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Abstract

Within rapid global social change and societies becoming ever more diverse, fluid, and divided,
the social arts can contribute to maintaining a unified, tolerant, and coherent society. Social arts
are often initiated by different stakeholders committed to health, therapy, political action, and/
or social change. These are hard to typify and characterize and thus hard to evaluate. This article
presents an overview of multiple theories and perspectives in the social arts and suggests how to
incorporate them into an evaluative model preserving perspectives and goals of these different
stakeholders. We propose a definition of social arts followed by an analysis in the context of fine
arts, psychology, and social theories. Next, the challenges of researching and evaluating social
arts initiatives are discussed, followed by potential pathways and instruments for assessment.
This presentation of frameworks, challenges, and methods may lead to further research on social
arts initiatives and their impact on society.
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In a world facing a period of rapid social change, with societies becoming ever more
diverse, fluid, and divided, fields such as the social arts can contribute to maintaining
a unified, tolerant, and more resilient society. Although the literature on this field is
just emerging, it shows that social arts can help maintain and enhance individual and
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collective resilience, empowerment, community building, civic engagement, social
inclusion, and cohesion, tolerance in a historical perspective, and intercultural dialogue
(Belfiore & Bennet, 2008; Gongalves & Majhanovich, 2016; Huss & Bos, 2019; Sachs
Olsen, 2019; Schruers & Olson, 2020; Shefi et al., 2022; Thomson, 2017). On the
individual level, the social arts have been found to help integrate split identities and
promote resilience, a sense of agency, and belonging (Abramowitz & Bardill, 1993;
Antonovsky, 1979; Hass-Cohen & Carr, 2008; Hogan, 1997; Huss, 2012, 2015; Nelson
& Fivush, 2004; Rosal, 2001; Rubin, 1999; White & Epston, 1990).

Against this background, this article primarily intends to contribute to the field with
an exploration of the theoretical approaches of social arts from a variety of perspectives
as it emerges from multiple spaces, actors, and directions (Bos & Huss, 2023; Huss
& Bos, 2019, 2022); second, to suggest the implications of this variety for a possible
evaluation of the impact of social arts in practice (Dekker, 2015; Donovan & O’Brien,
2016; Robertson et al., 2009); third, the article suggest a possible practical approach for
this impact evaluation.

Social arts emerge from a variety of actors, spaces, and directions and are theorized
and taught in the arts (Berman, 2017; Bohn, 2022) as well in social practice and training.
They thus engage with a spectrum of esthetic and social theories spanning the fine arts
to political and community art and from psychosocial to political theories. Social arts
are present in arts and non-arts spaces, in private, semipublic, and/or public spaces.
Thus, social arts are located at the interface among social sciences, humanities, and arts
(Bos & Huss, 2023).

However, owing to their multifaceted and interdisciplinary nature as well as
evolving and bottom-up features, the social arts are a powerful but elusive type of
arts practice that is hard to define, typify, and evaluate. This is manifested as well in
the scant historical contextualization and clarification of the terms used in different
disciplines. For example, artists use terms such as public practice, socially engaged
art, participatory art, relational art, dialogical esthetics, collaborative art, new genre
public art, interventionist art, and community art, to name a few (Belfiore & Bennet,
2008; Bishop, 2006; Schruers & Olson, 2020). Social practitioners use terms such as
community art therapy, open studio, creative placemaking, and others (Bos & Huss,
2023). This variety of terms reflects the lack of consensus as to what constitutes the
social arts.

This lack of consensus is understandable as social arts emerge from multiple
sources and are an integral part of multiple disciplines. As such, they are hard to typify
and characterize and thus difficult to evaluate. For example, social practitioners and
fine artists will evaluate the outcomes of the same social art initiative through different
epistemologies and discourses. This makes evaluation, policy, and funding difficult to
determine, and from this, the canonization of this promising field difficult to implement.

