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Art of Social Significance 

Summary evaluation report 

Introduction 

Art of Social Significance (AOSS) was a one-year project funded by Arts Council England. 

Visiting London’s galleries, museums and other cultural spaces, a group of vulnerable people 

with complex needs selected artwork and exhibits that have particular social significance for 

them as a socially marginalised group. The project covered three themes that reflect 

Outside In Pathway’s catalogue of work over the last decade:  

• Whose Disability – how society defines and depicts disability through history; 

• At the Margins of Power – how power and powerlessness is represented in art; 

• And Our London – how art and culture shape this group’s identity as Londoners. 

With the support of established artists and performers, the participants were helped to 

express their thoughts, feelings, and emotional responses to the selected works using 

animation, drawing, photo-collage, and song.  

How the evaluation was carried out 

Evidence for the evaluation was collected through observation of a sample of the 50 weekly 

sessions and by collecting the views of the various people involved in the project: the 

participants (where it is possible for them to contribute directly); the artists, care support 

staff; other OIP personnel; staff at the partner venues; and the family, friends and ‘informal’ 

carers of the participants. This report is a summary of the findings. As with previous OIP 

projects, a full formatted report will be available once the final exhibition has been held. 

What was produced 

A group of vulnerable people with complex needs produced a unique interpretation of how 

issues of disability, vulnerability and social marginalisation are represented in the collections 

of London’s museums, galleries, and royal and religious palaces. They did this by: 

• Selecting exhibits, artwork and artefacts that would inspire drawings and photo-collage. 

• Using these drawing and photo-collage together with objects and music to produce a 

series of animated films that portray ‘art of social significance’1.  

• Using the drawings and photo-collage to produce designs for textiles, including a 

limited-edition silk scarf which has been offered for sale. 

 
1 The films will be available to view following a planned redesign of the OIP website.  
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• Working with singers to write lyrics and music for an operetta, Art of Social Significance, 

which have been published in a songbook along with artwork produced during the 

project. 

• Mounting public rehearsals at the V&A and The Garden Museum, and public 

performances of the operetta in the V&A and in the Chapter House of Westminster 

Abbey.  

A multi-media exhibition featuring all of this artwork is planned for the V&A once space 

becomes available (in March or April 2020). 

A guide to using art collections to explore representations of vulnerability, exclusion and 

disability is being drafted which will draw upon the lessons of the project. It aims to 

contribute to a wider debate about what is required for marginalised people to play an 

active and inclusive role in public cultural organisations. 

Outcomes 

In addition to the products (outputs), the project achieved a number of positive outcomes 

for the people taking part, the artists and performers supporting them, OIP and the partner 

venues. The main outcomes were: 

• AOSS continued a trend witnessed in recent OIP projects of consolidating and improving 

the interests and skills of the participants. For example, several contributors to the 

evaluation noted the reaction of one member of the group – a man who requires close 

support because his behaviour can be unpredictable - to his involvement with the 

animated films. “It was astonishing to see him come out of his shell like that. You could 

see he was fascinated by the fact that it was his hand on the film”. 

• In similar vein, contributors reported continued improvements in the mood and 

wellbeing of participants. A parent of one woman talked about how relaxed her 

daughter now seemed performing in public, as evidenced by her willingness to allow 

her family to view the group’s performance, something she had resisted in the past. 

• AOSS helped the participants understand the role and function of curation. For 

example, in sourcing material for Whose Disability, visits to St Barts Hospital Museum 

and the Wellcome Collection yielded a welter of imagery about the ‘professionalisation’ 

of disability in the 19th & 20th centuries, which the group wanted to balance with 

cultural representations of the biological development of the human species and its 

diversity. The group were excited by a visit to the Natural History Museum’s section on 

Neanderthals as exemplifying how society views similarities and difference in the 

human form; the imagery collected during this visit has featured heavily in the group’s 

artistic output. 

• By increasing the focus on rehearsing, exhibiting and performing in public spaces, AOSS 

has raised the public profile of vulnerable people with complex needs. In addition to 

making imagery in museums, galleries and palaces, the group has rehearsed and 
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performed an opera in the Chapter House of Westminster Abbey, engaged with actors 

at Kensington Palace and is mounting a public exhibition of its work. 

• Contributing artists and performers, and staff at the partner venues all gave positive 

feedback about working with the group. One of the singers commented on the how 

working with the participants forced them to think more creatively about tutoring 

people to sing, while a member of staff at Westminster Abbey expressed delight at 

working with group, suggesting they exemplify what good inclusive practice looks like. 

  

Issues and challenges 

Delivering the project presented a number of logistical problems relating to visits to venues, 

artistic input, social care support for participants and travel arrangements. 

• The complexity of scheduling weekly sessions across the three themes created some 

difficulties. OIP’s long-standing relationships with the partner venues allowed some 

flexibility in the scheduling of visits, but significant alterations were required for the 

Margins of Power and Our London themes. One consequence of rescheduling was that 

artists were not always available as planned.  

• While all of the artwork and performance was completed within the original timescale, 

a further consequence of the rescheduling has been a delay in completion of the final 

elements of the project - the exhibition and the guide.   

• OIP had difficulty recruiting additional participants to the project because of restricted 

availability of local authority funding to ensure they could be supported safely. 

Although this had a financial implication for the management of the project, it did not 

affect the quality of the work produced.  

• The group experienced ongoing problems with travel arrangements to and from the 

weekly sessions. Travel Buddies, an organisation that provides a form of peer-support 

for people with learning disabilities to use public transport, would not always arrive on 

time in the mornings or would arrive too early for the return trip, squeezing the tight 

timetable for weekly sessions. Sometimes this was because the person’s carers have 

not made the right arrangements. As the Creative Director of OIP explained, the 

organisation takes this very seriously as it has a duty to safeguard the very vulnerable 

people who take part in the project and always investigate and record what has 

happened. 

Conclusions 

The evaluation has provided three significant learning points for OIP.  

• Firstly, that vulnerable people with complex needs can be supported to play an active 

role in the curation of an arts project that explores abstract concepts. Individual 

participants with different skills and needs can, with the right support, be empowered 

to make decisions, and express feelings and emotions in response to cultural artefacts. 
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This is important because few of them experience such agency in their day-to-day lives. 

The feedback received fort his evaluation suggests that the sense of ownership amongst 

this group for the products of the project is much stronger when compared to previous 

OIP projects.  

• Secondly, despite the quite profound disabilities of some members of the group, 

exposure to a new artform (stop-motion animation) opened up an expressive outlet 

and had a positive impact upon their mood and self-esteem. OIP is therefore 

encouraged to consider what further additions could be made to its repertoire of 

artforms. 

• Thirdly, by focusing upon OIP’s catalogue of work and experience over the previous 

decade, the project has helped the organisation reflect upon what it does well and how 

it can grow over the next ten years. A Development Day held at the V&A in September 

2019 used AOSS to illustrate OIP’s work and the sorts of outcomes it can achieve.  


