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THE CULTURAL SECTOR AND OLDER PEOPLE

Like so many other areas of public sector activity. The cultural heritage sector is 
experiencing something of a hiatus: The impacts of changes of policy (within DCMS and in 
other governmental departments) and the impact of cuts to public funding are still working 
themselves out: there are a great many uncertainties. This makes it difficult to write about 
the sector with any degree of certainty about what the future for the sector will be like. The 
only thing that is sure is that it will be different. Nonetheless, with that caveat in mind, this 
section of the report will attempt to highlight some of the relevant work that has been 
taking place within the cultural heritage sector and some of the relevant policy changes 
within the cultural heritage sector. The aim of this is to provide some broader context for 
the work that has been carried out in this study. 

When this report refers to ‘museums’ it is using this as a catch-all phrase which can 
encompass museums, galleries and heritage sites. However, the primary focus of the 
project has been on museums specifically.

Policy within the cultural sector

The position of cultural heritage within the priorities of DCMS is currently difficult to gauge. 
Ostensibly, museums are not a priority for DCMS. In the DCMS Business Plan for 2011-
015 (DCMS, 2010a), museums do not appear within the 6 ‘priorities’ but rather in the 
additional ‘other major responsibilities’ wherein there is a commitment to preserve the 
nation’s heritage. The sixth priority is to reform the arms length bodies which is having an 
impact on the sector and will continue to do so (more on this later). Within the details of the 
Structural Reform Plan - Point 3 - the Big Society, there is no mention of social inclusion or 
engagement of different social groups but rather a focus on the changing landscape of 
funding for culture. 

Notwithstanding this, within DCMS there is an advisory body – the Science & Research 
Advisory Committee - which hosts 3 working groups and one of those working groups is 
been created with the task of developing an evidence-based understanding of “how an 
ageing population could impact DCMS sectors in terms of both opportunities and risks” 
(DCMS, 2010b). The working group and committee are charged with looking at evidence 
from across all the sectors within DCMS’s remit (sport, media and culture). So there is, 
apparently, some interest within the department in this topic.

Under the previous government each department was committed to a number of Public 
Service Agreements (PSAs) as a condition of its funding from HM Treasury. Each 
department had to deliver its own core PSAs as well as contributing to the PSAs of other 
departments. Under this system the DCMS had an explicit commitment to contribute to the 
PSAs of the Dept. of Health. This implied (at least) an interest in work that deliberately 
contributed towards the health and well-being of the population. However, it is unclear 
whether this system of PSAs will remain under the coalition government. At the time of 
writing the government is still consulting on its Public Sector Reform white-paper, which is 
due to be published later in 2011.

This project is funded by the MLA and, although the MLA are being closed down and some 
of their functions transferred to Arts Council England (ACE) (MLA, 2010a) as part of the 
reform of the arms length bodies, it is worth considering their policies / strategies in this 
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area. The explicit purpose of the MLA is to “enable museums […] to provide more and 
more people in England with high quality experiences that enrich their lives.” This is 
reflected in their priorities. The material provided by the website aims to encourage 
museums across the country to develop policies and good practices in the field of 
community engagement. However, the restructuring of the MLA in the wake of the Hodge 
review in 2008, meant that MLA had a team of 9 people to cover all their activity in the 
North of England (MLA, n.d.). At the time that this was announced professionals 
questioned whether this would affect MLA’s ability to provide support to museums in the 
sector1. Although, in the North East, some of the support work was taken up by the Hub 
and the closeness of the 2 organisations at the time was reflected by them having a joint 
strategic plan (ref)

Before being disbanded, the MLA was working to persuade museums, libraries and 
archives to provide spaces for self-organising groups (MLA, 2010b) in the wake of the 
previous government's 'Learning Revolution' white-paper. The model proposed fits well 
with the self-organising approach of the U3A movement and U3A groups are included in 
the case studies presented in the 'Opening Up Spaces' document. Without the funding to 
help museums move towards this way of working it is difficult to know how far this 
endeavour will proceed.

Arts Council England announced its own long-term plans in 2 documents “Cultural Capital: 
A manifesto for the future” and “Achieving great art for everyone” (ACE, 2010a & b). In the 
latter they outline 5 key goals; the second stated goal is that more people should 
experience and be inspired by art. Within this there is a tentative suggestion of the role 
that art might play in the health and well-being of individuals and communities. However 
only age group explicitly identified is “children and young people” (Goal 5) these are seen 
as the future generation of artists and audiences and this is in line with ACE’s renewed 
focus on its core activity. It is interesting to contrast this with the Arts Council Northern 
Ireland (ACNI) which has an explicit ‘Arts and Older People Strategy’ (ACNI, 2010). This 
strategy recognises the need to increase opportunities for lifelong learning and links in with 
ACNI’s ‘Arts and Health’ policy.  It is also worth noting, at this point, Cohen’s observation 
(2000, 119-121) that, in the United States, older people play a significant role in the ‘folk 
art’ domain in the States with people taking up art professionally later in life, i.e. older 
people are fully capable of contributing to cultural development as artists.

