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The well-documented challenges in researching the social impacts of the arts are closely related
to key issues in contemporary social research and evaluation, most particularly the problem of
causal attribution. The article contends that some of the most common criticisms of the
evidence base for the social impact of the arts relate to the successionist model of change
which underpins positivist social science research and evaluation. Illustrating this with
reference to research on the arts and quality of life, the article considers the alternative
generative understanding of causation that underpins theory-based evaluation (TBE)
approaches, favoured recently in the UK as part of the “What Works?” agenda. While these
approaches fit well with knowledge about the determinants of arts impact, the article
considers whether in fact TBE approaches offer an effective strategy for understanding how
and why arts engagement can result in social change. The limitations and possibilities of
TBE are considered with reference to four recent UK studies of the impact of the arts on
individuals which make use of them.
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Introduction

Belfiore and Bennett (2006) have reconnected the contemporary policy debate about the social

impact of the arts to its historical philosophical roots. In a similar vein, the widely acknowledged

methodological challenges involved in researching the social impacts of the arts have largely been

discussed in detachment from wider debates about evaluation and social science research methods

that cross public policy areas and disciplines. Many reviews have concluded that there is little or

no evidence to support the claims made about arts impact, but without acknowledging how

widespread an issue “lack of evidence” is in contemporary public policy and the history of

discussion about this within ongoing debates about “what works?” (Davies, Nutley, & Smith,

2000; Sanderson, 2000).

The empirical evidence for the social impact of the arts has been reviewed and appraised by

numerous authors (including the Australian Expert Group in Industry Studies – AEGIS, 2004;

Belfiore & Bennett, 2007; Burns Owen Partnership, 2005; Coalter, 2001; Guetzkow, 2002;

Oakley, 2004; Reeves, 2002; Ruiz, 2004; Shaw, 1999; White & Rentschler, 2006). This includes

reviews of the evidence of arts impact drawing on literatures in areas such as health (Staricoff,

2004), education (Winner & Hetland, 2000), criminal justice (Hughes, 2004), mental health

(White & Angus, 2003), social inclusion (Jermyn, 2001; Newman, Curtis, & Stephens, 2003)

and regeneration (Evans & Shaw, 2004; Landry, Bianchini, Henry, & Brookes, 2004). Identified
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deficiencies in the evidence base have been summarized, and summaries of the summaries

produced (including Belfiore, 2006; Reeves, 2002; Ruiz, 2004).1

Sanderson has identified a “tendency to emphasize methodology rather than theory as the basis

of ‘good evaluation’”, ascribing it to what he calls the “dominant rationalist-modernist paradigm”

(2000, p. 439). Certainly critical discussion of social impact studies has tended to concentrate on

technical rather than ontological or epistemological issues (for example AEGIS, 2004, p. 28;

Cowling, 2004, p. 131; Reeves, 2002, p. 103). Most of this work concludes by urging investment

in larger scale, longitudinal research and evaluation, and by calling for more “robust, innovative

and transparent methodologies” to be developed (White & Rentchler, 2006, p. 12).

Arguably the main issue for advancing our understanding of the effects of arts interventions is

ontological; it is not research methods but the most effective “orientation” or “logic of enquiry”

(Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey, & Walshe, 2004, p. 2). The largely unanswered question is what

types of research approach are best suited to investigating the social effects of the arts? This

article addresses this issue by appraising the usefulness of theory-based evaluation (TBE) as

one possible way forward.

Definitions

The understanding of social impact used here is broadly that set out in the 1993 discussion docu-

ment by Landry, Bianchini, Maguire, and Worpole (1993). This defines impact as “a dynamic

concept which pre-supposes a relationship of cause and effect” (p. 8), adding that the study of

impact in an arts context “is essentially about the transformative power of the arts in terms of per-

sonal and social development . . . along a continuum from totally negative to totally positive”

(p. 9). They offer the following working definition of the social impact of the arts:

Those effects that go beyond the artefacts and the enactment of the event or performance itself and
have a continuing influence upon, and directly touch, people’s lives. (p. 50)

In the UK, discussion of the social impacts of the arts has become closely associated with the

social inclusion agenda of the New Labour government with its particular focus on participative

arts activity. The politics of this has been critiqued elsewhere and is not the focus of discussion

here (Belfiore, 2006; Merli, 2002).

Methodology

A literature search was undertaken of academic and other specialist databases, the websites of arts

and cultural organizations and networks as well as contacts with experts to locate articles in which

TBE had been used in the context of arts impact. Locating evaluation work using a theory-based

approach proved difficult because of the range of terminology in use and the fact that these are

seldom adopted as keywords. Other terms in use include “theory-driven” approaches, programme

theory, programme logic, causal models, theory-of-action and intervention logic. Interviews were

also undertaken with research practitioners with direct practical experience of applying TBE

within this context.

Article structure

The article has four main sections. Part 1 considers how weaknesses in the evidence base for the

social impacts of the arts reflect common problems in public policy evaluation and social science

research. The key question of causal attribution is discussed in Part 2, which considers the view

that many of the problems identified with the “evidence base” for arts impact are actually to do

126 S. Galloway



with the dominant successionist model of causation. Part 3 considers the alternative generative

model of causation that underpins realist social research and TBE approaches, such as realistic

evaluation and Theory of Change. The final part discusses the potential of TBE approaches for

researching the social impact of the arts with reference to four recent UK arts studies which

adopt this approach.

Part 1: Critiques of the evidence base

The now substantial literature appraising the “evidence base” for the social impact of the arts has

identified numerous weaknesses (AEGIS, 2004; Belfiore, 2006). These weaknesses, to do with

environmental and structural constraints, evaluation capacity and quality, causal attribution and

complexity, although much discussed in relation to arts research, do not represent a particular

“failing” of research into the arts (Oakley, 2004). Rather the requirement for “evidence” of the

effectiveness of policy interventions has raised a common set of issues across public policy.

This is borne out by the wider evaluation literature, which ascribes some of the common

weaknesses in the evidence base for social interventions to structural problems, to the policy

environment, the type of public management, and the nature of the policy cycle (Barnes et al.,

2005; Evans, 2005; May, 2006; Pawson, 2006, p. 8). As in the arts, political imperatives influence

not only the setting of targets and outcomes, but can often intervene in or influence the research or

evaluation process itself (Judge &Mackenzie, 2002, pp. 300–312; Shipman, 1997). These factors

also create difficulties for evaluation in areas such as health, where research budgets are substan-

tially higher than the arts (Blackman et al., 2006; Judge & Mackenzie, 2002).

Failure to identify the longer term impacts, rather than outputs, of arts activities, including

unforeseen or negative impacts, are key criticisms made of the evidence base for social impact

of the arts (Coalter, 2001; Belfiore, 2002; Shaw, 1999). But the difficulties in actually achieving

this are a commonly identified issue in the measurement of impact across a range of public policy

areas using traditional data-driven evaluation approaches (Burton, Goodlad, & Croft, 2006;

Mackenzie & Benzeval, 2005; Oakley, 2004).

Evaluation capacity and methods in the area of arts impact are generally considered to be

underdeveloped (AEGIS, 2004; Belfiore, 2006; Coalter, 2001; Oakley, 2004). Again, in this

respect the arts are not exceptional; recent reviews of the evidence base in relation to public

health (Millward, Kelly, & Nutbeam, 2003) and area-based regeneration (Thomson, Atkinson,

Petticrew, & Kearns, 2006) amongst others have reached similar conclusions about these areas

of public policy intervention.2And, as in the arts, these reviews have often produced fairly critical

assessments of research quality, examples being criminal justice (Harper & Chitty, 2005) and edu-

cation (Hillage, Pearson, Anderson, & Tamkin, 1998; Tooley & Darby, 1998), where a vigorous

debate has ensued (Brown, 2005).

