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Research Summary 

Beautiful Change focuses 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.  

My research explores three case studies between cultural and social partners and focuses the 

learning culture the organisations adopt and the learning (knowledge, skills and experience) that 

they have gained through the partnership. Each of the case studies proved to be a rich, layered 

context in which to explore learning. 

1. Summary of Case Studies 

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. 

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. 

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.  

2. Examples of learning identified through the partnerships 

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 
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“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 

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 in case study 

interview)  

“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 Onibudo 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.” (Suzanne Lee in case study 

interview) 

3. 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 

 

4. 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 

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. 
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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? 

 

 