The process of funding and the impact of cuts

There is no single model of funding for museums across the country. Different categories 
of museums may have received different streams of funding. DCMS had its core budget 
cut from £1.4bn to £1.1bn over the four years (Steel, 2010, see also DCMS, 2010c). 
DCMS ministers have said that they will attempt to cover the impact of the cuts whilst 
minimising the impact on ‘frontline’ services. Nonetheless some of the cuts have been 
passed on to DCMS funded non-departmental bodies (NDPBs). Some of the cultural 
sector’s NDPBs were closed down during the cull of quangos in the wake of the 
comprehensive spending review (BBC, 2010). 

National museums and a select group of non-national museums receive funding directly 
from DCMS. National museums have had to accommodate a cut in their funding. It was 
recently announced that these non-national museums would no longer receive this direct 
funding but that DCMS would provide support to help them make up for the short-fall 
1 The issue was raised through questions posed to Roy Clare (Chief Executive, MLA) at a public meeting to 
commemorate the closing of MLA North East’s offices on Bath Lane.
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(DCMS, 2010d) The precise nature of that support has not been clarified, at least 
publically. This change will impact on TWAM, as it is one of that select group.

The Renaissance in the Regions programme was a major stream of funding for non-
national museums across England. The programme supported the work of regional Hubs 
whose remit was to be centres of excellence in museum practice across the region and to 
increase / improve engagement of museums with the public.  Each Hub exercised 
considerable freedom in how they did this. 

The North East Regional Museums Hub was one of the first Hubs to be created. It was 
formed from a partnership between TWAM, Beamish Museum, Bowes Museum and 
(latterly) Hartlepool Museums Service. The Hub funding supported the creation of many 
posts in the partner museums – particularly (but not exclusively) posts in the areas of 
learning and outreach. The Hub also created a team of Hub Education staff whose role is 
to work across the region promoting museums generally to different audiences. Hub 
Education staff have a thematic role rather than a museum specific role; so, for example, 
there has been a Hub Literacy Officer and a Hub Family Learning Officer.

The levels of funding have been reduced (Steel, 2010). Moreover, following a recent 
review of the Renaissance programme the system of Hubs will be replaced by a system of 
Core museums whose function will be (again) to develop excellence in museum’s practice 
but without necessarily the responsibility towards other museums in their region. The non-
Core museums would be able to access a separate funding stream. The expectation is 
that the number of Core museums would be smaller than the current number of Hubs and 
gaining Core status would be a competitive process (Atkinson, 2011, MLA, 2010c). The 
criteria for Core museums are available via MLA (2010c), although these may change over 
time. At the moment the decision for which museums will become Core museums has not 
yet been taken. In the meantime, the Hubs have been planning for a transition year (2011-
12) with a reduced budget. Clearly, whatever the outcome, the budgets for learning and 
outreach in the North East will be reduced and they way that they work will need to change 
in response to this.

By definition, local authority museums receive funding from local authorities. Unfortunately, 
providing cultural services is not a statutory requirement for local authorities. The fear has 
been that cutting museum services will be seen as an easy way to make savings to 
accommodate the significant cuts that central government has imposed on local 
authorities. Recent news has shown that some local government authorities have taken 
this approach: See, for example, the Museum Association’s ‘Cuts Monitor’ site (MA, 2011). 
However, there is significant regional variation which, in part, probably reflects the belief of 
each regional government in the role and value of cultural heritage. In the past, Newcastle 
and Gateshead have been strong supporters of the role of culture in regional regeneration 
and in education. Nonetheless, even in areas where cultural heritage is supported – 
museums services can expect significant cuts.

Other streams of funding have been available to museums. For example ‘Strategic 
Commissioning’ was a funding stream that amongst other things promoted museum 
learning and stronger ties between national and regional museums services. Strategic 
Commissioning has been stopped (MLA, 2010e).