But the central criticism made of social impact studies in the arts, and perhaps the main reason

for the “no evidence” conclusion, is the failure to “prove” causation between arts participation and

particular effects (AEGIS, 2004; Belfiore, 2006; Merli, 2002; Reeves, 2002; Winner & Hetland,

2000). Explaining and attributing change and the questions of paradigm and methods this presents

is a fundamental concern of the disciplines of social science and evaluation and the much docu-

mented methodological problems inherent in researching the social impact of the arts are just one

manifestation of this. Evidence to support causal attribution is either lacking or weak in many

areas of public policy, indeed this is the central problem in policy research, one highlighted by

reviews and evaluations of the evidence base, often commissioned by government departments,

in a wide range of areas (Davies et al., 2000). In the UK these include criminal justice (Harper &

Chitty, 2005), community health (Bauld, Mackinnon, & Judge, 2001), public health (Millward

et al., 2003), mental health (Wykes, 2004) and area-based regeneration (Burton et al., 2006).
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Within the wider world of evaluation and social science research, this lack of evidence of

causation has been linked to the limitations of the dominant “natural science” experimental

model of research and evaluation. This view is based both on a pragmatic recognition of the

difficulties of applying this model in the complex open systems of the “real world”, which in

many contexts provides little opportunity for quasiexperimentation let alone a “gold standard”

approach. It is also based upon an awareness of the ontological weakness of the successionist

understanding of causal change that underpins the medical model and its limitations for handling

the contextual complexity of many social interventions. As interventions (in our case, encounters

with the arts) take place within the open systems of the social world, and as a result are almost

never repeated in exactly the same conditions, this explains why experimental studies typically

produce differing or conflicting findings, and consequently inconclusive evidence.3

Within the context of evidence based policy making and the “what matters is what works”

agenda of the UK government since 1997, the perceived weaknesses of traditional evaluations

based on this model – particularly the failure to produce clear evidence of impact – has led to

a growing interest in alternative models of evaluation, and particularly theory-based evaluation

(TBE) approaches (Pawson, 2006; Sanderson, 2002).

In contrast to the development of this thinking within wider public policy evaluation, in much

of the discussion of the social impact of the arts there remains an implicit assumption both that

causation can be definitively established and, that a medical, experimental model of research

can deliver this (Cowling, 2004). The dominance of this model is reflected in its implicit accep-

tance by most (but certainly not all) commentators as the most appropriate one for investigating

the social impacts of the arts, and therefore as the standard by which research evidence is assessed.

This is apparent in many of the methodological criticisms, which tend to relate to concepts associ-

ated with this paradigm such as replication and comparability, generalization and representative-

ness. An example of this is Merli’s (2002) critique of the large scale empirical study of the social

impact of the arts conducted by Comedia and reported in Use or Ornament? (Matarasso, 1997).

Shortfalls identified by Merli include a research design that lacks control groups, failure to control

for “extraneous variables” as required for causal attribution, and a sample of projects which is not

representative of all types of participative arts activity in the country, and, therefore, findings that

are not generalizable (p. 10).

The implicit acceptance of successionist logic is particularly evident in relation to case study

based approaches to social impact, which are typically criticized for being both unrepresentative

and ungeneralizable. The qualitative methods used are typically regarded as lacking robustness,

in keeping with the hierarchy of evidence devised for use within medical research (an example

being AEGIS, 2004, p. 53; Petticrew & Roberts, 2005). In contrast, other writers including

Matarasso (1997), Jermyn (2004), and Belfiore and Bennett (2007, p. 233) have questioned

the applicability and practicality of the natural science experimental approach for dealing with

the complexity of arts impact. This includes a plea for the field of arts and mental health not

to be forced into the “straitjacket of a medical model of research” (Macnaughton, White, &

Stacy, 2005, p. 338).

Notably much of the literature about the social impact of the arts consists of reviews, critique

or commentary on conceptual or methodological issues rather than empirical work.4 The main

body of empirical studies of the effects of the arts on individuals had been conducted in fields

such as medicine, psychology, gerontology, mental health and public health that share the domi-

nant successionist view of causation. Following the critique of the medical model developed

within wider public policy evaluation, it is therefore worth examining the argument that, as in

other policy areas, many of the key deficiencies identified in the evidence base for the social

impact of the arts are a consequence of the ontological limitations of this model and its succes-

sionist view of causation.5
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Part 2: The arts and the successionist model of causation

Typically empirical studies of the arts attempt to measure the effects on individuals of some type

of encounter with the arts, testing individuals before and after exposure to an arts experience. The

types of effects to be measured and a way of measuring them are preselected. In psychology and

health-related fields these are usually validated measures – either a single question or series of

questions (a “scale”) – developed and tested for the purpose of measuring theoretical constructs

such as subjective well-being, anxiety, self-confidence or quality of life. Statistical tests of associ-

ation are run on the data and results reported.

In other words, such studies aim to establish with certainty whether an independent variable

(x), i.e., arts participation, produces change in a dependent variable (y), i.e., a defined population.

Through the use of a counterfactual in the form of a control group (i.e., the “gold standard”

random control trial) and of rigorous randomized sampling, the purpose is to be able not only

to establish with certainty whether a variable possesses causal powers, and to measure these,

but to generalize the findings to a wider population. Some of the key criticisms of social

impact studies relate to features of this simple successionist model of change; these are to do

with generalizability, explanations of causal change and contextual complexity.

Generalizability

Many criticisms of impact studies are founded on successionist claims about the possibility of

generalization. As we have seen above, with reference to the work of Belfiore and Bennett

(2007), the literature on social impact of the arts has frequently questioned the presumption

that findings about the effects of the arts, positive or negative, can be extrapolated to a wider popu-

lation, and generalized claims made regarding how “all” arts will affect “all” people in “all”

circumstances (Belfiore, 2006; Jermyn, 2001; Reeves, 2002, p. 102).

Yet the objective of studies in the natural science paradigm is to secure generalizable evidence

of cause and effect in social phenomenon. Achieving this is largely a technical issue: the rigorous

selection of a sample representative of the larger population.

The potential for generalization rests on another key assumption in successionist logic, that

individuals play an essentially passive rather than active role in change. Part of the challenge

that complexity and variance pose for the successionist view of causation is to do with differences

in the motivations, interests and dispositions of individuals. One of the main findings of a review of

studies of the contribution of arts and cultural participation to quality of life is the degree to which

this varies according to the interests, background and circumstances of the individual concerned

(Galloway, 2006). Coalter discusses a number of reasons why a direct relationship between arts

participation and positive outcomes for individuals cannot be assured. These include differences

in: the relative significance of the arts experience for individuals; the frequency and intensity of

participation (i.e., the degree to which individuals engage, and how); and self-selection, or motiv-

ation – whether or not individuals have chosen to participate and the context in which the decision

was made (2001, p. 10). All are issues of agency largely elided in practice by successionist studies.

