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Introduction 
 
2019 Survey of the Field of Music As Social Action - Summary Report 
 
Around the world, participatory music making is being used within communities to help 
ameliorate the effects of various forms of social and socio-economic disruption, deprivation 
or conflict. This field is currently fragmented and under-theorised, hampered by gaps in 
dialogue and collaboration between practice and research. 
 
In 2019, Agrigento engaged Dr Gillian Howell as Research Consultant to lead a survey of 13 
practitioners, researchers and practitioner-researchers from Australia, Canada, 
Scandinavia, Sri Lanka, the UK and USA. Collectively, these individuals had experience of a 
wide range of music as social action programs and contexts, including community music, 
El Sistema-inspired programs and projects within schools, post-conflict settings and 
centres for people experiencing social exclusion. 
 
This summary report is based upon the final report prepared by Dr Howell. It provides an 
overview of knowledge shared by the interlocutors captured under four themes: (1) what do 
exemplary music as social action programs look like; (2) what appear to be the critical 
change mechanisms linking music action to social change; (3) what are some of the current 
gaps in provision and knowledge that we can address, and (4) what are the challenges 
affecting program implementation and sustainability that we may struggle to change.  
 

What is Agrigento? 
 
Established in 2018, Agrigento’s overarching mission is to advance the international field of 
music as social action through encouraging productive exchanges and mutual enrichment 
between practice and research. To achieve this objective, Agrigento aims to advance the 
operational, practical, and theoretical dimensions of music as social action, with a particular 
focus on work that is happening in (and in response to) contexts of socio-economic 
deprivation or conflict, or where there has been a rupturing of social bonds.  

 
Agrigento works to support fresh thinking and innovative practice in music as social action 
through: 
 

1. LISTENING – We listen to practitioners and researchers to gather information about 
issues, needs, and advances in the field. 

2. SUPPORTING – We support people doing innovative work and connecting practice 
with research. 

3. SHARING – We share knowledge to help those pursuing music as social action 
around the world.  

 
For more information about Agrigento, go to www.agrigentomusic.com  
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Key Findings 
 
The 2019 survey revealed a sector characterised by a strong commitment to music 
participation and engagement within diverse communities or populations facing social and 
socio-economic disruption, deprivation or conflict. 
 

What do exemplary music as social action programs look like? 
 
The survey provided rich insights into common features of exemplary music as social 
action programs across: (i) focus, (ii) motivations and values, and (iii) musical and 
pedagogical content. 
 
(i) Focus 
 
Exemplary programs are: 
 
• Modest: They avoid unsubstantiated claims of social transformation through music, 

focusing instead on music learning and participation. 
• Strengths-based: They avoid using narratives of disadvantage or deficit to understand 

the lived experiences and socio-economic/political contexts of individuals and 
communities. 

• Inclusive: They respect and welcome diversity in all forms (social, cultural, artistic, 
disciplinary, ability). 
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(ii) Motivations and values 
 
Exemplary programs display: 
 
• Congruence of goals and interests: They show a strong alignment between the goals 

and interests of organiser/donor and those of program participant communities. 
• Explicit values framework: They have stated values that recognise and act upon 

injustices, with these values demonstrated in both practices of accountability and 
engagement of practitioners with lived experience, connection to the program 
community, and relevant skills and experience (musical and non-musical). 

• Response to place: They provide place-based responses to their participant 
communities and local contexts, demonstrating coherent pedagogies that enhance 
both their impact and potential for future growth. 
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(iii) Musical and pedagogical content 
 
Exemplary programs are: 
 

• Culturally and Socially Relevant: They draw on practices and approaches that are 
culturally and socially relevant, taking a flexible and responsive approach to 
developing musical content and curricula that recognise and reflect the participant 
communities. 

• Participant Centred: They use participant-centred, strength-based pedagogies and 
bespoke models of practice instead of codified or widely replicated approaches 
characterised by standardised content. 

• Creative: They foster participant agency through creativity (e.g., improvisation, 
jamming, song-writing, playing by ear), and avoid reproducing any particular canon 
or tradition. 

• Inclusive: They integrate and include diverse participants by developing 
individualised approaches aimed at centering each participant (e.g., singing in first 
languages). 

• Balanced Outcomes: They balance musical outcomes with creative and social 
ones (e.g., avoid prioritising technique and musical proficiency over other goals). 
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What appear to be the critical change mechanisms linking music action 
to social change? 
 
The survey offered insights into critical change mechanisms that appear to link music 
action to social change. These are gathered under two themes: (i) participatory 
experiences, and (ii) community-connected partnerships. 
 
(i) Participatory experiences 
 
Exemplary programs offer participatory experiences that support participants to: 
 

• Transcend socio-political contexts: Through participatory experiences directed 
toward shared meaning-making and creative agency. 

• Enact new ways of being: Through creating physical and metaphorical spaces in 
which to imagine and create something new.  

• Feel seen and recognised: Through employing supportive practitioners who bring 
diverse performance experiences, knowledges, and creative practices. 

• Feel supported: Though building strong, supportive and empathic relationships 
between practitioners and participants. 

• Experience creative agency: Through offering musical experiences that focus on 
creativity and exploration. 

• Imagine other life options: Through presenting experiences of musical 
participation as alternatives to engagement with unrest and discontent.  

• Feel socially connected and competent: Through using communal, social music-
making as a means to simultaneously strengthen social bonds and build individual 
and group capacity. 
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(ii) Community-connected partnerships 
 

The development of ongoing community-connected partnerships with universities, schools 
and/or community centres appear to support the critical change mechanisms in music as 
social action, potentially contributing to community-led social change. These partnerships 
also offer programs pathways to increase stability of funding and support.  
 
