Wenger’s 

view, when these three elements function well together they ‘make a community of practice an 

ideal knowledge structure – a social structure that can assume responsibility for developing and 

sharing knowledge. (Wenger et al: 2002: 29) 

How might we apply this to learning for cultural and social leader working together? 

Our ‘domain of knowledge’  

If we are to take Ezio Manzini’s view which opened this paper, the domains of social and cultural 

knowledge are already converging (Manzini 2014 in British Council Creative Economy Blog). As our 

practices move closer to each other, we share similar aims and ‘target audiences’. There is a long 

history of socially engaged arts practice, community and voluntary arts. Partnership working is an 

embedded feature of both cultural and social practice. Furthermore, the effectiveness of arts 

organisations in their civic role has and will continue to depend heavily on partnership with social 

organisations.  

All this activity points to the fact that there is a body of tacit knowledge waiting to be revealed 

through reflection and interaction. The domain of this research was defined in two ways – I was 

interested in learning - what social and cultural leaders learn when they work together; and learning 

culture - how they deliberately integrate this knowledge into their future practice. 

 

‘A community of people who care about this domain’ 
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The groups and individuals I met throughout this research expressed genuine interest not just in the 

ongoing practice of partnership between social and cultural initiators but also in creating space for 

learning, debate and deepening of understanding. There are people who care about this domain but 

they are not yet a community.  

‘Shared practice’ 

Wenger’s definition of the practice is ‘a set of frameworks, ideas, tools, information, styles,            

language, stories and documents that community members share.’ (ibid: 29) Once again, in the 

domain of learning between social and cultural leaders, I have discovered a lot of practice and a few 

examples of shared practice. However there is no deliberate tool for knowledge management in the 

place of convergence between the two sectors. 

Although these ideas are framed within the context of businesses and organisations, there is a ready 

application to wider networks and sectors.  

So here’s the call to action  to cultural and social leaders– if you are reading this and you want to 

get better at social/cultural partnership who can you connect with to cultivate a community of 

practice? 

 

9.2 Recommendations 

For Social and Cultural Leaders 

 Push past the barriers in language and working practices to think about how expertise can 

be combined to better meet people’s needs. 

 Be proactive in creating and making the most of networks that go beyond your immediate 

sector and sphere of influence. 

 Take time-out of practice to reflect together on the distinct learning opportunities that 

emerge in cultural/social partnerships. 

 Advocate for each other to colleagues, policymakers, funders and specialist networks. 

Translate what you understand about each others’ practices for peers within your field. 

 Seek out senior leaders beyond your immediate sphere of practice to talk strategic 

partnership not just contracts, commissions and funding 

For Policymakers and Funders 

 Set up and support networks to ‘join up’ thinking about social and cultural policy 

 There is promising practice in unexpected places – create opportunities for smaller players 

to come together to learn from each other. 

 Re-evaluate the strategic role of ‘smaller players’ in shaping larger organisations 

 

9.3 A Framework for sharing knowledge between social and cultural leaders 

The framework I have developed below is a tool for thinking together. Firstly it frames the key 

features of ‘live’ partnerships that I have encountered, both through their presence and their 

absence, in this research – mutuality; shared aims and values; an open learning culture; willingness 

to evolve or adapt structures; and opportunities to evolve practice. Secondly it seems to pose a 

series of questions about how we, social and cultural leaders, can better understand our combined 
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knowledge; the understanding we find at the intersection between social and cultural change, and 

how this can be applied to the work we do every day. 

 

Mutuality – My research has echoed the idea put forward by the King’s College Cultural Institute 

that both equity and transparency are core features of a healthy partnership. The term that recurred 

in my conversations, which seemed to capture both these ideas was mutuality.  Particularly when 

working across organisational boundaries with different structures, hierarchies and approaches to 

sharing power, it strikes me that the key leaders in partnerships between social and cultural players 

will be more effective if they are deliberate in building open, trusting, working relationships in which 

different kinds of expertise are given equal weighting. By doing so, partners will begin to create 

shared territory. 

Shared values and aims – the territory I refer to above would be best defined in terms of the values 

and aims that the partners have in common. Once again, this is a re-framing of the discussion in the 

King’s enquiry. Within this context, we see the inner section of the model emerging – how might 

shared values and aims across social and cultural boundaries be defined in the way our practice is 

designed; our approach to engagement, knowledge management and measuring impact? 

Further, how can we develop a learning culture that is open enough to offer real opportunities for 

evolving our structures, which in many cases will be a pre-requisite to evolving our practice so we 

can have a deeper and wider impact? 

Final thoughts 

Compatibility and Communication emerged as important themes throughout the project. 

Compatibility was discussed in terms of the extent to which partners were able to identify 
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complementary aims and approaches to work. Much of the discussion centred on the need to 

understand organisational difference and learn how to work in unfamiliar settings. For example, a 

small performance company faced with the complexity of large international development agencies; 

or a contemporary art practice working with a social housing association. Much of this depended on 

partners on both sides working hard at communication – learning each others’ language; 

demystifying jargon; and taking time to listen well.  

The Beautiful Change research project has helped me connect my two worlds of work – social policy 

and cultural strategy. I’ve had the privilege of getting below the surface of three intriguing 

partnerships to explore the learning that happens in this intersection. For me this is all about social 

and cultural leaders making time to think about how we can make the most of each other’s 

knowledge. Let’s keep the walls between our worlds porous and aim to grow a network that takes 

this seriously.  

The Beginning  
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