Explanatory failings

A second type of criticism made of impact studies is that they overclaim the extent to which the

arts may be responsible for observed effects, or that they do not explain the effects of the arts. This

is a key epistemological limitation of studies based on the successionist model. They tell you

whether an association exists (or not) between two variables, but can’t explain why, having to

resort to post hoc explanations.6
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An example from an arts impact context is Michalos’ (2005) investigation of the impact of arts

participation on the quality of life of residents in the Canadian city of Prince George. Respondents

were asked about the frequency with which they took part in 66 arts-related activities,7 to rate the

satisfaction they gained from each one, and to answer questions about their quality of life, using

four different validated measures of self-perceived quality of life.8 Findings about the relationship

between arts participation and quality of life varied according to the dependent variable (the par-

ticular measure of quality of life) used, and the significance of specific arts activities also differed

accordingly. So, satisfaction with gourmet cooking and embroidery had the strongest positive

association with life satisfaction. Satisfaction with attending cinema had the strongest correlation

with global quality of life. Satisfaction with gourmet cooking and buying works of art was the

strongest influence on happiness, whereas hours per week singing in a group was negatively

associated with happiness. This example illustrates not just how problematic the question of

measurement is within the social sciences, but also the problems of interpretation and explanation

presented by a successionist model of change.

Complexity

A third key criticism of studies of social impact of the arts is that they often both overclaim and

oversimplify the nature of the causal link between the arts and observed effects because they take

insufficient account of the complexity of the contexts in which arts activity or encounters occur

and, therefore, the wide range of other possible factors that may shape how the arts affect indi-

viduals (AEGIS, 2004; Reeves, 2002, p. 103). One particularly overlooked aspect of this com-

plexity, say critics, is the issue of the aesthetic quality of the art being evaluated. It is argued

that there is often an implicit assumption in evaluation or research work that all artforms, or all

forms of arts activity or practice within an artform are the same (Belfiore, 2006; Hamilton &

Scullion, 2006). Other writers including Matarasso (1996) and Coalter (2001) have argued for

studies to take account of this complexity, including a focus on the attributes of arts projects

which help explain their effects on participants, and the characteristics of those who take part.9

One of main reasons for this is that, in order to specify a causal relationship, successionist

studies seek to control or suppress precisely those types of attributes which may play a role

in determining the potential effects of the arts. These are purposively ruled out of the analysis

either explicitly, by suppressing them, or implicitly, by making the assumption that these are

constant.

The importance of this is underlined by recent work on the determinants of arts impact.

Researchers in the social psychology of music have proposed a more complex model than the tra-

ditional “transmission” model to explain people’s responses to music.10 According to this, the

effects of music on individuals involves the mutual and complex interaction of three major deter-

minants of impact, identified as the characteristics of the music; the characteristics of the person

(with reference to the body of research evidence suggesting that people consciously use music to

achieve certain psychological states); and the characteristics of the social situation in which the

musical interaction occurs; they refer to a growing literature which shows how specific social

and institutional contexts exert a powerful influence on people’s responses to music (Hargreaves,

MacDonald, & Miell, 2005). With reference to the much wider literature relating to the arts as a

whole, Belfiore and Bennett conclude that social, cultural and psychological factors all combine

to shape aesthetic experiences and they identify a very similar set of determinants of impact

(2007).11 They pose two key questions: (1) whether it is even possible to develop a methodology

capable of investigating the intricacy and complexity of the aesthetic experience, and (2) given the

specificity of this experience, “whether any meaningful generalizations can be made about the

social impact of the arts” (2007, p. 262).
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Part 3: Theory-based evaluation and the generative view of causation

Finding ways of dealing more effectively with these types of issues to do with specificity, context,

complexity and agency, has been an important driver of interest in TBE, the growth of which is

reflected in a burgeoning cross-disciplinary literature both advocating and critiquing the approach

(Rogers, Petrosino, Huebner, & Hacsi, 2000, p. 6). Interest has been particularly strong in relation

to large social interventions which present considerable challenges for evaluators (Pawson, 2006;

Sanderson, 2002). Since 1997 TBE has been used in evaluations of major UK social policy initiat-

ives including Health Action Zones, Sure Start and the Choose Life suicide prevention strategy.

Theory-based evaluation (TBE) has emerged in twomain forms: in the UK, realistic evaluation

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997) and in the USA, the Theory of Change approach (ToC) developed by the

Aspen Institute (Fulbright-Anderson, Kubisch, & Connell, 1998). ToC was developed precisely to

deal with the acknowledged difficulties of implementing RCT designs in large-scale complex

community-based initiatives (CCIs). Meanwhile, realistic evaluation has been assessed as best

serving individual-level change (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007, p. 451; Connell & Kubisch, 1998).

This family of TBE approaches shares its ontological roots with realism within the social

sciences (Bhaskar, 1975; Harre, 1972; Sayer, 1984). The key “offer” of TBE is its potential for

strengthening causal attribution through new types of explanatory strategy based on a generative

view of causation (Bickman, 1987; Chen, 1990; Rogers et al., 2000; Weiss, 1972, 1997). Implicit

in TBE then is a critique of the successionist understanding of social change that underpins both

the medical model of research and traditional forms of evaluation.

The generative model of change

A generative understanding of causation views change as attributable to the internal character-

istics of objects and explained through the interaction between context, and mechanism or

process (see Figure 1). Research based on a generative understanding of causal change sets out

to understand: what is it about an intervention which might lead it to produce change, and cru-

cially in what conditions, or sets of circumstances, is that change triggered. It is an approach

best summed up in the phrase: what works, for whom, and in what circumstances? (Pawson &

Tilley, 1997; Rogers et al., 2000).

Pawson and Tilley explain generative causation using the example of gunpowder (1997,

p. 57). A chemical reaction occurs when a flame makes contact with gunpowder but only if it

is dry, and if there is oxygen present (i.e., if the conditions are right). In other words, whether

or not an explosion takes place is contingent not only on the internal attributes of the gunpowder

(its chemical composition) but on the context in which a flame is applied (as well as on the

strength of the flame and the duration of contact with it).

Figure 1. The generative model of causal change.
Source: Pawson and Tilley (1997, p. 58).

Cultural Trends 131



For research based on a generative model of change factors specific to particular contexts,

whether a geographic area, a point in history or a type of institution, on which change may be

contingent, are of core interest, rather than factors to be controlled for. As a result inquiry of this

type is multilevel in focus (Sayer, 1984). And crucially a generative understanding views human

beings as agents in social change, and change as occurring in open rather than closed systems.

This generative model has an intuitive appeal for arts impact research. First and most

obviously, its analysis of causal change embraces all three types of determinant of impact ident-

ified in the literature, that is those factors inherent to the individual, the artwork and to the context,

or environment (Belfiore & Bennett, 2007, p. 225; Landry et al., 1993; Matarasso, 1996; Miell,

MacDonald, & Hargreaves, 2005). This includes consideration of the quality of aesthetic experi-

ence and artistic practice, for “it is the character of the contact that should be considered, not just

how many contacts and of what duration” (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 50). And as we shall see, it

addresses the widely acknowledged problem of the lack of theory in relation to arts impact

(AEGIS, 2004; Merli, 2002; Oakley, 2004).

Theory-based evaluation

Common features and differences between the two types

The shared features of theory-based forms of evaluation reflect their common ontological roots

while the differences between realistic evaluation and ToC, which are beyond the scope of this

discussion, have been summarized as follows:

they take different approaches to articulating theory, in practice generate different types of theory,
require differing degrees of stakeholder involvement, are more or less suited to different degrees of
complexity, and ultimately provide different types of knowledge for implementers, policy-makers
and for use in future evaluations. (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007, p. 452)

In practical terms realistic evaluation and ToC both involve, as a first step, the articulation of a

theory or theories about how an intervention is intended to work. While there are differences in

how the two approaches define and deal with theory, in both it is theory which informs the evalu-

ation design and guides the collection and analysis of data. In realistic evaluation this theory is

conceived of in terms of “propositions about how mechanisms are fired in contexts to produce

outcomes”, represented in the form of “Context-Mechanism-Outcome” (C-M-O) configurations

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 85). Meanwhile, ToC concentrates on identifying possible causal

“paths”, based on a generative understanding of change, with the overall ToC comprising both

a “program theory” and an “implementation theory” (Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007; Rogers

et al., 2000; Weiss, 2000).12

Both approaches conceive of participants in interventions not as passive “subjects”, but as

agents, whose “motivations, attitudes, previous knowledge, and skills are an important part of

the context within which causal mechanisms work or fail to work” (Rogers et al., 2000, p. 51).

