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In this paper, we reflect on the development of community-based arts and cultural
(CBAC) practices to promote psychosocial, group/organisational and community
changes from the perspective of empowerment. We draw on findings from an
initial exploratory phase of an ongoing action-research project in Spain about
creative tools that empower artists and communities. The study sought to explore
community-based art practitioners’ and academic/researches’ understandings and
perceptions about empowerment in order to shed light on how people make
sense of the benefits of the practice through the empowerment lens. Data were
gathered through 20 semi-structured interviews with artists, social educators,
cultural workers and researchers/academics. Thematic analysis of the data with
reference to the empowerment theory suggests parallels between the discourses
used in the theory of empowerment and the CBAC practices described by the
interviewees. Three key themes reflect that multilevel empowerment is promoted
when site-specific capacities to gain control over resources and the direction of
one’s life are achieved. Empowerment is promoted when actions to influence the
public sphere come from group, organisational or community settings, and when
CBAC practices are articulated with broader efforts aimed at social change, thus
becoming a vehicle through which other community development and organising
can occur.
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As in many countries, Spain has numerous agencies that use art practices to address
forms of social exclusion and marginalisation. We refer to a set of practices that AQ2
¶
have a collaborative, participatory and community nature and are increasingly used
to address social issues. These art practices are referred to in different ways such as
art for social inclusion, art for social improvement, collaborative arts practices, contextual art, committed art or, to a lesser extent, community art. Such practices emphasise
community strengths and resources to create, nurture and enhance opportunities for
civic engagement and empowerment.
Within the Spanish context, and with increased attention in recent years, there have
been attempts to design and implement public policies and cultural practices related to
art (Rodrigo 2011). For instance, open calls for art projects promoting social improvement have been launched and in the educational context, offers for arts involving social
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inclusion, artistic mediation, community cultural development (CDC) and artistic education have also been developed. These initiatives give a major boost to these art projects and programmes, joining the efforts of these institutions orientated to tackle the
challenges that we have as a society. Despite this progress, there is still much to be
done if we compare the current status of art practices in Spain with that in other European countries such as the UK and France (Palacios 2009; Úcar 2001). Efforts are still
very isolated, even precarious, because they do not respond to a clear strategic determination or interest by the institutions that have a stake in managing culture and the arts.
We believe that there is room for further reflection on the development and understanding of these practices and the specific contributions they make to address social issues.
With regard to their contributions, many public institutions have increased the use of
the concept of empowerment in terms of a quality performance indicator. Concurrently,
we also observe a gap between the practice and the critical reflection of these practices.
There is neither a great systematisation nor an evaluation of the processes of empowerment in the community-based arts and cultural (CBAC) practices in this context.
The present study seeks to discuss the concepts of art and empowerment, emphasising common aspects, and theoretical and practical links between them. To do so we
propose to explore the development of the CBAC practices and its scope with a
focus on psychosocial, group/organisational and community-level changes through
the lens of empowerment. Within the Spanish context, the concept and theory of
empowerment on a theoretical and practical level in relation to CBAC practices have
not been widely addressed. Therefore, we explore community-based art practitioners’
and academic/researchers’ understandings and perceptions about empowerment from
a liberation-oriented community psychology perspective, which is committed to developing opportunities for social inclusion and also exposing the working of power in
everyday settings (Sonn and Quayle 2013). Our research questions are twofold: How
do CBAC practices play a role in the empowerment processes among individuals,
groups and communities, and what are the processes and features of CBAC practices
that contribute to the enhancement and promotion of empowerment outcomes?