Various NDPBs were involved in delivering the governments cultural policies. These have 
fared quite differently. One of the major NDPBs in the museums sector, MLA, is in the 
process of being closed down, after significant cuts to its budget in recent years. MLA 
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administered various programmes for DCMS, such as Strategic Commissioning and 
Renaissance. MLA also acted as a strategic voice for the sector and as a centre for advice 
and good practice for museums, libraries and archives across the country. There had been 
some suggestions that the recent cuts and concomitant restructuring, in the wake of the 
Hodge review, had undermined its effectiveness in this latter area. Some of the functions 
of MLA will be handed over to ACE, although this does not include its responsibilities 
towards archives (MLA, 2010a) 

Arts Council England itself has had major cuts to its funding. This has forced it to change 
its relationships with its regularly funded organisations (RFOs) (ACE, 2010c) and to tighten 
its focus on its core function – promoting the creation of high quality art. The new 
relationship with the RFOs will mean that they have to compete for funding from ACE – 
introducing new levels of uncertainty into the sector. The tighter focus on the core function 
brings into question the commitment of ACE, or at least the level of funding that they will 
give to projects working with different audiences such as older people where the focus is 
on health and well-being rather than on the creation of ‘quality’ art. These are not mutually 
exclusive.

English Heritage (EH) has received extensive cuts to its funding. When the cuts were 
announced, senior EH staff stated that they would strive to ensure that their core functions 
would not be affected. The implication of this was that non-core functions would take the 
brunt of the cuts. Unsurprisingly, in mid-December, it was announced that EH’s entire 
Outreach team would be shut down (Stephens, 2011)

By virtue of their independence, commercially run museums are less dependent on 
governmental funding. Although, they too may have benefitted from some of the funding 
streams discussed above. The last couple of years have seen a rise in the number of 
people staying at home and visiting museums and heritage sites within the UK. This has 
benefitted commercial museums, although they have had to compete with national and 
local authority museums which have free entry. Alongside these commercial museums 
there are local authority museums which, by virtue of their status, also have to raise 
revenue. In both these cases the money raised by working with groups of learners, 
particularly school groups. The need to raise revenue impacts on what they can do but 
also on the financial situation of the groups of learners themselves. Unless other funding 
streams are available to defray the cost, these sorts of considerations will have 
implications for groups of older people wanting to make use of the resources available in 
local, commercial museums.

(The) National Trust is worth mentioning here as it is a membership organisation run on a 
commercial basis. Until recently, National Trust has had a small national team promoting 
outreach to groups who normally do not visit Trust sites. There is a question as to whether 
this would include older people as older, middle-class people are stereotypical Trust 
visitors. Nonetheless it is worth noting that this team has ceased to have an independent 
existence within the organisation. Furthermore, one of the themes of the organisation’s 
recent restructuring has been on localisation. Site managers have been given greater 
freedom to choose the focus of their activities. This would seem to increase regional 
variability of resources and staff available to work with older people, however (it has been 
suggested that) the loss of the national team may mean that regional staff are less aware 
of the needs of groups around them (ref). It is perhaps too soon to tell how this will work 
itself out
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Some funding streams have been supported by non-governmental foundations, e.g. Clore 
Duffield Fellowships, Monument Trust Fellowships, Esmee Fairbairn Foundation and the 
Paul Hamlyn Foundation. In the light of reduced governmental funding, it can be expected 
that there will be greater competition for these funding streams. Furthermore these funding 
streams already have themes or areas of focus which are not necessarily relevant to the 
subject of this project. 

One good piece of news is that the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) has recently seen an 
increase in the amount of funds that it can disburse (HLF, 2011). One of the main 
purposes of the HLF is to promote public engagement with heritage and HLF staff look for 
this in the grant applications. However, the HLF will not support the same project time after 
time. This means that the staff on projects that are successful and create a need or an 
audience may find themselves in the position of having to reinvent or shift the focus of a 
project each time that they wish to reapply. This creates a degree of uncertainty in the 
longevity and continuity of a project. 

The current culture minister, Jeremy Hunt, has, from before the election (RSA, 2010), 
been on record as saying that private philanthropy should be encouraged to partly 
compensate for lower levels of government funding. Since the election he has been trying 
to promote this idea. There has been significant criticism of this plan with suggestions that 
regional museums will struggle much more than London-based nationals to draw in 
significant philanthropic giving and that philanthropists will not want to shore up short-falls 
in core funding.

The overall picture is, perhaps, somewhat less bleak in Scotland and Wales, with the 
Scottish and Welsh governments imposing smaller cuts on their cultural sector budgets.

Historically, the cultural heritage sector has relied on short-term, project-based funding to 
support public engagement. It seems likely that this model will continue to define the 
sector albeit with decreased levels of financial support. Nonetheless, exceptional levels of 
funding for museums over the last 5 – 10 years has meant that museums services across 
the country have developed a great deal of expertise in working with a wide range of 
audiences and have established strong relationships with various partner organisations. 
Hopefully, this expertise will not be lost.