Instead of producing “outcomes”, Pawson and Tilley argue that interventions should be seen

as providing opportunities “which may (or may not) be triggered into action via the subject’s

capacity to make choices” over whether or not to take part and how they choose to engage

(1997, p. 38).

Theory-based evaluation and the arts

Evidence of theory-based approaches being adopted in the arts is relatively recent. Their influence

is suggested in some US research developing cultural indicators of community quality of life.
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A notable example is The Urban Institute’s work on indicators which began with an intensive

period of theory building over more than 2 years in which the definitions, meaning and value

of community-based arts and cultural activity were explored with reference to existing research

and data, and through extensive interviews and focus groups with “stakeholders” of all kinds

in communities across the USA (Jackson, 1998; Jackson, Herranz, & Kabwasa-Green; 2003;

Jackson, Kabwasa-Green, & Herranz, 2006). Equipped with this theory researchers have

worked with a US-wide network of community arts organizations to develop tools to capture

data relating to the theory-relevant dimensions of arts participation and impact. Another

example is the Creative Community Framework of cultural indicators developed by Culture

Initiatives Silicon Valley, which began with the articulation of a causal theory of the impact of

the cultural sector on a community (2003, p. 5). In the UK there is evidence of logic modelling,

a technique closely associated with (though not the same as) ToC being used within the cultural

sector, for example, in the study of social impact in relation to museums (AEA Consulting, 2005).

Although TBE appears to offer an ontologically more robust research orientation for inves-

tigating arts impact, differences in types of TBE and the range of interpretations, particularly

within ToC, makes it difficult to generalize about what TBE contributes practically to studies

of the arts. The next section looks at this with reference to four recent studies of the social

impact of the arts that adopt TBE. The discussion focuses on three main claims made for

TBE: that it helps in developing theories of causal change; that it provides knowledge about

how and why change occurs (what works, for whom, in what circumstances); and that it helps

develop “evidence”, particularly of causal attribution. In discussing the latter point we will

consider how TBE addresses a particular problem for arts impact studies, which is the use of

qualitative self-report data.

The aim is not to provide a detailed description of the aims, methods and findings of the four

studies but to discuss the insights they provide about the utility of theory-based approaches for

strengthening the evidence about arts impact. In the process the aim is to explicate more of

what the approach involves, including its associated difficulties.13

Part 4: Theory-based approaches to the impact of the arts

The four studies

The four are UK studies of the arts in the context of social inclusion (Goodlad, Hamilton, &

Taylor, 2002a), criminal justice (Miles & Clarke, 2006), mental health and social inclusion

(Anglia Ruskin/UCLan, 2007a) and health (Kilroy, Garner, Parkinson, Kagan, & Senior,

2007a). Each adapts a theory-based approach for its own purpose, three using realistic evaluation

and one ToC. They were commissioned by a combination of UK government departments,

including the Department for Health, DCMS, Department for Education and Skills, HM Treasury

and public bodies, including Arts Council England and the Scottish Arts Council. Table 1

provides an overview of the four studies, based on a matrix developed by Pawson and Tilley

(1997, p. 88), which allows key features of the study designs to be compared.

Goodlad et al. (2002a) is a realistic evaluation of a national funding scheme encouraging the

use of the arts as a means of tackling social exclusion in areas of multiple deprivation.14 The

evaluation focuses on three dimensions of the scheme’s effectiveness, including its impact on

other agencies and partners; on public awareness; and on participants and the local community.

Ten individual Social Inclusion Partnership (SIP) arts projects, most targeting young people,

were selected for study. These represent a range of geographic areas, scale and duration of

project, arts approaches and artforms, including music, drama, dance, crafts, writing, photogra-

phy, art and design and video making.
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Table 1. Matrix of realist study designs.

Topic Anticipated impact
Unit of
analysis

Research
strategy

Theory
development

Opportunities for
experimental

control Techniques Result

Social inclusion
(Goodlad et al,
2002a)
Realistic evaluation

Immediate benefits
to individuals,
long term impact
on communities

Individual and
community

Survey of SIPs
and studies
of 10
selected
projects

Preliminary.
Based on
literature and
expert
knowledge

Limited. Focus
group interview
with Control
groups of non-
participants in
each SIP

Interviews, focus
groups, survey

Theory begun to
be tested.
Immediate
impacts for
participants,
described.

Criminal justice (Miles
& Clarke, 2006)
Realistic evaluation

Immediate benefits
to individuals
(but primarily a
study of research
feasibility)

Individual 5 individual
project
evaluations
enabling
comparison
by gender,
artform &
setting.

Based on review
of literature,
practice and
theory
(Hughes, 2004)

None, due to
difficulties with
phasing arts
projects and
participant
recruitment

Profiling,
psychometrics,
observation,
interviews,
diaries, tracking
Pre- and posttest
measures

Theory begun to
be tested. Some
“indications of
impact”
established.

Mental health and
social inclusion
(Anglia Ruskin/
UCLan, 2007a)
Theory of Change

Immediate Individual Realist case
studies
(qualitative)
attached to
quantitative
experimental
design

Commonalities in
project level
theories
identified

None Profiling
Interviews with
participants

Theory begun to
be tested and
refined
Identified 8
distinct
processes
through which
participants
gained benefits

Health and well-being
(Kilroy et al, 2007b)
Realistic evaluation

Immediate Individual Evaluation
across 6
individual
projects

Preliminary None Pre and post test
measures
diaries
interviews
appreciative
inquiry cycles

Theory begun to
be tested and
refined

Source: Adapted from Pawson and Tilley, Table 4.1 (1997, p. 88).
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Miles and Clarke’s study (2006) takes a realistic evaluation approach to investigating the

effectiveness of the arts as a medium in offender rehabilitation.15 Commissioned as part of a strat-

egy to improve the evidence base in arts and criminal justice, its main purpose is to explore the

practical issues involved in evaluating arts in criminal justice projects and to test a range of data

gathering methods including profiling, psychometrics, observation, interviews, diaries and track-

ing. The study embraces state and private sector establishments, projects delivered both in-house

and by the voluntary sector, and some of the UK’s leading arts and criminal justice organizations.

The study involves five arts projects, mainly in custodial settings, using a combination of drama,

dance and creative writing.

Anglia Ruskin/UCLan (2007a) use a ToC approach to investigate the “processes, benefits and

outcomes” of arts participation for adults with mental health needs (2005; 2006a; 2006b; 2007a,

p. 10; 2007b).16 It forms part of a research strategy designed to pilot approaches and methods for

improving the evidence base for the arts. Indicators and measures for evaluating arts and mental

health projects are developed and piloted. The outcome evaluation involves 88 participants in 22

arts projects across England. The research design comprises a traditional experimental pre- and

posttest study, complemented by qualitative case studies of six selected arts projects. A ToC

approach is adopted for the case study work, as a way of structuring and guiding an investigation

of how, why and for whom arts initiatives work (or not) “through a systematic and cumulative

study of the links between their activities, outcomes and contexts” (Anglia Ruskin/UCLan,
2007b, p. 3).