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CBAC praxis in the context of Barcelona (Spain)
In Spain art strategies are being developed that aim to promote social inclusion and
emancipate people, and emphasise the intervention in relation to the community. Initiatives that are performed in this way have not received much recognition, despite the
value that they contribute by equipping participants with technical, relational and
emotional skills (Ricard and Saurı́ 2009). Specifically in Barcelona, a collective of community artists are developing creative community actions to address forms of social
exclusion. These artists have founded the project Xarxa Art i Barri, which was established in 2003, with the aim to highlight and encourage the development of initiatives
focused on CBAC production from civil society, and where creativity is seen as a tool
of social and personal transformation. Xarxa Art i Barri is a formal network that works
as a hub for community-based arts practitioners, researchers and other CBAC practices
stakeholders. It delivers yearly training in social change-oriented arts practices and has
generated various local and regional publications reporting on CBAC practices.
In this article we include these practices and strategies under the umbrella term of
‘CBAC practices’. We use the term ‘CBAC practices’ to refer to arts practices that
relate to specific contexts and that are oriented to effect social change, practices prompting a ‘social turn’ (Bishop 2006). These practices use creativity as a methodological and
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educational tool, and imply the accomplishment of participative proposals that, based
on the creativity, encourage relationships between people and contribute to building
frameworks of interaction. Creativity has a central role in these practices, but it is
not the final objective; educational and social changes are seen as central (Ricard
and Saurı́ 2009).
Pa tothom is an organisation that uses theatre of the oppressed methodologies to
produce and perform plays addressing conflict – generating issues in pursuit of liberation and well-being through community engagement. For instance, immigrants’ prejudices or gender-based violence topics have been addressed. Another exemplary project
in these types of practices that have been studied is Teleduca, an organisation that uses
participatory documentary production with youngsters to promote critical awareness
about health, drug use or romantic relationships. They organise a yearly short film festival where young people present their productions.
For the purpose of our research, we included these diverse practices under the
heading of CBAC practices because, unlike in other contexts, Spain still has no consensus on how to refer to these practices. These strategies and practices, as they share many
characteristics, can be linked with similar activities described differently in other contexts, including community arts, community animation, cultural work, cultural action
and CDC. Namely, they all look for an impact beyond aesthetic achievements that
benefit social conditions and favour community collaboration and participation in the
accomplishment of this work (Palacios 2009). These practices imply a review of the
modernist concepts of artists and artwork. For example, the artists delegate part of
their traditional functions to those who participate, and the artwork must also fit into
long-term development thinking underpinning the nature of its social intervention.
According to Palacios (2009), the collaborative, contextual and social character of
these practices encourages connections with contextual art (Ardenne 2002), dialogic
art (Kester 2004) or relational art (Bourriaud 2007) and certainly, new genre public
art (Lacy 1995). Other authors use terms such as CDC and community arts (Adams
and Goldbard 2001; Sonn and Quayle 2014).
Genealogy of CBAC practices
In order to draw a genealogy of CBAC practices, we first need to consider the movement of popular education, a movement that in the case of Barcelona dates back to the
nineteenth century where educational experiences of promoting culture were developed
by the working class in ateneus, village houses and popular universities (Ricard and
Saurı́ 2009). But in the current literature, discussions about popular education bring
us to the Latin American context and work of Brazilian humanitarian and pedagogue
Freire (1972, 1973). The aim of popular education was to help build a more just and
democratic society, where the ability to intervene and participate in the decisionmaking process and orientations of social changes are a substantive element of the
people. The second consideration regards the shaping influence of social and political
art in the arts field. These art forms emerged in the 1960s and developed throughout the
1970s, mainly within a current of thought in expressionist art as well as the performances, happenings and the political or art critique that brought new challenges and