Performance Measurement

Associated with the different funding streams are different methods of measuring 
performance. Such measures of performance are not neutral in that they do not simply 
capture what work is being carried out. They also (arguably) shape what is done in the 
sector.

The proposed performance indicators in the DCMS Structural Reform Plan retain a 
measure for the “proportion of adults and children who regularly participate in cultural 
activities and/or proportion of adults and children satisfied with their last cultural 
experience” measured by region, gender, age, disability and ethnicity (DCMS, 2010e). 
This broad sweep measure captures the older population but the notion of satisfaction is 
quite vague. Within the Taking Part survey [ref] (which is not a performance measure per 
se) arts activities are split between ‘arts attendance’ and ‘arts participation’: this distinction 
is helpful in delineating the ways in which people might interact with the arts. This 
distinction is not extended to museums, presumably reflecting an assumption that the 

6
Policy Review



primary mode of engagement is of attending / visiting museums rather than participating in 
a museum-activity.

At the moment, there is no single nationally accepted convention of performance 
measures. In the past local authority museums were measured through the Best Value 
Performance Indicators (which looked at total number of visits, number of school children 
visiting, number of usages, and some measure of satisfaction in the community with their 
cultural provision). These were replaced with National Indicators 9 & 10, which captured 
the percentage of the population within a local authority who had visited a museum (it 
didn't matter whether that museum was actually in the same local authority). This too has 
been scrapped and (at the time of writing) there is no replacement. Museums who 
received direct funding from DCMS or who were partners in DCMS funded projects such 
as Strategic Commissioning were also measured through a series of targets which 
captured a wider range of types of engagement; although, as we have seen, many of 
these funding streams have been scrapped.

The McMaster review argued for a change in the way that the sector thought about 
measuring performance and put forward the notion that the key goal was ‘excellence’; 
however this did not have a great impact (MLA, 2010d). One of the follow-ups to this report 
was a pilot programme wherein the National Portrait Gallery, the Natural History Museums 
and Tyne & Wear Museums were assessed through a peer-review process. However, as 
the published conversations between review panel and Tyne & Wear management 
showed (p.18ff), there does not appear to be a generally accepted notion of what 
constitutes 'excellence' (DCMS, 2009, see also Graham, 2009). The lack of a shared 
language seemingly undermined the process and it has not been carried forward.

Thus, at the moment, there is no systematically applied measure of performance across 
the cultural-heritage sector in England. TWAM maintains its own performance 
measurement system, which captures the same broad range of information as the earlier 
BVPIs and DCMS indicators. It can be assumed that other museums services will be doing 
something similar. It must also be assumed that not all museums are doing this. It seems 
likely that it would be difficult to gather consistent data from across the country about 
engagement with older people. There is also the possibility that, in places where there is 
no performance measurement, there will be no external drivers towards improved 
performance.

MLA launched a programme called ‘A passion for excellence’ which it hoped would act as 
a means of encouraging continued improvements in quality. They published some case 
studies showing the positive impact of this approach (MLA, 2009) but it is unclear how well 
this programme will fare.

Activity within the sector

One analysis of the cultural heritage sector observed that the sector worked by looking in 
two directions – towards its funders and towards its audiences (ref). This points to a 
characteristic of professionals within the sector; that they will seek to work with different 
audiences even where there is (perhaps) no policy driver to do so.

Although it is not always immediately obvious, museums are working with older people 
and exploring the potential of their collections to be a resource for older people and for 
organisations involved in the health and well-being of older people.
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Table 1 (on the following pages) contains examples of work involving older people, 
museums and other relevant organisations that have been encountered during the course 
of this project. The list is by no means exhaustive. The projects listed therein start from a 
wide range of collections, including contemporary, modern and historic art collections, 
social history collections, recreations of period environments. 

The accumulated insights from the many projects that have taken place has resulted in 
various source of guidance regarding good practice. Such sources that have been 
encountered during the course of the project are listed in Table 2.
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Table 1 – Examples of Cultural Sector Projects with Older People

Venue / Organisation Project / Report Title Focus of activity Links / source
Museum of Modern 
Art, New York

Meet me at…MoMA Arts / Alzheimers / 
Wellbeing

http://www.moma.org/meetme/ 
MoMA (2008, 2010), Mittelman & Epstein (2008)

Artists for Alzheimers 
(Multi-venue project2)

ARTZ Arts / Museums / 
Alzheimers / Wellbeing

http://www.artistsforalzheimers.org/   
Zeisel (2009, 79-104) 

Group for Education in 
Museums (GEM) 
(Multi-venue project)

Sounding Out Your 
Heritage

Museums / Reminiscence / 
Creativity

http://www.gem.org.uk/soyh/soyh_menu.php 
GEM (2010)

Shipley Art Gallery Knitted Lives Arts / Reminiscence  / 
Creativity

Equal Arts (n.d.)