Realistic evaluation is used by the Invest to Save: Arts in Health Programme to understand the

value and impact of arts participation on the health and well-being of three groups: older people,

people with mental health needs, and health service workers (Kilroy et al., 2007a). As a partner-

ship project it aims to meet a diverse set of “stakeholder” needs both for evidence of impact

(health stakeholders) and understanding of the transformative effects of arts practice (arts stake-

holders).The study also pilots participatory evaluation as a means of building evaluation capacity

with practitioners from six arts in health projects. Practitioners were involved collaboratively in

all stages of the research process. The study design involves pre- and posttest measurement of

wellbeing, general health, depression and satisfaction using validated scales, and the use of

diaries and interviews with participants.

Theory development

It is posited that theory based evaluation helps in articulating, testing and refining theories of

causal change (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Weiss, 2000). This is of huge relevance for the study

of arts impact, an area generally characterized as lacking theoretical grounding and a particular

criticism levelled at qualitative case study work (AEGIS, 2004, p. 58). The four studies

reached the stage of either tentative theory development or of initial testing of theory with

most commenting on the need for further studies and evaluations to build on this. Table 2

shows the process followed by the four studies as they seek to understand why and how interven-

tions produce change.

Constraints of resources, timescales, scheduling and external pressures affect all evaluations

whether traditional or theory based. Theory-based evaluation involves establishing criteria and

then identifying, prioritizing and exploring the most promising CMOs (realistic evaluation) or

program linkages (ToC) (Rogers et al., 2000). Constraints of time and scale, plus, in some

cases, project cancellations and postponements and a multitude of practical constraints and bar-

riers meant a systematic investigation of the optimum range of context-mechanism-outcome con-

figurations was not possible (Goodlad, Hamilton, & Taylor, 2002b; Miles & Clarke, 2006,

p. 4.1.1). For similar reasons the Invest to Save study prioritized one core theory comprising
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Table 2. Four studies: mapping realist research process.

Step 1 Step 3
Understanding of the

intervention, aims, context,
settings, prevailing theories

Step 2
Mapping and prioritzation of
potential CMO configurations

Outcome inquiry – building
picture of the intervention in

practice
Step 4

Theory refinement and development

Goodlad et al.
(2002a)
Realistic
evaluation

Hypothesized how the
scheme might contribute to
social inclusion using
available research evidence
and experts’ knowledge.

Elaborated a multidimensional
model comprising possible
pathways through which social
inclusion might be assisted in the
longer term (2002, p. 5).

Tested this model by means of
interviews with SIP and arts
project staff, survey work and
focus groups of participants
and nonparticipants.

Theory begun to be tested through
identification of immediate
impacts (longer term impacts
outside the evaluation remit) and
key contextual factors considered
important for positive outcomes
to occur.

Miles and
Clarke (2006)
Realistic
evaluation

Hypothesized for each arts
project how the
intervention would lead to
outcomes.

In projects where aims and objectives
were clearly stated, two
frameworks, resiliency theory and
performance theory, were tested
using tools designed for this
purpose.

For each intervention (project) a
combination of methods used
to test its theory. Included
profiling, psychometrics,
observation, interviews,
diaries, tracking.

Initial theory testing. Identification
of intermediate outcomes, the
building blocks for longer term
change, a deeper understanding
of the mechanisms involved in
arts and criminal justice projects
and the contexts in which they are
most effective.

Anglia Ruskin/
UCLan
(2007a)
Theory of
Change

Engaged stakeholders in each
project in articulating a
Theory of Change: how the
activities would lead to
outcomes.

Theories modified and refined using
data gathered from participants.
Identified 8 key processes that
were triggered by the
opportunities provided by the arts
projects.

Used logical framework analysis
of interview transcripts to
begin developing an
understanding of which
processes were most important
for whom.

Preliminary development/
refinement of theory for testing in
a larger scale study.
Complements the quantitative
experimental aspect of the study
which measured impact using
validated scales.

Kilroy et al.
(2007a)
Realistic
evaluation

Appreciative Inquiry
workshops with
stakeholders, practitioners
and participants, developed
“statement of intent” for
each project.

Identified core process common to
all 6 projects for prioritization in
investigation.

Semistructured interviews with
participants, artists and
stakeholders used to elicit
insights and test theory.

Refining of theory into a proposed
“model of transformational
change” identifying contextual
factors necessary for longer term
change.
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the processes common to the arts projects involved in their study (Kilroy et al., 2007a). But as we

shall see later, the emphasis on cumulative learning in theory-based evaluation still enables

studies to contribute towards the bigger picture of theory development, either at a programme

level (ToC) or within specific subject/topic areas (realistic evaluation).
The potential of the approach for theory building is demonstrated well by the Anglia Ruskin/

UCLan “Mental Health, Social Inclusion and Arts” case studies. The first stage of these comprised

a series of facilitated workshops with project representatives to explore understandings and views

of how the projects worked and why, using the notion of participants’ “journeys”. What emerged

from this process was not a generic ToC for arts projects, but a range of complex project-level

“theories of change”, related to three “key outcomes” (Anglia Ruskin/UCLan, 2007b, p. 11).
These theories were tested using data gathered during in-depth interviews with arts participants

from each of the projects and both refined and developed, as in some cases processes triggered

by participants’ experiences “were not so well explained by the projects’ own theories” (p. 11).

Ultimately the study identified eight clear but interrelated processes triggered by arts and

mental health projects, from which individuals associated immediate benefits from taking part.

The importance of these processes was observed to vary across projects “depending on the pro-

ject’s context, the participants they aimed to reach and their particular approach”. The processes

important to participants in all projects were: getting motivated; focusing; and connecting with

others. Processes identified as very important in some projects were: self expression; connecting

with abilities and having time out; and two processes, rebuilding identities and expanding hor-

izons, were found to be important for some participants in all projects (Anglia Ruskin/UCLan,
2007b, p. 62). In recent work the authors have further developed a ToC for arts in mental

health projects by linking what was learned from the study back to theoretical work on the

social notion of “recovery” (Anglia Ruskin/UCLan, 2007b; Spandler, Secker, Kent, Hacking, &
Shenton, 2007).

The other studies test theory in different ways. For example, Goodlad et al. identify five

cultural and social contextual factors they consider key to explaining how an arts and social

inclusion funding scheme effects change. The factors, or “key interactions”, found most important

for providing a “context for change” include effective local staff, working with groups, achieving

quality in the arts and developing effective partnerships (2002b, p. 9). They provide some evi-

dence of their explanatory power, drawing useful lessons for future arts programmes (p. 14).

The authors conclude that they have made “some progress” in suggesting the CMO configurations

“most likely to achieve the desired effect of social inclusion through the arts” but add “there is a

need for further evaluations to develop our understandings of how these operate” (p. 9).