new dynamics. These practices questioned the role of the artist and his relation to
the context. Thirdly, and particularly in the case of Barcelona and the Catalonia
region, the CBAC practices have been influenced by the French school of sociocultural
animation and social education, above all, seeking how to understand community work
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and facilitation. The sociocultural animation in Barcelona, and Catalonia, had a very
important role in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. In general, it can be said that sociocultural animation had a strong presence in the lives of people living in communities in two
ways. Firstly, it was a strategy to combat the negative social and political effects of the
lack of freedom within communities. Secondly, the brand-new democratic local councils considered it as a social and educational intervention tool for creating and animating the social fabric within neighbourhoods (Úcar 2001). The sociocultural animation
encompasses the realisation of different educational actions developed from the community scope (Ricard and Saurı́ 2009).
Finally, we want to stress that these practices arise in opposition to other forms of
art, such as the case of erudite art and mass art. Both of these are based on a Western
way of thinking about art (Colombres 2005), in which much of the arts practices that are
tied to cultures that do not correspond to Western parameters are excluded. CBAC practices can be understood as a form of popular art because certain historical situations are
expressed through aesthetic means through the lens of a particular community that has
reflected and acted upon their experiences. Thus, popular art is intimately related to the
notion of community and the particular socio-historical and cultural context it is located
within. We agree with Escobar (2004) who asserts that it is not possible to speak of
popular art without considering community (Escobar 2004). Popular art favours not
only the aesthetic function of arts, but also the social function of its practices, and
actions that tend to modify the situations represented symbolically by them (Bang
and Wajnerman 2010). With this conceptualisation of popular art, the intersection of
‘community’, empowerment and aesthetics is essential to the processes and products
that bring about the desired social change.
Theoretical underpinnings: the concept of empowerment
The origin of empowerment as a theory in community practice can be traced back to
Freire (1973), when he suggested a plan for liberating the oppressed people through
popular education (Hur 2006). The roots of thinking on empowerment lie also in
women’s studies and other liberation struggles promoted by activists like Alinsky
(1971). The term empowerment started to be used in the middle of the 1980s in the
fields of social work, politics and sociology by authors such as Solomon (1976),
Berger and Neuahaus (1977) and Laue and Cormick (1978). The term has become
widely used in the social sciences across a broad variety of disciplines and has
become a defining principle for community psychology, in which the word empowerment is most frequently used (Hur 2006).
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The concept of empowerment is tied up with the idea of power, that is, empowerment is
closely related to changing power: gaining, expending, diminishing, and losing (Page and
Czuba 1999). Thus, empowerment includes the perspective that many social problems
exist due to unequal distribution of, and access to, social and material resources. Traditionally, power has been understood as an isolated entity, as an object, as a possession
that can be used to control or influence individuals or groups (Fisher, Sonn, and Evans
2007). Also as a zero sum, as it is usually possessed at the expense of others (Weber
1946), a power over’ relation, following Rowlands’ (1997) categorisation of types of
relations, namely the ability to influence and coerce others. However, many have
argued that power is more complex than this; power is not something fixed with an individual, instead is constituted within relations between people within broader historical,
social, cultural, economic and political contexts (Foucault 1980; Serrano-Garcı́a 1994).
Power can be understood as a social relationship; power is reflected in the relations
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between people, and these relations are mediated by peoples’ positions within hierarchical
social systems (Fisher, Sonn, and Evans 2007). Thus, power can actually strengthen while
being shared with others (Kreisberg 1992). Shared power is: A process that occurs in
relationships, that gives us the possibility of empowerment ( . . . ) a multi-dimensional
social process that helps people gain control over their lives. It is a process that fosters
power in people for use in their own lives, their communities and in their society, by
acting on issues they define as important. (Page and Czuba 1999, 25)