Dulwich Picture 
Gallery

Good Times Arts / Social Cohesion / 
Community

http://www.dulwichpicturegallery.org.uk/education/com
munity_outreach/good_times.aspx 

Irish Museum of 
Modern Art (IMMA)

Even Her Nudes Were 
Lovely

Arts / Wellbeing / 
Connected self-reliance

http://www.modernart.ie/en/subnav_10.htm 

Geffrye Museum Memories of Home Museums / Photography / 
Oral History

Bedford (2009)

Newham University 
Hospital

Nostalgia Room Museum / Reminiscence / 
Wellbeing

O’Sullivan (2008)

Den Gamle By (Recreated period 
settings as immersive 
environment)

Museum / Alzheimers / 
Reminiscence

Bloch Ravn (2009)

Women’s Library Utopia Library / Intergenerational 
Work

Mayo (2009)

Museum of Oxford MOOR Project Museums / Reminiscence http://www.oxford.gov.uk/PageRender/decM/GroupVis
its.htm 

Hartlepool Museum Mystery Objects Museums / Creativity http://holdingmemories.wordpress.com/workshop-2-
touch-objects-memory-dementia/   

Beamish Museums Reminiscence Boxes Museums / Reminiscence http://www.beamish.org.uk/community-outreach/  
Stoke Museums Boxes of Conversation Museums / Dementia / http://holdingmemories.wordpress.com/workshop-2-

2 The ARTZ project is an international, multi-venue project including both art galleries and museums with natural- and social-history collections. ‘Meet me at MoMA’ is part of the  
wider ARTZ project.
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Reminiscence touch-objects-memory-dementia/   
Nottingham City 
Museums & Galleries

Suitably Sensory Museums / Dementia / 
Reminiscence

http://holdingmemories.wordpress.com/workshop-2-
touch-objects-memory-dementia/ 

Table 2 – Sources of advice on good practice

Focus / Title Links / source
Therapeutic Museums Nightingale (2009)
Reminiscence work in museums – Sounding Out Your Heritage GEM (2010), Klug & Stevenson (2010), 

http://www.gem.org.uk/soyh/toolkit/toolkit_menu.php 
Working with Diverse Adult Audiences: Older Learners Gibbs et al. (2007)
Developing programmes for people with Alzheimer’s Disease Zeisel (2009, 79-104)
Making Art Accessible to People with Dementia: A Guide for 
Museums

MoMA (2008)
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The field of arts in health has a relatively long history and the association between these 
fields is reflected not only in the existence of academic journals to this topic (Arts & Health 
and the Journal of Arts in Health) but in the various documents advocating the value of 
arts activity to the health and wellbeing of participants (for example, Cohen (2000), Cutler 
(2009), Devlin (2008 & 2010), Staricoff (2004a&b), Wood (2008), Zeisel (2009)). Clift et al. 
(2009) provides a relatively recent review of the current state of arts and health in the UK.

Some of the projects listed in Table 1 are clearly working in that tradition. The work done 
by the IMMA, Dulwich Picture Gallery and the Shipley Art Gallery involved mixtures of 
looking, learning and a significant element of creating new artwork. Moreover the Knitted 
Lives project successfully blended reminiscence with creating new work based on 
participants’ lives. The act of creating new work is not the preserve of art galleries: much 
like Knitted Lives, the Sounding Out Your Heritage project took people’s stories and used 
these as the starting point for creating artwork but also for creating records of their lives as 
a resource for other people. The acts of looking, reminiscing and creating are (probably) all 
beneficial but the mechanisms through which they work may be somewhat different, which 
is why these have been indicated in Table 1.

Interestingly, the projects at IMMA and Dulwich had similar social outcomes. The report by 
Fleming and Gallagher (1999) on the outcomes of the IMMA project indicated that the 
residents developed a sense of ‘connected self-reliance’, Wolfe (2010) points to similar 
outcomes for the Good Times project – participants overcame their sense of social 
isolation. What both documents highlight is that these outcomes were partly achieved 
through a long-term engagement between participants and staff which helped the 
participants to gradually overcome their low self-esteem and to create a group identity 
which combated the isolated situations they found themselves in.

