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What is the role of the arts? Carolyn’s 
community research reveals its vital value

Art's true
value

An experienced arts 
practitioner is undertaking a 
research project at LSBU that 
asks questions about the value 
and impact of art, specifically 
in the context of socially and 
economically excluded or 
deprived populations.

Carolyn Defrin has a 
background across theatre, 
dance, music and video in both 
London and Chicago, has spent 
many years as a facilitator 
and teaching artist working 
with schools and communities 
and says that when she saw 
the callout for the research 
position it spoke to her lifestyle 
and related to questions she 
was having with her own 
work.

Her PhD is a collaboration 
between LSBU and 
Hammersmith United 
Charities (HUC), a 400-year-old 
charity that houses low-
income elderly residents in 
Hammersmith. “Five years ago 
HUC initiated a community 
grants programme, and 
approximately one-third of the 
grants given have supported 
some kind of arts activity 
that provides relief in need to 
local communities identified 
as socially or economically 
excluded,” Carolyn explains. 
“My research therefore is 
specifically for the charity’s 
staff and trustees to help them 
better understand the role of 
the arts in providing this relief. 

“Before taking on this PhD, 
my professional arts practice 
often crossed paths with the 
community arts and education 
work I was doing, but I could 
feel a desire to integrate the 
two strands more. Specifically, 
as an artist, I wanted to make 
work that engaged audiences 
beyond the usual theatre-
going crowd, and as a human I 
wanted to be more connected 
and knowledgeable about the 
larger socio-political picture. 
So, the chance to do a practice-
based research PhD with a 
housing charity in a part of 
London I didn’t know much 
about became an exciting 
opportunity to start opening 
those doors.”

Working with Carolyn on 
the project are the staff and 
trustees and elder residents 
housed by Hammersmith 
United Charities. HUC’s 
Melanie Nock, the grants 
manager and director of 
community programmes, is 
a supervisor, alongside two 
LSBU academic supervisors. 

A little over a year into the 
work, Carolyn’s research 
has comprised a mixture of 
reading contextual literature, 
talking with community 
members, observing their 
work, and leading focus groups 
and interactive workshops. 
This has all contributed to a 
phase of action research to 
develop the first version of the 
new community-arts funding 
framework. This framework 
will then be tested through 
arts projects led by others in 

the community and Carolyn as 
part of her research. 

Also, because the PhD is 
practice-based, it means that 
Carolyn will lead artistic 
projects to help elucidate the 
questions HUC has about the 
role of the arts. These projects 
are beginning to unfold at 
the moment, in response 
to many of the community 
conversations that have taken 
place over the last year. “In 
the next few months I will be 
carrying out two projects,” 
Carolyn says. “The first project 
will specifically respond to a 
need identified by the charity’s 
staff, to include the residents’ 
thoughts for potential future 
housing developments in the 
borough. This will manifest 
as an installation and be 
shown in the London Festival 
of Architecture, as well as the 
Hammersmith and Fulham 
Arts Fest, both in June. The 
second project will respond to 
a need I have been identifying 
in focus groups with 
beneficiaries: the need for pure 
joy! I am still developing this 
project, which will take place 
sometime in July at a local arts 
festival.

“Finding out what different 
community leaders do is one 
of the most fascinating aspects 
of this PhD. There are so many 
organisations and leaders and 
volunteers working hard in all 
corners of local communities 
that we don’t get to see. Having 
the chance to sit and talk with 
them – from 85 year olds who 
have lived in Britain their 

whole life to young Somali 
men and women whose 
journeys have led them here 
in the last decade – reveals 
a rich array of engagement 
with the arts and a strikingly 
similar palette when it comes 
to expressing needs. Everyone 
I speak with is touched by 
art in some way and longs 
for regular communal 
spaces to enjoy each other’s 
company while listening to 
music, dancing or looking at 
something beautiful together.”

Carolyn says that her overall 
aims for the project are to 
achieve better articulation 
for the charity as a whole 
around the role and impact 
of funding arts activities for 
Hammersmith communities. 
“I am doing this partly by 
facilitating dialogue between 
many stakeholders, and 
hope this cross-community 
dialogue will continue as a 
regular interactive tool for 
strengthening community 
and addressing new issues 
after the research is completed. 
I also want this research to 
become part of a national 
and even international 
dialogue about how the arts 
respond to a need for joy. In 
my conversations with local 
community groups, they are 
often describing the arts as a 
way of feeling good, excited, 
better and invigorated, and 
this has led me to consider the 
role of the arts in producing 
joy.”
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