From the perspective of community psychology, empowerment is a multidimensional,
multilevel and multi-component construct consisting of practical approaches and applications, and social action processes – because it occurs with others, and can be understood in terms of individual and collective outcomes. In the broadest sense,
empowerment is the expansion of freedom of choice and action. It refers to individuals,
groups, organisations and communities gaining control and mastery, within the social,
economic, political and cultural dimensions of their lives, in order to improve equity
and quality of life (Rappaport 1984, 1987; Zimmerman 2000). Community psychology,
by definition, is interested in the power differentials inherent in societies and the
impacts that these have on the mental and physical health of individuals (Fisher,
Sonn, and Evans 2007).
Empowerment is context and population specific (Serrano-Garcı́a 1984); it takes
different forms for different people in different sociocultural and political contexts. It
does not translate easily into all languages. For example, the Spanish translation of
empowerment has two different meanings: (1) empoderamiento – ‘give power or
enable’, which means power is something provided by a benefactor to a beneficiary,
and (2) apoderamiento, which implies ‘take power’ from others to challenge existing
hierarchies (Sánchez-Vidal 2007). Critically, and according to some Latin American
community psychologists, empowerment should be translated as fortalecimiento
(strengthening), where power is an achievement arising from critical awareness and collective action from people concerned, and not a gift or donation provided by another
power (Montero 2003). Throughout this article, a meaning of empowerment drawing
on fortalecimiento is embraced, and bearing in mind that community-based artists
can be facilitators or catalysers of empowerment processes, not providers of power.
Empowerment involves the right of individuals and communities to become agents
of change for situations they deem as negative, claiming for the agency of participants.
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According to Hur (2006), empowerment has two interrelated aspects: personal empowerment and collective empowerment. Each aspect has its own components. Meaning, critical awareness, competence, self-determination, and impact are personal and
psychological empowerment components. Collective belonging, involvement in the community, control over organizations in the community, and community building are collective empowerment components. A theory of empowerment should include both processes
and outcomes (Swift and Levine 1987). The theory suggests that actions, activities, or
structures may be empowering, and that the outcome of such processes result in a level
of being empowered. In this article, drawing on Zimmerman’s theory (2000) we consider
a multilevel empowerment approach, linking psychological dynamics and system change
efforts. This involves three inherently connected levels of empowerment analysis:
psychological, group-organizational, and community. We distinguish between individual
and psychological empowerment. Individual empowerment alone has a limited impact on
addressing issues (Christens 2013), thus empowerment theorists have distinguished
between psychological and individual empowerment. Zimmerman (1990) writes: We
need to distinguish between individually oriented conceptions of empowerment and
psychological empowerment. The former neglects contextual considerations, is limited
to a single paradigm, and treats empowerment as a personality variable. Psychological
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empowerment refers to the individual level of analysis, but does not ignore ecological and
cultural influences. (173)
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In summary, although there is no universally accepted definition of empowerment and
it can mean different things to different people, countries and cultures, we can say that
the concept does share a common core. It includes the following: (1) it applies to the
individual, the organisation and the community; (2) it addresses the issue of power
and control over resources and the direction of one’s own life; (3) it addresses issues
of psychological sense of empowerment, capacity and confidence-building of individuals, organisations and communities and (4) it sees active participation as necessary but
not sufficient (Rifkin 2003).
Paths towards empowerment
In the field of education, Freire (1973) presented three progressive steps of empowerment: conscientising, inspiring and liberating. According to Freire, the oppressed or the
disadvantaged can become empowered by learning about social inequality (i.e. conscientising), encouraging others by making them feel confident about achieving
social equality (i.e. inspiring) and finally liberating them. Parpart, Rai, and Staudt
(2003) argue that empowerment must be understood as including both individual conscientisation (power within) and the ability to work collectively which can lead to politicised power with others, which provides the power to bring about change (4).
Empowerment has been a critical issue in social welfare and social work (Hur
2006). Friedmann (1992) argues that poverty should be seen not merely in material
terms, but as social, political and psychological powerlessness. He described the path
of empowerment in terms of two steps: mobilising the poor, or disadvantaged, and
the transformation of their social power to political power (Friedmann 1992). The literature on empowerment is most frequently reported in the field of community psychology; some authors describe the path to empowerment as involving two steps: namely,
relationship building and community building (Rossing and Glowacki-Dudka 2001).
Other authors describe the path as involving three steps (Banyard and LaPlant, 2002;
Zimmerman 2000). The first step is to promote a psychological sense of empowerment:
encouraging participation, and sense of control. The second step builds on organisational empowerment (OE): opportunities to develop skills, shared leadership, expansion, diversity integration and effective community influence. The final step promotes
social action for community building, organisational coalitions or fostering involvement in the community. According to Christens (2013), ‘psychological empowerment
develops as people participate and collectively build power and capacity in community
and organizational settings’ (2). An effort to generate an overarching framework to
grasp the process and components of empowerment in a comprehensive manner has
been undertaken by Hur (2006). Hur synthesises the path towards empowerment into
five progressive steps: existence of oppression, ‘conscientising’, mobilising, maximising and creating a new social order.
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CBAC practices and empowerment
In some countries, it is widely claimed that community arts and cultural development is
an empowering process that enables people and groups to voice their own stories, learn
new skills, express identity and diversity, establish relationships and communicate their