While explicating the complexity of contextual factors at play in specific circumstances, Miles

and Clarke’s study draws some general conclusions across the five arts projects. Evidence syn-

thesized from the range of methods piloted demonstrates the potential of arts interventions to con-

tribute towards greater self-esteem, self-control, confidence and co-operation amongst

participants. In their view “what works” about arts participation in a criminal justice setting

relates to “the arts process as a framework for and method of engagement rather than the specific

context of one or other particular artform” (2006, Pt. 7). What participants gain is “respect and

responsibility in a disciplined and creatively challenging, yet safe, supportive and crucially

non-judgmental space . . .” (Pt. 7). As with other studies here, the mechanisms produced

varying outcomes dependent on context; the attributes of participating individuals, the social cir-

cumstances and the specific arts project. However in these custodial settings the authors suggest

the greatest impact is felt by younger, more vulnerable individuals (Pt. 7). They emphasize that

demonstrating the sustainability and transferability of the immediate impacts observed requires

“longer-term or sequential projects supported by longitudinal research and an effective tracking

methodology” (Pt. 7).
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The outcome of the Invest to Save study is a proposed “model of transformational change”

demonstrating how outcomes beneficial for health and wellbeing may be possible through the

mechanism of arts engagement. Like the Anglia Ruskin/UCLan study the authors identify a

number of processes deriving from arts participation, described as forgetting/distraction;
challenge, potential for experimentation, support, shared experience, and a nonhierarchical and

noncompetitive space in which to “practice being well”. The model also builds in the contextual

attributes in which these are most likely to be “fired” (Kilroy et al., 2007b).

Articulation of theory

The starting point for TBE is the articulation of theory(ies) and this, particularly within ToC,

requires investment in what can be a time consuming process, requiring evaluators with a

specific skillset and necessitating a shift in the traditional detached role of researcher/evaluator
(Blamey & Mackenzie, 2007). Although theory generation need not depend on it exclusively, an

important part of articulating the theory(ies) of interventions in an arts context involves the com-

munication by arts practitioners of how their practice contributes towards intended outcomes. In

practice this is not straightforward. There is often wariness amongst practitioners of all types,

because of political context and concerns about performance measurement, to setting detailed

outcome targets and indicators (Mackenzie & Benzeval, 2005). In the arts there are particular

sensitivities that reflect both widely varying models of arts practice and fundamental differences

in perspective about whether the potential social impacts of the arts are the aim of, or incidental

to, arts practice (Matarasso, 1996, p. 18).17 In addition to this are concerns that the prescribing of

outcomes, and the potential invasiveness of research and evaluation methods will interfere with

the flexibility and responsiveness necessary to arts practice (Miles & Clarke, 2006, p. 4.1.2;

Shaw, 1999).

These issues are compounded where ToC is used, because the initial aim of the approach is for

the theory to be “owned” by all stakeholders and consequently for an initial consensus to be

achieved on aims, objectives and outcomes. However, as we know, competing stakeholder per-

spectives and needs are a common problem in evaluation work (Barnes et al., 2005; Martin &

Sanderson, 1999) and this is a well-documented “thorny issue” in arts evaluation, where arts prac-

titioners and their project partners/funders often have not only very different perspectives but also
lack a common language with which to communicate (Coalter, 2001; Cowling, 2004, p. 128;

Jermyn, 2001; Matarasso, 1996; McDonnell & Shellard, 2006; Reeves, 2002, p. 36).

This is borne out in the studies. Miles and Clarke report that in some cases they “had to second

guess anticipated impacts because aims and objectives were only partially communicated or

revealed at the last minute” (2006, p. 4.2.1) and that weaknesses in the type of programme

theory they were able to generate, constrained the way in which this was able to guide method

(p. 5.1). As a result, two of the studies (Goodlad et al., 2002b; Miles & Clarke, 2006) relied

more upon existing literature and expert knowledge for theory generation rather than what

Pawson and Tilley (1997) call the “folk theory” of practitioners. For example, Goodlad et al.

drew on the wider academic and evaluation literature about urban policy, area-based regeneration

and social inclusion, whereas Miles and Clark drew on a review of theoretical frameworks

employed in arts and criminal justice field, selecting two specific theoretical models for

testing: resiliency theory and performance theory (Hughes, 2004).18

The synthesis of realistic and participatory evaluation adopted by the Invest to Save study,

combined with its use of Appreciative Inquiry, appeared to allow it to successfully negotiate a

way through the initial wariness, tapping into the expertise and experience of arts practitioners,

and producing the insights needed to surface theory.19 A key part of this was working to

develop a “common language” not only between practitioners and stakeholders but also
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between the researchers and the volunteers and practitioners in the arts projects (Kilroy et al.,

2007a, 2007b).

Critical deconstruction

Theory has the “power to illuminate and to really shed light, just new light and to look at the world in a
very different way [than] . . . we would without that kind of approach.” (ToC research practitioner)

Burton et al. talk about “surfacing” the theories underlying interventions that usually remain unar-

ticulated and unscrutinized (2006, p. 309). This resonates for the arts, where many criticisms have

been levelled at the assumptions on which policy are based (Belfiore, 2002; Oakley, 2004).

Goodlad et al. (2002b) provide an example of how the reflexivity of a theory-based approach

enables a critical deconstruction of policy interventions. Through elaborating and initially

testing a theory, setting out the mechanisms through which arts participation might plausibly

contribute to social inclusion, the authors conclude that “. . . at best, social inclusion might be

supported by participation in the arts, but it is unlikely to be the only factor in securing inclusion

in more than a very few distinctive cases” (Goodlad et al., 2002b, p. 14, emphasis added). This

conclusion carries an implicit criticism of the claims made for the arts. A strength of the approach

is therefore its reflexive approach both to theory and practice, combined with a concern for

context, that mitigates against the overclaiming of impacts (Weiss, 1998).

Evidence: causal attribution and wider issues

Based on interviews with arts and cultural policy staff in both the UK and Australia, the Australian

Expert Group on Industry Studies reports “confusion about what constitutes evidence and the level

of rigor needed to justify focusing funds on programmes with specific social impact aims”

(AEGIS, 2004, p. 15). As argued earlier, notions of what constitutes “evidence” and of a hierarchy

of evidence are strongly influenced by the medical model of research (Petticrew & Roberts, 2005).

Theory-based evaluation rejects this and instead deals with the problem of evidence in a number

of ways.

First, on the key question of causation, it is argued that TBE, particularly ToC, provides policy

makers with a convincing “narrative framework” or “explanatory synthesis”, in which a range of

types of evidence can be mobilized to support causal attribution. A distinctive feature of TBE (and

realist social science) is its methodological pluralism. This includes the use of experimentation, of

a realist kind, based on a generative model of change (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Miles and Clarke,

in their study, highlight this as a key strength, arguing that “the adoption of a multi-method realist

evaluation framework offers the arts in criminal justice a more sympathetic and workable research

model, which arguably, is more powerful when it comes to distilling and explaining intervention

impacts” (2006, p. 5).

Second, ToC is often used as a tool for planning the implementation of interventions with the

programme theory used to determine indicators of change at end- and mid-points. Because it is

concerned with mechanisms and contexts and examining the links between these, it allows

immediate observed effects to be interpreted and linked to potential longer term impacts which

lie beyond the evaluation period. Within the framework of a strong theory, the presence or

absence of a phenomenon at a mid-point is therefore viewed as a reasonable predictor of

longer term outcomes. If applied to major culture-led regeneration schemes, for example, ToC

might help with the problems of lack of evidence of impact identified by Evans (2005, p. 960),

which, in his view, are “in part due to problems of measurement and evaluation criteria not

being established a priori or consensually, but also to the fact that, like hallmark event projects,
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major culture led regeneration schemes are not wholly grounded or rational-decision-based”

(p. 960).

