[image: image1.emf]
The Arts and Social Policy

HAPPEN staff conducted an in-depth programme of desk research between April and October 2005.  The aim of this research was to build HAPPEN’s professional knowledge base in order to support all areas of its work, and enable it to increase its impact. 

This paper gives a brief and informal overview of one aspect of this research, most notably the emergence of the arts within social policy-making as a whole over the last decade, within both central and local government.  Whilst it is not intended as a piece of research in its own right, nor is it comprehensive, we hope that you will find the following information of some use.  

1.1
The social value of the arts

There has been a fair amount of debate in recent years about the value of arts to society.  While the Conservative government in the 1980’s and 1990’s saw the arts largely in terms of their economic value, the Labour government became increasingly interested in how they could deliver social outcomes.  Key texts included Francois Matarasso’s “Use or Ornament” (1996), which demonstrated the social impact of participation in the arts, for both individuals and communities.  Policy Action Team 10 (set up by Number 10’s social exclusion unit) produced a report in 1999 demonstrating how culture could address social exclusion.  

By 2002, Tessa Jowell was stating: “Investment in the arts is not only an end in itself, it is also a means of achieving our promises, our policies and our values.”  In 2004 the influential Institute for Public Policy Research published “For Art’s Sake?”, a collection of essays advocating the use of the arts in different sectors.  From humble beginnings in community arts practice in the 1960’s, the instrumental use of the arts has finally reached the mainstream.

Others now argue that the arts have become too much a “tool” of social policy.  The Chairman of Arts Council England, Sir Christopher Frayling, sees an erosion of the “arm’s length principle” in the Labour government’s increasing use of the arts in delivering social outcomes. The “intensely individual nature of the experience” means that, while “the arts can work in these [instrumental] ways…the benefits they bring will never be entirely predictable or quantifiable.” Another influential left-leaning think tank, Demos, recently argued that “the value of culture cannot be expressed only with statistics”, and proposed a new definition of Cultural Value as an overarching principle for public funding.  Tessa Jowell herself recently argued that “too often politicians have been forced to debate culture in terms only of its instrumental benefits to other agendas…we have avoided the more difficult approach of investigating, questioning and celebrating what culture actually does in and of itself.”

The main battleground appears to be the extent of government interference in the arts versus the “arm’s length principle”, which affects the degree to which arts funding (present and future) will depend on an explicit contribution to government objectives.  Also at issue is the extent to which this contribution will affect the quality of the art produced.  
If Matarasso is correct that arts participation produces more cast-iron social outcomes, then it is likely that artists will increasingly need to work in process-orientated ways at the expense of product, particularly at a local level.

The leading contributors to both sides of the debate appear to agree on the need for culture and the arts to be seen as “an integral and essential part of civil society” (Demos 2004).  The issues centre around how this should work in practice.

1.2
Measuring the value
Most of the evidence of the arts’ contribution to social outcomes is anecdotal.  For many years, commentators have lamented the lack of a credible evidence base, which has led many policy-makers to view the arts as essentially frivolous, and have argued for more rigorous evaluation.  Even Matarasso’s “Use or Ornament?”, so often referred to as “proof” of the arts’ social benefit, has been criticised for some commentators for unsound methodology. 

Matarasso (1997) explores some of the key ethical and practical issues concerning evaluation in the arts, defined as “the process of calculating worth”.  For example, it requires the “definition of quality”, which “depends entirely on your values” – this has resulted in evaluation reports becoming “narratives which describe what happened, but rarely related back to the objectives of offer evidence that these have been met.”  However, he also argues that scientific research can be of inconsistent quality, and that while the arts can learn from the scientific approach, “they equally have much to offer in developing sensitive, creative, people-centred approaches to evaluation which begin to address the outcomes, rather than the outputs, of policy initiatives.”  

1.3
Aligning the Arts with Local Policy and Service Delivery
The “instrumental” role of culture is now increasingly being rolled out at local level, with a fair amount of guidance being published over the last year or so on how culture can contribute to local priorities in addition to its inherent value.  This has partly resulted from the ODPM’s decision to drop the requirement for local government cultural strategies in favour of integrating these with community strategies. 

The DCMS Local Government Team published “Leading the Good Life – Guidance on Integrating Cultural and Community Strategies”, prepared by Creative Cultures, in June 2004.  Although culture is largely a discretionary activity, and the Best Value requirement for a local authority cultural strategy was removed, the DCMS believes that considerable potential for integration is presented by:

· The power of well-being

· Contributing to the Shared Priorities 

· Developments in Comprehensive Performance Assessment from 2005 

Culture South East’s adaptation of the above document, “Making Life Better”, proposes a four-pronged approach to the integration of culture into community planning structures:

· Developing a voice for culture (eg through a cultural forum, or representatives on LSPs)

· Embedding culture in strategic frameworks (eg each section of community plans could signpost ways in which culture is contributing to its priorities; developing a cultural strategy greatly helps the process of integration)

· Innovative delivery that supports community plan priorities

· Proving the case through monitoring & evaluation (importance of evidence-based practice)

In a new consultation document (“Living Spaces”), the Regional Cultural Consortia involved in the MKSM sub-region recommend that Local Delivery Vehicles “should establish a specific section of their strategies devoted to culture”, based on a set of principles including the value of culture, cultural entitlement, a range of facilities, and the need to engage communities and respond flexibly to change.  This document stresses the need to work in partnership with other sectors (eg health, education, MLA) in joint service provision; re-use existing assets such as heritage buildings; and to raise funds through Percent for Art and planning obligations.  It recommends four priority areas: Vision for Culture and its Value; Master planning; Opportunities and Resources; Capacity and Leadership.

There have been a number of publications looking at how culture can contribute to better service delivery in the shared priority areas.  The Local Government Association published “Cultural Services and the Shared Priorities” in January 2004, which demonstrates how culture can contribute to each of the shared priorities .  The Improvement and Development Agency followed suit with a book of case-studies in 2005.  The DCMS and Local Government Association have now set up a number of “Cultural Pathfinders” across the country to investigate this contribution in more detail.

The ability of the arts (perceived and actual) to contribute to local objectives will become increasingly important as more decision-making becomes devolved to a local level, and the community becomes more involved in spending decisions.  The “arms-length principle” does not, of course, exist at a local level.
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