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concerns and aspirations for the future, thus building community capacity and wellbeing (Mills and Brown 2004; Sonn, Drew, and Kasat 2002). In the Catalonian
context, the empowerment construct – or theory – has been less widely addressed at
both theoretical and practice levels with regard to CBAC practices, but with some
exceptions (e.g. Ricard and Saurı́ 2009).
Ricard and Saurı́ (2009) declare that CBAC practices are empowering when they
promote a change in attitudes among people in which they shift from knowing
certain facts to being activists, and move from a passive role as spectators to become
actors expressing opinions and diverse points of view. Change happens because
people and groups, besides becoming aware of the situation in which they live, also AQ4
¶
develop an active and vindicatory role, that is, people behave as a community. Community behaviour is about solidarity, celebration, vindication, collective affirmation and
community building (Rueda 1991). Thus, the process of empowerment entails a
break with certain directives and non-reflective dynamics towards building horizontal
processes of work in collaboration. The empowerment practices are based on generating processes of change that start from social relations.
In forums, projects and calls to subsidise arts to contribute to social improvement,
there is reference to the need to set aims of empowerment. However, the meaning of
empowerment in the context of the CBAC practices is often not clear. Therefore,
there is a need to explore how to connect theoretical developments and practices to generate praxis.
Methodology
How do CBAC practices play a role in empowerment processes among individuals,
groups and communities? And what are the processes and features of CBAC practices
that contribute to the enhancement and promotion empowerment outcomes? In this
article we share findings from an initial exploratory phase of an ongoing European
action-research initiative about creative tools to empower artists and communities.1
The initial findings draw on this research and focus on exploring links between
CBAC practices and empowerment in the context of Barcelona. We explore community-based art practitioners’ and academic/researchers’ understandings and perceptions
about empowerment to shed light on how people make sense of the benefits of the practice through the empowerment lens.
These research questions will evolve and become refined as the study progresses as
it is the case in qualitative research designs (Braun and Clarke 2013). More specifically,
the study design aims to explore perceptions and understandings about the forms and AQ5
¶
experiences of empowerment that are related to CBAC practices (inductive analysis)
and analyse these perceptions and understandings through the lens of the empowerment
theory (deductive or theory-led analysis).
This qualitative research assumes a ‘critical realist’ approach, at the ontological
level (Stainton Rogers and Stainton Rogers 1997), and ‘contextualist’ perspective, at
the epistemological level (Henwood and Pidgeon 1994). A critical realistic ontological
position holds that we need to claim that some authentic ‘reality’ exists to produce
knowledge that might make a difference; it also underpins a number of different qualitative approaches like some forms of discourse analysis, grounded theory and thematic
analysis. The latter method has guided our research data analysis. At the epistemological level, contextualism does not assume a single reality and sees knowledge as emerging from context and reflecting the researcher’s positions. This knowledge is local,
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situated and always provisional but does retain an interest in understating truth –
knowledge will be true in certain contexts. This research aims to develop contextualised
knowledge about the experiences of empowerment through CBAC practices.
Participants
The sample of participants included in the study was selected with the aim of gathering
diverse perspectives on the topic. Participants were selected from a formal CBAC practice network in Barcelona (Xarxa Art i Barri). The project Xarxa Art i Barri is a hub for
community-based artists and other stakeholders interested in CBAC practices; it is the
first and only ‘community arts’ network in the region. A saturation criterion was applied
to determine when to stop data gathering (Bowen 2008). Saturation typically refers to
the point when additional data fail to generate new information in the light of the
research question. Interviewees were recruited according to two relevant categories,
leaving a third for future research. The two categories of interviewees correspond to
‘critical cases’ (Flick 2006), that is, participants with key information on the topic.
The first category included expert/academic non-practitioners, mainly researchers
who have had a long-term collaboration with Xarxa Art i Barri. The interviewees in
this category represent disciplines within the fine arts, pedagogy, anthropology,
social education and social psychology. The second category included privileged testimonies collected from community-based artists and culture practitioners, who were all
members of the Xarxa Art i Barri network. The interviewees in this category were
selected taking into account a varied range of arts disciplines from theatre, visual
arts, music and public arts. It is necessary to bear in mind that the second category
of interviewees tends to magnify or justify the impacts of their practices, as they are
the protagonists (Braun and Clarke 2013).
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Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were used because the participants had a personal or professional stake in the topic (Flick 2006). The authors of the article conducted the interviews. A total of 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted with researchers/
academics (6 interviews), artists/practitioners (10 interviews), social educators and cultural workers (4 interviews). These interviews were exploratory. Participants were
given the opportunity to freely express their views and to also explore topics that
were identified in the review of literature including empowerment.
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Data management and analysis
An inductive analysis and a deductive (theory-led) analysis were developed.
Interview transcripts were transcribed verbatim. The data were then analysed thematically. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally organises and describes data set in (rich)
detail (Braun and Clarke 2006). A theme captures something important about the
data in relation to the research questions. The ‘keyness’ of a theme is not necessarily
dependent on quantifiable measures – but in terms of whether it captures something
important in relation to the overall research question (Braun and Clarke 2006).
Themes identified draw on interviewees’ perceptions and understanding of empowerment-oriented CBAC practices. We provide a detailed and nuanced account of
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empowerment as a theme within the data. Following this thematic analysis, we used
Zimmerman’s (2000) theory to categorise what participants viewed as the benefits of
the practice.