In ToC the level of evidence for causal attribution is pragmatically determined. Blamey and

Mackenzie explain that ToC “leaves the door open for the stakeholder group to determine the

level of agreement that is required between its prospectively agreed theory and its outcomes in

practice”, so stakeholders may be satisfied that it “works” (even if outsiders are sceptical)

(2007, p. 449). The Invest to Save study appears to exemplify this, its synthesis of participative

and realistic evaluation producing something akin to ToC in practice. In this study, “stakeholders”

from both the arts and health fields were involved in developing projects’ theories of change and

the evidence suggests that their shared “ownership” of theory did indeed help achieve both a

common sense of purpose and focus on the research “journey”, and a convincing standard of evi-

dence for stakeholders (Kilroy et al., 2007a).20

It is really, really useful to have a strong underpinning theory driving it at the core that everyone can
identify with . . . if the theory is driving it, everyone can respond to that. (TBE research practitioner)

In contrast realistic evaluation is much more focused on causation. One key objection is the

potential for theory based inquiry to be “self-confirming” (Sanderson, 2000). To avoid this, and

therefore strengthen the standard of evidence, various strategies are proposed to build counterfac-

tuals into the investigation, chiefly through a methodological focus on identifying “outliers”,

exceptions, contradictions, and on explaining unusual cases. Realist evaluators therefore need

to maintain a focus on the fact that actual impacts may be counterintuitive and also adverse (San-

derson, 2000; Thomson et al., 2006) and unintended outcomes are as important to identify as

intended (Chen, 1990). For practitioners of ToC it requires “that they develop strong theories,

use multiple methods of enquiry to search for and confirm patterns in data, creatively blend

designs and refrain from rushing to judgement based on findings from individual studies”

(Granger, 1998, p. 1).

The problem of “anecdotal” evidence

The realist method has a number of advantages, not least of which . . . is the way it makes a virtue of
the stories and insights that those most concerned with the projects can tell. (Goodlad et al., 2002b,
p. 15)

In traditional social science and evaluation approaches, confidence in findings depends in large

measure on demonstrating the validity or “integrity” of data. In an arts context self-report data

gathered through methods such as interviews, focus groups or self-completion questionnaires

is generally viewed as a weak (“anecdotal”) form of evidence. Within a realist framework, data

is viewed in a way that effectively eliminates this issue, for in TBE approaches data is first

and foremost a way of confirming, falsifying or refining theory, and the self-report of participants

(or their family members, friends, carers, teachers etc.) is just one of many possible ways explored

for testing theory. An example are the Anglia Ruskin/UCLan case studies where participants’ tes-
timony is rigorously interrogated in order to test practitioners’ views and academic theory and

ultimately to refine projects’ ToC (2007b).

For realist investigators, the testimony of those actually involved in an artistic encounter

(or other “intervention”) allows unrivalled insights into individual motivations, choices, circum-

stances and perspectives (Miles & Clarke, 2006, p. 5.4; Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 162). Across

the four studies this was singled out as a key strength of a realist approach, another being the way

in which a realist or TBE approach provides a coherent structure for the collection, interpretation
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and analysis of self-report data. The common perception of self-report evidence as weak in tra-

ditional data-driven evaluations is largely due to the lack of an explicit methodological framework

for data analysis and a lack of transparency about the selection of quotes (Corden & Sainsbury,

2006). As we have seen, this is a particular criticism made of studies of arts impact using primarily

qualitative methods. This is explicitly addressed by theory-based approaches, as Miles and Clarke

demonstrate in their insight into the method of realist interviews used in their study of arts in crim-

inal justice:

Interview schedules were initially built up from . . . applicable theoretical frames and usually based on
. . . a particular project’s aims and the types and contexts of potential effects. This recursive approach
(a) allows reflection back on the utility of a particular theory and therefore contributes to theory build-
ing and (b) encourages personal narratives to be articulated and understood. (2006, p. 5.4.3)

Discussion

In summary the four studies illustrate how a theory-based approach can help address in a practical

way some of the central issues in the discussion of the social impact of the arts. However they also

illustrate some limitations, widely discussed in the evaluation literature (Blamey & Mackenzie,

2007; Sanderson, 2002).

Compared with the traditional experimental or quasiexperimental successionist model, a TBE

approach provides useful insights into how and why engagement with the arts might effect

changes in individuals, both positive and negative. The question is whether TBE need necessarily

be viewed in opposition to traditional experimental approaches, or whether the two can comp-

lement each other (Cook, 2000). This is the subject of debate in the TBE literature and the

four studies reflect differing views. In terms of practicalities the studies highlight particular diffi-

culties and barriers in an arts context of articulating theory(ies) of change; identifying the most

suitable or strongest theory to test; and of planning and implementing a realist research design

capable of testing theory rigorously.

The clear advantage of TBE is that it draws upon all of the acknowledged determinants of

change within a generative understanding. However, there are problems. One is that arts contexts

themselves present difficulties for research feasibility, as much for theory-based approaches as

traditional ones. The fragile economy of arts in mental health and arts in health work is well docu-

mented in the group of studies discussed (Anglia Ruskin/UCLan, 2007a, p. 9; Kilroy et al.,

2007b). If selection of case studies and recruitment of participants is directed by the desire to

investigate specific Context-Mechanism-Outcome configurations then the logistical possibilities

for doing so are constrained.

Second, in practical terms a single study using a TBE approach is constrained in terms of

the degree of complexity it can accommodate; each of the four studies had to narrow its focus,

illustrating that handling complexity is not just an issue for traditional experimental approaches.

Consequently as a group the four studies each contribute useful insights into how and why differ-

ent types of change might occur for different individuals, but in terms of theory development the

advances made are modest. This is worth discussing in more detail because it relates to one of the

key methodological issues raised in the social impact of the arts literature, on which TBE has

something important to contribute.

This is how to maximize the value of case study work that is usually small scale, takes place in

very specific contexts, and uses predominantly qualitative methods, an issue that is of wider

concern within social research and evidence based policy making (Britten et al., 2002;

Spencer, Ritchie, Lewis, & Dillon, 2003; Thomas et al., 2004). Guetzkow (2002) amongst

others has argued the need for a method and way of grouping, for evaluation purposes, large
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numbers of similar studies in order to be able to draw out generalized conclusions (Burns Owen

Partnership, 2005; Evans & Shaw, 2004; White, 2004).

TBE approaches eschew the concept of generalizability in favour of “cumulation”, the idea

that, drawing on a body of primary studies, we can build knowledge about how and why

change occurs. ToC is concerned with this at the level of large-scale programmes of complex

community interventions (CCIs). With a strong theory evaluators can anticipate and examine

how differences in context may alter effects. If we understand how and why interventions

produce effects for some individuals (but not others) in some contexts then this knowledge

might possibly be applied more widely, although not through “mechanical replication” (Weiss,

2000).

Pawson and Tilley state the realistic evaluation position on cumulation thus:

Rather than anticipating the cumulation of program wisdom in the form of discovering representative
programs which work universally, the realist evaluator seeks to generalise about programs through a
process of CMO configuration abstraction, the creation of middle range theories which provide ana-
lytic frameworks to interpret similarities and differences between families of programs. (1997, p. 217)

In practice this involves planning a series of studies enabling a single mechanism to be tested in a

range of contexts. Or, alternatively, by identifying the Context-Mechanism-Outcome configur-

ations contained in existing evaluations or studies and using these, retrospectively, to test

theory. In effect what is proposed is a realist form of systematic review, in which in contrast to

traditional reviews, the unit of analysis is the theory to be tested rather than the individual

study (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 152). Pawson’s recent work presents his recommendations

for a realist method of research synthesis (2006).21

Meanwhile the ideas of TBE have also influenced thinking within the positivist paradigm, as

evidenced in developing methodological approaches to meta-analysis, in which the capture of

data about context and mechanism (process) are regarded as essential (Petticrew & Roberts,

2005).22 Indeed Winner and Cooper (2000) are early advocates of this in relation to the meta-

analysis of arts impacts. What these realist or realist-influenced approaches offer is a way of over-

coming the limitations of the traditional narrative review methods deployed within arts impact and

an entirely different and potentially illuminating way of drawing out the lessons of empirical

studies and using them to develop a theory of impact.