Policymakers, artists, and social practitioners often engage with the social arts in
ad-hoc, sporadic ways, rather than implementing designated coherent theoretical prisms
and methodological tools to identify and evaluate its best practices, scope, and impact. The
literature, as shown above, is inconsistent, emerging from multiple actors and perspectives.
Policymaking, funding, and improving outcomes are more complex, as these processes
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need to include the multiple perspectives that also characterize the different policy and
funding bodies. This high degree of heterogeneity also leads to significant differences
in evaluation practices and may explain their low frequency (Belfiore & Bennett, 2010;
Horber-Papazian & Baud-Lavigne, 2019; Wandersman & Florin, 2003).

Evaluations are often initiated by different stakeholders committed to health, therapy,
empowerment, political action, or social change and are activities undertaken by artists
who may have esthetic agendas or by people in the community who value the overt
cultural and participatory elements rather than the psychosocial effects of art and vice
versa. Thus, differences can arise between these diverse agendas, conceptualizations,
and goals. One of the main questions is: What are the best criteria by which to typify,
define, and evaluate the social arts? More specifically, do social arts emerge from the
“social” or from the “arts”? Which stakeholders define the aim? How can the parameters
that define the quality of social arts be agreed upon by multiple stakeholders? What are
the criteria for the evaluation of the esthetic, social, health-related, financial, or cultural
impact? How can multiple criteria of evaluation provide a coherent picture of outcome?

We see that although the richness and diversity of social arts orientations, aims,
and theoretical sources constitute their strength, it makes the evaluation of social arts
complex (Huss & Maor, 2014; McLaughlin, 2009). However, funders and policymakers
do need to define criteria for measuring the impact of what they fund. Similarly, trainers
and practitioners need to have best practice guidelines. Artists frequently do not have
access to social measures, whereas social practitioners do not understand the world
of the arts. Social policymakers and other funders may not “see” the new potential of
grassroots arts engagement that can enhance society, whereas artists may underestimate
the importance of genuine engagement of individuals with an artwork, since they do
not have the same level of competence as social practitioners to engage with them. In
sum, each comes from a different theoretical perspective.

Based on the strengths described above in addition to the challenges of social arts,
the goal of this article is to suggest an integrative method to evaluate the impact of the
social arts in terms of all of its stakeholders. This model integrates theoretical insights
about social arts into a participatory evaluation process.

This article does not aim to resolve the complexity but rather to outline an integrative
operative model for these different perspectives. This endeavor can assist policymakers,
social practitioners and social artists, and educators to better define and thus intensify
the impact and dissemination of social arts projects.

Our study is thus theoretical, rather than empirical, outlining, based on our broad
perspectives, a potential model that integrates these social and arts perspectives into a
new model for the evaluation of social arts. Our methodology is a theoretical exploration
of how to turn these multiple perspectives into a coherent model for analyses of
social arts.

Literature Survey

Our literature survey identifies a gap concerning how to evaluate social arts from the
perspective of the multiple actors in social arts. Thus, it addresses social arts through a
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wide variety of perspectives, fine arts, psychology, and social theory, as it emerges from
multiple actors, spaces, and directions (Bos & Huss, 2023; Huss & Bos, 2019, 2022).

Theoretical Definitions of the Social Arts

The notion that arts and culture impact societal processes is approached from a range
of esthetic and social angles. On the one hand, arts and culture are considered as having
an inherent value and should speak for themselves as a legitimate language with no
ulterior social aims. On the other hand, art and culture are also seen as having an
intrinsic social contribution. This and other debates have historically led to well over 200
definitions of culture (Williams, 1983) and help explain why the relationship between
culture and society has been extensively explored (Belgrad, 1998; Foster, 2007; Geertz,
1993; Harrington, 2004; Hills, 2001; Huss, 2015; Huss & Bos, 2019; Simmons & Hicks,
2006). These social-versus esthetic debates or dialectics are the core of social arts: to
elaborate this connection, in terms of fine arts, defined the arts as relief from and above
the human condition (Belfiore & Bennett, 2008). Art is thus socially uplifting, and
universal, as in the “art for art’s sake” movement (Belfiore & Bennett, 2008; Melegari,
1895). This view still dominates in art schools, art criticism, and funding bodies (Bos,
2011; Bourdieu, 1998; Zijlmans & van Damme, 2008).