Findings
Here, we report on interviewees’ views about empowerment-oriented CBAC practices.
We stress three core ideas underlying interviewees’ reports about empowermentoriented CBAC practice features that we viewed as key. Firstly, these practices
enable empowerment at psychological, group/organisational and community levels
when site-specific capacities to gain control over resources and the direction of one’s
life are achieved. Secondly, CBAC practices enable empowerment when actions to
influence the public sphere are generated in group, organisational or community settings. Thirdly, CBAC practices are the vehicle through which other community development and organising can occur when articulated with broader systematic efforts
aimed at social change. The findings are presented in Table 1.

410

415

420

425

430

Psychological empowerment
According to the interviewees’ reports, CBAC practices can play an important role in
psychological empowerment processes when three inherently connected processes are
developed. Firstly, psychological empowerment outcomes are achieved when participants move into new positions and roles, establishing new social relations. Some interviewees understand these ‘swings’ as participants’ opportunities to ‘move’ into
situations that enable (1) new social positions, (2) changes in the way they look at
self and others and (3) changes in the way they experience social relations.
Arts and cultural practice can be linked with empowerment outcomes when it generates
new spaces or situations allowing participants form a new perspective on things. This
positioning movement cause personal and collective changes and insights. Here insights
are understood as self-perception changes, new ways of seeing and experiencing the
environment and social structures. To allow this movement time is required. (Arts
practitioner)

Secondly, psychological empowerment outcomes are achieved when new ways to
express identity, represent realities and communicate concerns and aspirations are
opened up; thus, new and diverse ways of experiencing life are achieved.
( . . . ) Arts, as an expressive language, is much more valuable to communicate life than
verbal language ( . . . ) Art practices enhance the communication process using other
languages, languages that allow to meet oneself and later to meet others, languages that
allow to interpret reality in different ways that commonly is interpreted. (Academic)
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Finally, a process of capacity and confidence building is achieved.