Part 5: Conclusions

The assumption, usually implicit, that the medical model of research with its “hierarchy” of

evidence, and standards of proof, is appropriate or useful in all research areas is pervasive.

The appeal and influence of this model is not difficult to understand: it appears, to some, to

offer certainty, “scientifically” objective and definitive answers, and methodological “robust-

ness”. Definitive proof of causality is elusive. Yet there is surprisingly little acknowledgement

of this in critiques of the social impact of the arts. Nor is there much discussion of the types

and standards of proof of causal attribution that are appropriate for the arts or cultural policy

making, bearing in mind that these vary according to context (Davidson, 2000, p. 23).

TBE (and realist social research), based on a generative view of change, are ontologically best

suited to studying the potential social impacts of the arts. A key strength of TBE approaches, at a

theoretical level, is the way they speak to some of the central problems identified in the research

evidence for the social impacts of the arts (while acknowledging that ToC and realistic evaluation

often differ in how they do so). By virtue of the very different perspective they take, TBE

approaches can highlight unarticulated assumptions and values, both about the arts and about
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types of evidence.23 The group of studies discussed here made small steps towards developing the

theories of causal change claimed for TBE, but what they do illustrate clearly is the advantage of

multiple and varied research methods for constructing convincing evidence. The particular types

of knowledge produced by forms of TBE, about how and why change happens (or not), inherently

challenges some of the more dogmatic expectations of the arts within the current target-driven

style of public management.

Despite the ubiquitous calls, the political likelihood and ethical justification for investing

substantial resources in large-scale longitudinal evaluations remains slim. The expectation of

achieving a “once and for all” answer from one large study is also problematic. A key question

remains how best to learn from the aggregation of smaller studies. In this quest a realist approach

offers the potential for overcoming the limitations of both narrative and medical systematic forms

of review. Much useful data already exists from studies in many areas of the arts. Approaches such

as realist synthesis and realist influenced meta-analysis offer a way forward for developing both

evidence and theory, feeding into future evaluation work, and should be recommended in this area.

Acknowledgements

The author would like to acknowledge the support of the Arts and Humanities Research Council and to thank
the anonymous referees and colleagues who provided helpful suggestions.

Notes

1. For example Reeves (2002) summarizes the range of reasons for the deficiencies in social impact
evaluations identified by Blake Stevenson Ltd (2000), Jermyn (2001), Matarasso (1996), Moriarty
(1997) and Shaw (1999).

2. The reasons ascribed to this are remarkably familiar to the arts. They include the lack of co-ordination
and incentives for academic research in this area (Millward et al., 2003, p. 31), a point referred to in
relation to the arts (Belfiore, 2002; Oakley, 2004; Selwood, 2006).

3. In the arts, for example, this has been found to be the case for studies looking at the relationship with
individual quality of life (Galloway, 2006) and academic attainment (Winner & Cooper, 2000). The
latter involved a rigorous meta-analysis of studies which found a picture of conflicting findings,
particularly between studies carried out in different countries which the authors felt might be accounted
for by national cultural differences influencing the status of the arts within school education and the
context, and therefore motivations, for pupils to choose to study the arts (p. 63).

4. For example, White and Rentschler’s literature review identified 12 key articles, four of which were
empirical studies and eight of which were conceptual (2006, p. 4).

5. The few explicit criticisms of successionism made in the context of the arts include Matarasso, who
discussed the relative strengths and weaknesses of causal link and causal mechanism analysis in his
1996 Working Paper for Comedia (1996, pp. 19–20) and, more recently, Miles and Clarke in the
context of the arts in criminal justice (2006). Implicitly, the main reason for Belfiore and Bennett’s
negative assessment of empirical research relates to the successionist model of causation deployed,
with its “view of perception as a merely passive process (in which the percipient merely responds
to the visual, musical or linguistic stimuli)” (2007, p. 238).

6. In evaluation these are typically concerned with three issues: did the intervention fail to produce the
predicted outcomes, or is it the types of delivery of the intervention which failed, or did defects in
the evaluation methods used fail to identify or measure the outcomes? (Rychetnik, Frommer, Hawe,
& Shiell, 2002).

7. The definition used was developed and agreed in partnership with the local Community Arts Council.
8. These were overall life satisfaction, an aggregate of satisfaction with each of a number of specific

quality of life domains, happiness and subjective well-being.
9. In fact these are some of a range of factors outlined by Matarasso as likely to influence the outcomes of

an arts encounter. He also mentions the location and social situation of the art work and the resources
available; the aims, agenda and relationships of stakeholders; the personalities, skills and experience of
the arts practitioners involved; and the practicalities of timescale etc. (1996, p. 21).
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10. In which a musical stimulus acts on a (passive) listener to produce and emotional, cognitive or beha-
vioural response.

11. They propose three groupings of determinants of impact: factors intrinsic to individuals, factors intrin-
sic to the artwork or arts activity, and factors intrinsic to the social context in which the arts encounter
takes place (Belfiore & Bennett, 2007).

12. The latter aims to make explicit the connections between interventions and outcomes, and so provide a
plausible explanation of how and why the desired change is expected to come about. Weiss argues that,
in practice, ToC has been little used to address causal mechanisms, tending to be concerned with the-
ories of programme implementation, in other words, the links between the intervention activities and
outcomes (Weiss, 1997). For the realistic evaluation perspective on types of theory in ToC see Pawson
and Tilley (1997, p. 26).

13. Although the studies are categorized here as examples of TBE, it should be noted that the authors them-
selves refer sometimes to their methods as realist and, subsequently, the terms are sometimes used
interchangeably here.

14. The Scottish Arts Council’s National Lottery Arts in Social Inclusion scheme, which is targeted at
Social Inclusion Partnerships (SIPs).

15. The study was commissioned by Arts Council England, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport
and the Offender’s Learning and Skills Unit at the Department for Education and Skills and forms part
of a research plan initiated by the Research into Arts and Criminal Justice Think Tank (REACTT).

16. The study is significant first, because it represents the first large scale arts and mental health evaluation
to be conducted in the UK, and second, because it applies validated measures of mental health out-
comes which have tended not to be used in arts and mental health evaluations (Anglia Ruskin/
UCLan, 2005, p. 4).

17. According to the latter view arts practice is free or separate from context. For an elucidation of the
intellectual origins of this division, see Belfiore and Bennett (2006, p. 20).

18. These theories were selected because, in the author’s view, they appeared to have the most scope for
applicability to the selected projects within the constraints of the study (Miles & Clarke, 2006, p. 5.1).

19. For a description of Appreciate Inquiry, a philosophy of affirmative change management, see Kilroy
et al. (2007a, p. 20) or Hammond and Royal (2001).

20. Information provided to the author in a personal interview.
21. Examples of realist approaches to this question within the social sciences include Ragin (1987).
22. It is worth noting that, in contrast to Pawson’s position, other practitioners of TBE view it as compa-

tible with traditional experimental approaches (see Cook, 2000).
23. In this group of studies evidence of “hard” outcomes was desired based on assumptions made, usually

about vulnerable groups, for example that paid employment, less medication or more “integration”
with mainstream society is necessarily beneficial.
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