Meet Me at MoMA was more focussed on looking, but the looking is a means to allow 
people who are suffering from Alzheimer’s Disease to express the skills and capabilities 
that are latent within them. Again, this had significant social consequences: The evaluation 
of this project (Mittelman & Epstein, 2008) found amongst the outcomes of the project was 
a re-discovery of the personhood of those sufferers in the eyes of their relatives and 
carers, through structure conversation. The study also indicated that the work provided a 
means by which both the sufferers and their carers could re-engage with ‘normal’ social 
activity. 

One of the less commonly noted aspects of the ‘Meet me at MoMA’ project is that it was 
developed as part of a wider, international project involving venues in the USA, France 
and Australia (Zeisel, 2009: 87-101). Furthermore the venues were not all art galleries, 2 
museums (Harvard Museum of Natural History and Lexington Museum of National 
Heritage) followed the same programme using natural-history and social-history objects .

One piece of advice from Zeisel (2009) is not to test people with Alzheimer’s; this may 
represent one of the strengths of the ‘Mystery Objects’ project delivered by staff from 
Hartlepool Museum, which allows people to exercise their imagination without any fear of 
‘incorrect’ answers. However, as Brauer & Jones (2010) noted in their talk, the Mystery 
Objects sessions were also successful because they were social environments.

Finally, in Table 1 there are those projects that have experimented with creating immersive 
environments that reflect the historical periods which participant lived through. The 
Nostalgia Room was created in Newham University Hospital specifically for this purpose. 
Den Gamle By is an open-air museum in Denmark comprising building and streets from 
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different time periods3 - so they are using an existing resource and exploiting it for the 
benefit of older people. In both cases, O’Sullivan (2008) and Bloch Ravn (2010) 
(respectively) report positive outcomes.

These projects are clearly multi-faceted, as are the consequences. So, even projects that 
are ostensibly focussed on reminiscence (e.g., the MOOR project, the Boxes of 
Reminiscence or the Boxes of Conversation) are probably working on a variety of levels. 
Amongst other things participants memories, latent skills and sense of self are being 
revived; participants are in a social environment; participants are being listened to and 
thereby valued.
How or why these benefits accrue to participants is the subject of academic research (see 
below). Nonetheless, as in a lot of other areas, practitioners have developed their projects 
through a process of trial and careful evaluation. As is made clear in the different sources 
of advice regarding working with older people, the projects need careful planning and 
structuring so that these benefits can be realised most effectively.

Research into the impact of the sector on health and wellbeing

There are 2 strands of research that are relevant to this project and to the wider endeavour 
of museums engaging with older people. One strand of research is considering whether 
cultural participation is having a real impact on people’s health and, if so, how. The second 
strand of research is more museological and is considering the value of touch and of 
objects as a therapeutic tool. In this section of the report, these 2 strands will be dealt with 
separately. 

Cultural Participation and Well-being
The phrase ‘cultural participation’ covers a wide range of activity including attending 
events, visiting museum and galleries as well as active participation in (for example) dance 
(Quiroga Murcia et al., 2010), reading (Jacobs et al., 2008), singing (Hillman, 2002 and 
Clift et al., 2010) and working with clay (Goldblatt et al., 2010).

Various reviews of evidence for cultural participation on health have been produced, 
notably O’Neill (2009), Ruiz (2004), Staricoff (2004a&b) and Windsor (2005). However 
most of these have been produced by, or on behalf of, cultural organisations. Nonetheless 
these reviews draw on a range of academic sources and consistently draw the conclusion 
that cultural participation does have a measurable impact on participants’ health and well-
being.

Rather than repeating the work of these reviews, this report will highlight some key 
findings. Before doing that, it is worth making a preliminary comment: One objection, 
frequently raised to the findings of these studies, is that the influence of cultural 
participation may mask more fundamental causes such as culture, education, general 
heath etc. The majority of the papers discussed below attempt to take account of such 
confounding effects in their analyses.

A study by Glass et al. (1999) looked at survival in elderly Americans (2761 men and 
women aged 65+) and sought to determine whether there was any association between 
social, productive, and physical (fitness) activity and survival over a 13 year period. The 
terms social, fitness and productive each covered a range of activity. 

3 Den Gamle By is comparable with Beamish Open Air Museum but Den Gamle By’s collection extends further into the 
20th Century.
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• Social: Church attendance; Visits to cinema, Restaurants, Sporting events; Day or 
overnight trips; Playing cards, Games, Bingo; Participation in social groups 

• Fitness: Active sports or swimming; Walking; Physical exercise 
• Productive: Gardening; Preparing meals; Shopping; Unpaid community work; Paid 

community work; Other paid employment

Unsurprisingly, the results showed that active people were more likely to survive than 
inactive people. Furthermore, social and productive activities were seen to confer 
equivalent survival benefits to fitness activity. The authors suggest that survival rates may 
be linked to a blend of physiological and psycho-social effects.