440

Art practices empower individuals when an experience of being capable is achieved. This
experience is promoted through value-based actions, the values underpinning these activities are endeavour, self esteem, and liberation efforts. ( . . . ) Also a real transference of
symbolic language and its representation methods, beyond artefacts producing, is
reached. (Arts practitioner)
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Table 1. Features of empowerment-oriented CBAC practices.
Levels of
analysis
Psychological
level

People swing into new
positions, roles and
social relations

Group/
organisational
level

Self-organisation and
participation in the
creative process are
fostered
Collective-based
knowledge and
artefacts arise

Community
level
AQ16
¶

Interviewees’ themes selected about features of empowerment-oriented CBAC practices
New ways to express,
represent, communicate
and experience life and
self are generated
Traditional decisionmaking is challenged

Critical self and
context awareness
is enhanced
Critical collective
awareness is
enhanced

An experience of being Site-specific capacities
which influence the
capable and selfpublic sphere are created
efficiency is achieved.
and proposed to
influence its outcome
More affective and
reproductive social
relations are nurtured

Communities of learning
are generated or
strengthened

Critical awareness
among community
stakeholders is
fostered

New institutional
frameworks and
organisation form less
hierarchical come out
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These three interconnected processes engage people in the construction of critical
meaning about their personal situation, social relations and context. Thus, features of
CBAC practices that play an important role empowering individuals should nurture
new roles and social relations among participants; promote critical self and context
awareness among participants; use arts as a platform for new ways of communicating
identity, concerns and aspirations; and build capacities and confidence.

Group and OE
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Drawing on Zimmerman’s framework (Zimmerman 2000), CBAC practices can also play
an important role in the empowerment process for groups and organizations. At this level,
some interviewees suggested that self-organization and participation in the creative
process had to be fostered and nursed. This empowering process should rely more on
affective and reproductive relations, instead of traditional decision-making. This is illustrated in the quotation: Participation alongside the arts and cultural actions must be
ensured. Civic engagement promotion is necessary but not enough itself to achieve
empowerment outputs, higher degrees of commitment are required and some invisible
and reproductive strategies to strengthen social ties among participants must be undertaken, both art practitioners’ and participants have a stake in this strategies. (Academic)

Moreover, other core capacities to undertake group empowerment that were reported by
participants are social support capacities and cooperation among participants and art
practitioners. As a result of these processes, traditional decision-making is challenged,
critical collective awareness is raised and affective and reproductive-based social
relations are strengthened.
In the first stage, empowerment-oriented art practices allow participants to express
and select concerns or issues they want to address; the second stage promotes a critical
analysis about how these topics have repercussions on the group. Finally, an empowerment output on this level would be when the group finds out what bounds the individuals in relation with the issue selected; a group identity starts to be nurtured
(Academic). CBAC practices enable new ways of representing causes that are underlying social problems (i.e. problems do not come alone) to empower groups and organisations; critical collective awareness must be raised and CBAC practices can channel
these efforts.
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Community empowerment
Finally, some interviewees reflected on the role CBAC practices can play in community
empowerment processes. Although some community empowerment outputs are
informed, some interviewees report the need to articulate CBAC practices with
broader systematic efforts to combat social issues, avoiding well-intentioned practices
that may result in art workshops or similar ‘low-profile’ empowerment initiatives.
Art does not add something exceptionally better to empowerment than other disciplines.
What allow empowerment outcomes through arts is how are arts practices structurally
connected with broader interventions, programs and policies in the specific community
settings. (Academic)

Focusing on this level of analysis, community empowerment outcomes are achieved
when collective-based knowledge and artefacts are produced. In the same vein,
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540

community empowerment outcomes are achieved when a community of learning is
generated or strengthened, fostering a critical awareness among community stakeholders. As a result new institutional frameworks, political agencies and communitybased networks are created and/or articulated.