In one way, this view conflicts with the concept of social arts, since it sees art as
separate from and as “above” political and social agendas. Another way, however, the
notion that beauty can elicit higher, and thus more moral selves, is related to the healing
and uplifting, resilience-making aims of the social arts, alongside the notion that art can
generate feelings of fulfillment and of enhanced humanity (Dewey, 1934). This leads to
the educational approach that art is beneficial also for ordinary people, not only artists.
This is seen in the widespread development of education in the arts, in schools, and
other contexts (Bowen & Kisida, 2019; Catterall et al., 2012; Rajan & Chand O’Neill,
2018; Roege & Kim, 2013; Saunders, 2019; Zimmerman, 2009).

In opposition to this, intercultural and critical arts theories criticize the Western art
forms and their claim on universality. The Marxist orientation considers that human
consciousness is determined by the social context rather than the other way round.
In other words, art should always be seen in terms of the societal and geographic
context within which it is produced. Anthropologists such as Geertz (1993) and others
emphasized that culture and its specific symbols should be considered in the context
within which they emerged. This view led to schisms in the art world in the second half
of the 20" century. Post-colonial critics such as Fanon (2004), Said (2003), and Bourdieu
(1998) played an important role in the debate. In terms of sociological theories, Bourdieu
and colleagues explored art as a signifier of identity and social position (Bourdieu,
1998; Dimaggio & Useem, 1978).

Compared with this, political art utilizes the esthetic experience to influence and
create structures of feeling in a public or a population (Garofalo, 2010) and spark
political engagement and cultural change. Arts can be used to create a unifying force to
kindle feelings of solidarity across cultures, such as the initiatives by Band Aid and Live
Aid (Garofalo, 2010; Laurence & Urbain, 2011). This way the arts are used to change
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opinions and to mobilize people to identify and thus act according to what the artist
believes in or aims to promote (Maertz, 2019). This use of art also is prevalent in neo-
capitalist societies in fields such as advertising, which mobilize esthetic experiences
to promote gendered and cultural ideals, and thus influence consumer behavior that
encourage people to purchase specific goods (Jones & Schumacher, 2009; Woodward
& Denton, 2018).

In terms of social artists emerging from the art world, unlike traditional artists
who aim to express their views and experiences, social artists aim to help promote
and improve communities (Lingo & Tepper, 2013). The main aim of a social artist is
to harness creative and visual thinking to social issues. This social arts movement is
relatively new, in that in the last 10 years, artists have shifted from the paradigm of
“art for art’s sake” to a more societal/educational or mixed type of orientation. In fact,
only a few artists can rely on their income from their artwork, and many earn (part) of
their income in educational contexts. Although some artists argue for the “art-for-art”
encapsulated approach, others are interested in societal issues and formulate their role
as such (Helguera, 2013; Sachs Olsen, 2019; Schruers & Olson, 2020).

Another direction in social art is composed of artists who develop websites rather
than traditional books and museum exhibits, thus making their artworks part of a more
grassroots, open, and widely accessible process. This type of social art network defines
its practice in various dynamic ways (e.g., https://www.socialpracticesartnetwork.com).
There are many projects where the artistic intersects with the social not solely in terms
of the intent, but in active engagement with the public. For example, Adelheid Roosen’s
neighborhood/city safaris in the Netherlands (2013-2018),! Gregory Sale’s visual
projects with prisoners in the United States (Sales et al., 2023),> and Sachs Olsen’s
(2019) work on socially engaged art. The Associated Social Artists, founded in 2016,
is a professional association that brings together artists, social artists, organizations
active in the fields of social arts and academic institutions interested in developing
the world of social artistry. They define the social artist as someone who is part artist,
part social-change agent, part facilitator, and part visionary. The social artist draws on
artistic practice, group dynamics, and creative ideas to facilitate change.>*° In 2019, the
members of this online network defined social art as “an artistic and creative process
that facilitates a positive transformation in the participating individuals, groups and on
society at large” (https:/www.socialpracticesartnetwork.com).