Large-scale, longitudinal studies in Sweden have allowed Bygren and fellow researchers 
to further consider the impact of cultural participation on health (Bygren et al., 2009a&b; 
Johansson et al., 2001, Konlaan et al., 2000; see also Agahi, 2008). This work shows a 
strong correlation between regular cultural participation and improvements in health and 
well-being. In one paper,  Bygren et al. (2009a) looked at cancer mortality and cultural 
participation. The study found that populations which regularly engaged in cultural 
activities were 3 time less likely to die of cancer. The authors employed a proportional 
hazards analysis to adjust for age, sex, chronic conditions, disposable
income, educational attainment, smoking status, leisure time physical activity, and 
urban/non-urban residency. Puzzlingly, the same effects were not found in rural 
populations. Wilkinson et al. (2007) carried out a similar study with American populations, 
although they used self-reported health as an indicator. Again, after accounting for 
confounding factors, the authors found a significant correlation between cultural 
participation and self-reported health.

Two points emerge from these studies: Firstly, how should the impact of cultural activity be 
measured? Secondly, is the relationship between cultural engagement and health a 
correlation or a causal relationship?

The first point is worth considering as, during the current project, the question of what 
forms of evidence are valued or are politically persuasive remains a vexed issue. Policy 
makers seemingly want hard evidence, particularly in the form of a cost-benefit analysis. 
The studies discussed above use a range of methods. Self-reported health is, perhaps, the 
easiest to incorporate into a study but, as Wells' (2009) results show, there can be an 
incongruity between people's perceptions of the value of an activity to their own health and 
well-being and the impact of that activity when measured through more objective tools. 
The work of Bygren and Glass, cited earlier, relied on mortality rates. This is, perhaps, the 
hardest of hard data but this requires access to certain populations and long-term funding 
to make the research feasible. In the current funding environment, this seems unlikely. A 
middle way would be to work with general practitioners in order to develop a set of 
objective measures of health (e.g. number of times that prescriptions are made, number 
and severity of medical complaints identified). This too has its challenges – it requires the 
active participation of the healthcare sector and it runs the risk of overlooking some of the 
more intangible aspects of 'well-being'.

Regarding the second – whether the relation between cultural activity and health is 
correlational or causal - the above authors are all careful to state that they have 
demonstrated a statistically significant correlation but that they cannot prove that the 
relationship is causal. Nonetheless, Bygren et al. (2009a), Cohen (2009) and Glass et al. 
(1999) all speculate on possible psycho-social pathways for survival benefits, based on 
earlier research on humans and animals, which suggests that they believe the relationship 
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to be causal. Cohen (2009) is clear that the need to determine the underlying mechanisms 
is as much political as scientific. “If there is not an understanding of the underlying 
mechanism to explain why the results happened, then no matter how robust the findings of 
the research, they could be dismissed.” The mechanisms that they argue for revolve 
around ideas of neural plasticity, psycho-neuro-immunology, stress reduction and social 
pathways to health improvements. Briefly…

• Work on neural plasticity suggests that the neural structure of the brain retains its 
capacity to grow and change late into adult life. Activities, such as engaging with 
museums, which involve new experiences and learning can promote the growth of 
this structure. Implicit in this is the idea that this can compensate for damage to the 
structure earlier in life.

• Psycho-neuro-immunology is predicated on the idea that the emotions we 
experience correlate directly with physiological changes within the body and brain 
(such as stimulating the production of various hormones via the endocrine system. 
This argument suggests that the positive emotions experience through activities in 
museums or galleries stimulate physiological changes which have positive health 
benefits. Emotions such as ‘feeling valued’ and ‘experiencing mastery over an 
activity’ have been pointed out in particular.

• Following on from the preceding point, researchers point to the deleterious effects 
of stress on our physiology. Hence, it is argued, that reducing stress by (for 
instance) wandering around a gallery can have concomitant health benefits.

• Research on non-human species has indicated that living in social environments 
with regular interaction with other members of the same species (as opposed to 
being isolated) can have positive impacts on survival rates for cancer. Again, group 
activities that incorporate social interaction, have the potential to evoke these social  
pathways to health. 