Community-connected partnerships provide: 
 

• Stability of Support: Partnerships offer avenues to enhance stability and 
sustainability of programs, particularly those working in more volatile wider local 
contexts. They can offer more sustainable funding models, help to produce high-
quality research, and build long-term relationships and commitments within the 
wider community. 

• Enhanced Participant Experiences: Partnerships enhance the potential for 
programs to create an alternative world in which participants can safely explore 
alternative ways of being and knowing. 

• Community Capacity Development: Partnerships offer important opportunities to 
enhance relationships and develop capacities within the local community, 
contributing to community-led social change. 
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What are the gaps in program provision and knowledge that we can 
address? 
 
The survey brought to light common challenges and obstacles experienced by 
practitioners, revealing gaps in practice and knowledge in the field. These fell under two 
themes: 

1. Understanding how music as social action works 
2. Factors influencing practitioner efficacy (i.e. teaching artist, program manager) 

 
1. Understanding how music as social action works

 
 
Theories of change 
Gap:  Theories of change are often 

under-developed or overlooked, 
with critical change mechanisms 
yet to be pinned down.  

Result:  The problems that music act 
upon are poorly defined and 
understood, reinforcing the 
common belief that music itself is 
the change agent. 

 

 
Relationship between the ambiguous 
social impacts of music and program 
participant cohorts 
Gap:  There is insufficient engagement 

with, and acknowledgement of, 
the ambiguous social impacts of 
music (i.e. its role as a marker of 
social distinction).  

Result:  The relationships between the 
stated program goals, practices 
and the factors associated with 
the evolution of program 
participant cohorts (e.g., 
retention, attrition, and 
recruitment strategies) tend not 
to be examined. 

 
Definition of the field 
Gap:  The field of music as social 

action is under-defined, with 
programs forced to compete for 
funding and support, with more 
recognised, evidence-supported 
and theorised fields. 

Result:  Programs tend to turn to 
evaluation rather than critical 
research, relying on advocacy 
claims about music as change 
agent. 
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2. Factors affecting practitioner efficacy 
 

 
 
Shared life experience 
Gap:  Practitioners’ life experiences 

tend to be different to those of 
program participants and 
communities. 

Result:  Practitioners, lacking the 
necessary non-musical 
competencies and knowledge, 
rely on dispositions (i.e. care, 
values, openness) that are 
assumed to be the critical 
features of effective practice. 

 

Disciplinary background 
Gap:  Practitioners tend to be trained 

performers rather than trained 
pedagogues. 

Result:  Practitioners work intuitively, 
teaching as they were taught and 
potentially reinforcing inequalities 
and exacerbating barriers to 
change. 

 
Access to practitioner support 
Gap:  Practitioners lack support (i.e. 

external supervision, systematic 
models of work) and access to 
skilled social care experts, 
professional development and 
evaluation. 

Result:  When faced with challenges and 
stresses, practitioners refer to 
their own experiences in music 
education, relying on 
assumptions about dispositions 
and good intentions as the keys 
to effective practice and their 
belief in music as the change 
agent. 

 
Knowledge about how to put social 
objectives into practice 
Gap:  Practitioners don't know how to 

embed social objectives into their 
work. 

Result:  Practitioners focus on achieving 
musical rather than social 
outcomes, reinforcing the belief 
that music is the change agent. 

 
What can be concluded from these gaps in provision and knowledge? 
 

1. To strengthen evidence-based advocacy messages in music as social action, we 
need to increase understanding of theories of change and critical change 
mechanisms. 

2. In response to the call for diversity and inclusion, we need to increase the diversity 
of practitioners, build their non-musical competencies, and address the tension 
between the efficacy of creative artists versus skilled pedagogues. 
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What are the challenges affecting program implementation and 
sustainability that we may struggle to change? 
 
The survey gathered information about a number of wider issues arising from systemic 
structural problems that negatively impact upon the sustainability and stability of the field of 
music as social action. Addressing these issues present significant challenges to the sector 
that are, currently, beyond our scope. 
 
The systemic structural issues currently facing the field of music as social action include: 
 
(i) Instability of dominant practitioner cohort 

Programs face challenges in accommodating and retaining teaching artists who also 
sustain performance careers. The resultant instability of teaching artists is seen to 
undermine the critical relationship between practitioners and learners. 

 
(ii) Short-term program partnerships 

Program partnership relationships tend to be short-term and unstable, exacerbating 
other program insecurities and uncertainties. As a result, resources tend to be 
drawn away from program delivery, inhibiting program capacity to increase 
practitioner remuneration and conditions, thereby aggravating the instability of the 
practitioner cohort. 

 
(iii) Short-term, project-based funding 

Programs rely on project funding, which means they are shaped according to short-
term thinking, reactive planning and evaluation designed to meet funder 
expectations. As a consequence, program sustainability and growth are 
undermined, decisions made that are not always in the best interests of program 
participants and the wider communities, and opportunities for organisational 
learning reduced. 

 
(iv) Relationship between marketing and the survival imperative 

The challenges of survival encourage a reliance on buzz words and grand claims 
that may obfuscate authentic, achievable and measurable goals. These claims mask 
the actual change work and impede progress in the field, further delaying the 
development of theories of change, definition of the field, understanding of 
practitioner effectiveness and knowledge about the critical change mechanisms 
linking music action to social change. 
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What’s Next? 
 
In addition to responding to the findings of the 2019 survey, Agrigento will address other 
identified gaps in knowledge around practice in the field of music as social action. These 
include: 

• building better connections with other contexts, including regional areas and the 
global south, 

• engaging more deeply with work occurring in mainstream schools,  
• exploring the potential of social enterprise models, 
• examining the politics of the field of music as social action, 
• responding to other social issues, including the environment and climate action, and 
• prioritising ownership and recognition or minority or marginalised knowledges and 

identities. 
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