In sum, these different orientations suggest ways to foster a connection between
arts and social theory. First, the arts can elevate people, through the experience of
esthetic pleasure that humanizes their reactions to others. Second, the way that people
understand, define, and canonize art is in itself a social and political activity. Third, the
arts are also a powerful tool for influencing and mobilizing people to act in different

1 https://theartofimpact.nl/projecten/wijksafari/.

2 https://gregorysaleart.com/.

3 https://www.asawiki.com/index.php/en/mission-en/.
4 https://impactpad.nl/.

5 http://www.arts-impact-measurement.co.uk/.
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ways according to the ideology or aims of the initiator of the art. Finally, social artists
can mobilize their creativity to create social change or democratize their artwork
through online access.

The second group of social arts comes from psychological theories that often view art
as a therapeutic reflective and activating psychological force in itself. They often focus
more on the process of art making and analysis than on the artwork itself (Huss, 2012).
One central concept in dynamic theories is that art can serve as a bridge to individuals’
unconscious desires and aims. Humanistic theories define arts as a way to reach one’s
authentic self. This includes theories of art as phenomenology or as ways to perceive
and to re-perceive experience. Positive psychology sees arts as a self-regulating activity
and creativity as a psychological resource to re-conceptualize problems (Huss, 2015).

Theories of arts activity as “flow,” that is, being deeply engaged with the world
in an intermediate zone of play, meditation, and creativity as an elevated and self-
regulating psychic state, can also be related to mindfulness (Bell & Robbins, 2007;
Csikszentmihalyi, 1991; De Petrillo & Winner, 2005; Henderson et al., 2007). Esthetics
as phenomenology aims to activate cognition, recognition, and affect in an embodied
relational manner. This esthetic experience of the world is not unique to art but can
include objects, nature, or the experience of spatiality (Chemero, 2011). In terms of social
rather than psychological theories, “social arts” has become an increasingly familiar
term in social and community practice (the arts are explicitly and intentionally used
as a methodology that destabilizes power-infused verbal interactions). This is done to
reveal silenced experiences, situate them within social contexts, and enhance resilience,
creative problem solving, tolerance, symbolic spaces of agency, communication, voice
and internal reflection, and empathy (Frost, 2005; Huss, 2012; Huss & Bos, 2019; Landy
& Montgomery, 2012; Sullivan, 2001).

In terms of systemic and community theories, the arts enable rituals and organizing
metaphors, new enabling narratives, and enhance place attachment, connection, and
joint action and play. This helps to negotiate change in times of community stress and
fragmentation, both within the community and in relation to other communities and
powerholders. The multisensory nature of the arts and cultural practices and their broad
hermeneutic base help create a shared symbolic mental map of a community’s values
and experiences within which it is possible to organize the present, reinterpret the past,
and reenvisage the future in new ways. This is applicable to migrating and transitioning
communities, and useful for intercommunity communication. Arts can also be used to
help negotiate social conflicts in nonviolent ways (Huss, 2012, 2015; Huss & Bos, 2019;
Levine & Levine, 2011; Wandersman & Florin, 2003). On the group and community
level, traditional and grassroots community cultural activity empowers marginalized
communities by creating spaces to self-define and humanize their experience and to
create a space for agency and influence powerholders. Hooks (1992) explained that this
is a way to “interrogate the gaze of the other and also look back, and at one another,
naming what we see” (p. 208). Art can affect powerholders in indirect non-violent ways.
Art as non-violent communication enables individuals to experience others’ ethnic
identities and histories in non-threatening ways and to elicit empathy (Liebmann,
1996). Arts make it possible to tell the stories of groups in ways that are mediated
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by esthetic and narrative experiences, which enable audiences to get closer to others’
pain (Mahon, 2000; Smith, 2002; Spindler, 1997). Cultural engagement is used within
social change initiatives to enable the use of limited resources effectively in creating
ad hoc, evolving solutions that focus the attention of powerholders and engage media
(Butler, 2001; Foster, 1997; Shank, 2005; Zelizer, 2003). Cultural engagement includes
grassroots civic initiatives, such as taking over and refurbishing public spaces, creating
media networks, or engaging in ethnic cultural practices in community contexts based
on living community heritage (Goldberger & Veroff, 1995; Shank, 2005; Thompson &
Schechner, 2004; Travis et al., 2018).