What emerges from these ideas is that health and well-being emerge not merely from 
attending cultural events but also direct participation within them. Based on the research 
papers and discussion with practitioners, the authors would like to suggest that health and 
well-being is fostered through:

• An experience of calm;
• A positive social experience;
• An experience involving mild physical exercise;
• A creative experience;
• An experience that involves (re-)learning and gaining mastery over tasks;
• An experience of being absorbed in a task;
• An experience that gives esteem to participants, their lives and their memories;
• An experience that involves the sharing of skills;
• An experience that opens participants up to new experiences.

The literature encountered so far does not necessarily suggest that there is something 
remarkable about museums. Instead the cultural heritage organisations should position 
themselves as one type of environment, amongst others, wherein these experiences can 
be fostered.

However, collections are (arguably) unique to museums and galleries and they can be 
employed to foster some of the experiences listed above in a way that other organisations 
cannot. For this reason the next section of the literature review will consider work that has 
been done on object handling and reminiscence.
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Object Handling and Reminiscence

From a health-care practitioner perspective, the ability of objects to “cue” memories is 
taken for granted and there is extensive literature on reminiscence therapy (Gibson, 2004, 
Thorgrimsen et al., 2002, Woods et al., 2005 and Woods & McKiernan, 1995). The recent 
work by GEM further supports this (Klug, 2010). However there is also a considerable 
museological interest in trying to better understand why this works (Chatterjee, 2008, 
Chatterjee et al., 2009 and Pye, 2007).

[Paper by Noble…]

Picking up an object and allowing the object to stimulate the flow of memories is a 
remarkably complex process (see, for example, the chapter by Spence et al. in Pye (2007) 
and the chapter by Candlin in Chaterjee (2008)).  A full description of this process is (a) 
not entirely possible and (b) beyond the scope of this review. Instead here are a few key 
points:

• Sensori-motor control is dominated by the part of the brain called the cortex. 
However, control of learnt motor processes is primarily dealt with by another part of 
the brain called the cerebellum. Research (Rapoport, 2000) indicates that the 
cerebellum is not affected by Alzheimer's Disease until its later stages. This may 
help explain why people can mimic / re-enact manual processes when they 
encounter objects from their past.

• Memory is a complex phenomenon which is still not fully understood. Nonetheless, 
it can be said that there are many different aspects to memory.  Zeisel (2009) 
argues that, whilst some of these aspects deteriorate with cognitive decline and 
different forms of dementia, other aspects remain (relatively) undiminished.

• Damasio (2003) argues for the idea that feeling and emotion are distinct categories. 
Feeling is a physiological response to an external stimuli whilst emotions are the 
mental self-representations of feelings. Furthermore Damasio argues that the circuit 
of response and stimuli that constitutes a feeling is built up over time until an 
emotionally competent stimuli can stand in place for the original stimuli and still give 
rise to the same feelings.

Whilst not providing a full account of why object handling is valuable, these points provide 
some indicators: We use objects throughout our lives. Evidence indicates that 
encountering objects later in life can tap into forms of memory that are undiminished by 
age or certain age-related diseases. Whilst the precise circuit for the memories and their 
associations is unclear, the idea that objects can be emotionally competent stimuli and 
prompt a physiological response helps us understand why participants experience strong 
emotions within a reminiscence session.

However, it is clear that objects need not be limited to sources of reminiscence but as 
prompts for creativity. Nonetheless, the authors would like to suggest that the factors that 
make objects a powerful tool for memory later in life may also prove to be the same 
reasons why objects can be prompts for creativity.

Furthermore, the object and the individual holding it should not be viewed in isolation. 
Rather they should be seen in the wider context of a workshop or session wherein they are 
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talking with, and being listened to by, others. In this process many of the experiences that 
promote well-being, listed above, are taking place.

Summary of review

As in so many other areas, the policy environment is in a state of flux. There is little that 
can be said for sure other than that the increasing population of older people is likely to 
remain on the political agenda and that funding cuts are likely to impact what cultural 
organisations can offer. Nonetheless, the sector is very strongly committed to engaging 
with a range of publics and the number of projects where cultural organisations work with 
older people is likely to increase. The sort of work that has been carried out varies and 
incorporates different balances of cultural attendance and cultural participation, where the 
latter can involve a mix of creative and reminiscence work. The anecdotal evidence for the 
value of these different forms of engagement continues to mount. A strong evidence base 
for those anecdotes is harder to achieve. Large-scale studies show statistically significant 
correlations between cultural activity and well-being but the mechanisms underlying these 
correlations is currently more speculative. Nonetheless, existing research can point to 
possible mechanisms which give confidence in the wealth of anecdotal evidence. The 
mixture of statistical data and possible mechanisms also provides enough information to 
be confident about the elements of experience that foster well-being and that can be 
incorporated into future work with older people.
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