In summary, we see that social arts can emerge from fine art, crafts, psychological,
and social epistemologies. These different orientations will affect its spaces, methods,
and outcomes, from fine art-designated public spaces, to community spaces, to
institutions such as hospitals, or to therapy spaces. These can be public, semipublic, or
private (Lofland, 1998; Soenen, 2003). It will also affect the art process and product,
ranging from crafts, to decorating to fine art making, to arts based participatory
research, and from activities based on art product or on art process and can span all
types of arts making, including cooking, building, growing, drama, dance, visual arts,
and music (Bos & Huss, 2023; Huss & Bos, 2019, 2022).

However, as we saw above, although the community art activity may look similar
(e.g., a community music-making session), its aims and inherent value are defined
uniquely by the different starting points outlined above. These different values set the
parameters with which to evaluate the success or impact of this activity. Each will look
for different elements, and use different evaluative tools (Huss, 2012; Huss & Bos, 2019;
Pawson & Tilley, 1997), making the evaluation of social art, as stated, complex. The first
step can be developing an understanding of the theoretical differences in perspectives
outlined in the literature survey above and understanding the need to integrate them.

Evaluation and Research of Social Arts

Social arts often depend on both social and cultural policy budgets and private funds.
The evaluation of social arts is complicated because of the multiple perspectives by the
various stakeholders involved, such as citizens, artists, community social workers, arts
therapists, public and private funders, their often-different aims, and the question of
how to address intangible outcomes. Most arts evaluations address short term results
that are easy to capture, such as the number of visitors or the number of performances.
However, the evaluation of long-term effects of social and cultural interventions is
especially complex as it measures intangible assets that are methodologically difficult
to seize (Donovan & O’Brien, 2016). Figures 1 and 2 show how community art can be
added to a community space.

Often, in arts evaluations, the economic perspective of monetization; that is, how
much money is made during a cultural activity is assessed, since public funding plays an
essential role in culture, and policymakers feel the need to show the tangible economic
benefits of how public money has been spent (Dekker, 2015). However, this method
is problematic for social arts that provide non-marketed goods and represent societal
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FIGURE 1 | Example of community art in park.

values other than financial gain (Donovan & O’Brien, 2016; Robertson et al., 2009). At
the same time, using cultural values to measure social arts is also problematic, as culture
is not always socially oriented and can have both positive and negative effects on social
issues such as intercultural dialogue, cultural identity, and community building (Cox &
Boydell, 2015; Bogt & Tillema, 2016). Another problem is that multiple funding bodies
have different agendas and conditions such that the evaluation is influenced by these
conceptualizations. This high degree of heterogeneity in the funding sector causes
significant differences in evaluation practices and can account for the low frequency of
evaluations (Belfiore & Bennnett, 2010; Wandersman & Florin, 2003).

As stated, we suggest that integrating the multiple arts and social perspectives
within the evaluation will enable researchers to more clearly identify the outcomes of the
activity. We use the above theoretical variety as a starting point for an all-encompassing
evaluation that can hold these multiple perceived potential outcomes and thus identify
the different types of benefits that various actors perceive and work towards. The first
step as noted above, before the actual project starts, is to formulate the intended results
and social change as defined by the stakeholders, artists, community social workers, arts
therapists, policymakers, and community members who will be involved in the social
art initiative. This stage serves to articulate, define, and map out the multiple goals
of the art project as perceived by each of the different stakeholders. This articulation
process helps to clarify or create a map of the multiple pathways that can be followed
over the course of the project. It makes the implicit aims described above explicit.
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FIGURE 2 | The artists of ACCU, a company in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, initiate art
projects, foster imagination, and bring music into daily life. The art serves to connect people,
enhance their curiosity, and further social connection and cohesion in neighborhoods. During
their long experience, a working process was developed where they look for “local capital”:

what vigor, talents, and dreams are there among the inhabitants? Then, a plan is developed
to connect them in social artistic projects, such as mosaics, music, and theatrical activities.
The company considers the involvement of people with a variety of social and cultural
backgrounds, levels of education, and age in the development and practice of the projects to
be of utmost importance (https://stichtingaccu.nl/). These days the projects are funded through
crowdfunding and by commission (https://www.voordekunst.nl/).

This stage includes creating a different but shared vision between all the stakeholders
in the social art initiative, to enable them to understand and perhaps integrate all of their
separate aims, and develop a common perspective, drawing on the collaborative power
of the multifaceted social arts approach. Although each party may have different aims,
they are all dependent on each other. In other words, the policymaker and the social
practitioner need the ideas of the artist, since they cannot achieve the goals they have
defined alone. Similarly, the artists need the funders and social practitioners. Thus,
although there are multiple aims and maps of how to reach each aim, there is also a
constant collaborative interdependent element. For example, the aim of a community
worker may be to ensure that the process enables those with disabilities in the area to
participate. These two aims may even be contradictory and need to be worked out.
These two aims, however, will need to be included within the evaluation of a project.
This planning stage and dialogue can include a forward-thinking perspective, where

© 2024 Inspirees International. Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic License



262 Eltje Bos, Ephrat Huss

individual stakeholders can follow their aims to try to better understand what is needed
in order to reach the desired long-term social change. In other words, they examine
the relationship between the social art activity and the targeted change and can use the
stakeholders to formulate this and to plan the ways that the aim can be reached within
the art activity.

Part of this collaborative evaluation is to map out the methods used, based on
instruments specific to each stakeholder (questioners, interviews, arts products, etc.).
These assessment activities (such as questionnaires, interviews, and observations) need
to be integrated into the social arts activity before, or from the start of the activity, in
order to gather the relevant data and thus need to be planned ahead. It is important
to understand that there will be multiple assessments. Each method (questionnaires,
interviews, evaluation of money made, or quality of art products) will capture one facet,
but not the whole of the project.

Because of the dynamic nature of social arts projects, often unexpected side benefits
and shifts in the aims occur over the project; these must be “captured” through ongoing
documentation and meetings of the different stakeholders. This could lead to rethinking
the original aims and maybe readjusting them.

At the third and final stage, the project and different types of data gathered can
be analyzed by the different stakeholders and integrated. This final stage enables a
coherent but multifaceted evaluation and helps to canonize and define what social
arts are for future projects. The importance of this bottom-up, and also top-down,
perspective is that knowledge about social arts is created from the ground, providing
precedents and deeper understand that can become a canon of knowledge for future
evaluations.

Conclusive Remarks

This study is theoretical, yet it suggests a practical methodology that emerges from its
conception of the multiple theoretical bases of social arts that we outlined. We point
to the different understandings and aims that may be working together within a single
project. Without understanding and making space for these multiple perspectives,
much value of social arts can be lost. We showed how important it is to maintain these
multiple perspectives while also integrating them into a coherent evaluation. We have
described how such a possible evaluation could be conducted.

The aim of this model is to integrate theoretical insights about social arts into a
participatory evaluation process, pointing to the special elements of evaluating an arts-
based project (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Tacchi et al., 2003; Tilley, 2000). This evaluation
can enable a characterization of social arts as used in society; that is, from a grounded
“bottom-up” approach.

This could be the initial step toward a theoretical foundation for social arts and
to creating a common ground for all of these stakeholders. This may enable theorists,
trainers, artists, social practitioners, and social and arts policymakers to engage in
useful evaluation processes (Wandersman & Florin, 2003).
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For future policy practice, whether it is from a governmental or private funding
body, this approach suggests the involvement of all stakeholders in an early stage,
so all perspectives are included in the aims and the design of the actual project. In
practice, this might imply more organization, interaction, and time of all parties than
they were used to; thus, in those cases, an adaptation of behavior of all involved is
needed.

Also, to capture possible shifts during a project, alertness of those involved in the
practical work and the possibility is required. They must have the opportunity to share
their observations with other stakeholders, and all who are involved need to have the
flexibility to consider an adaptation of the project.
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