545

Community empowerment outputs are achieved when other types of institutions come
out, when organizational forms and collective forms of knowledge production are
shaped under less hierarchical approaches, in opposition to institutions like some
museums and other top-down managed cultural and art institutions (Arts practitioner).
CBAC practices can be considered as collective participatory research. It can be a mix
of participatory – action – research with symbolic and creative methods and tools and
processes, where communities of learning form and even new political agencies for
social change, namely, groups within community settings capable to play an influential
role in the public sphere. Public sphere here is understood as physical, social or cultural
contexts. Finally, artefact production is also important. Art products can be considered as
‘presents’ for the community setting.

550

555

560

Artefacts can be given away to the community setting, provoking changes that may lead
to perception changes among both direct participants about the community setting and
community setting ‘spectators’. We have observed new social relations coming out AQ6
¶
after given away this ‘presents’ (Arts practitioner). In this sense, a new and common
cultural capital is generated and articulated with other existing economic, social and
cultural capitals within the community.

Power and arts practitioners
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Another form of power that appears in these types of practices is expressed in the relationship between the artist and the participants. The following quotation further articulates
this: Power in a sense of structure that can oppress must be minimized through art practitioners’ actions. A sense of power non – oppressive but liberating has to be promoted.
Power is not inherently bad, it depends how we exercise it in the relationships we build at
the community settings. Artists can exercise power long as they are aware of how exercise
it, how is communicated and how is shared with other powers. (Arts practitioner)

The artists are the first ones to learn to manage their own power, mobilising that power
with and within those who are disadvantaged. The art serves to give representations
about oneself and of the world, and to build a series of rituals that also position individuals within the social field in a number of hierarchies; art also works as an instrument of distinction and hierarchy of people. If a person has arts training and
occupies a position in the arts field, he or she has a capacity-building potential that
can be directed to either side: it can be directed to people who have less power
(aiming to change the structural reality) or to those who are higher in the social
order (maintaining the structural reality).
The position that the artist occupies implies necessarily an effort for the transfer of
skills, like an agreement, which is established between the artist and the community
setting. That agreement is bidirectional and considers that some receive knowledge AQ7
¶
but also in turn should be recognised as existing knowledge, establishing a relationship
between equals or a mutual recognition.
An empowerment approach redefines the professional’s role and relationship with
the target population. Hence, he or she becomes a collaborator or facilitator rather than AQ8
¶
an expert and counsellor; he or she works with instead of advocating for them.
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Professionals need to learn about the participants through their cultures, their worldviews and their life struggles (Zimmerman 2000).
Discussion
There are great parallels that we have found in our application of the theory of empowerment to explore interviewees’ understandings and perceptions about how CBAC
practices play a role in empowerment processes among individuals, groups and communities, as reported in Table 1. Some of the dimensions and indicators of empowerment at the theoretical level are easily identifiable from interviewees’ reports, although
it is surprising that in some cases the interviewees had not heard of the concept of
empowerment previously nor were aware of the existence of the theory. This finding
supports the need to connect academic research and writing with the work of practitioners, establishing real synergies between both types of knowledge and a twopronged approach (praxis).
Our findings in this study show how participants spoke about CBAC practices and
its effects can be conceptualised using the empowerment theory as it has been developed in the community psychology literature. Through our analysis we were able to
identify several dimensions of empowerment that are in line with psychological
empowerment (Christens 2012; Zimmerman 1995) as well as relational empowerment
(Christens 2012), which includes collaborative competence, bridging social divisions
and network mobilisation. Importantly, the findings also demonstrate that participants
understand empowerment as something that operates at multiple levels including the
group/organisational and community levels. Again, these understandings echo the
writing of Zimmerman (2000) and Peterson and Zimmerman (2004). Zimmerman’s
(2000) theoretical framework includes OE, which refers to organisational efforts that
generate psychological empowerment among members and organisational
effectiveness.
CABC practices seek to effect collective-level change. This goal is in line with the
notion of community empowerment, which includes community organising and other
forms of social organising and action aimed at addressing threats to community wellbeing, improving quality of life and facilitating citizen participation (Peterson and Zimmerman 2004). The findings show that participants’ understandings point to domains of
empowerment (Laverack 2001). ‘Domains’ are areas of influence that allow individuals
and groups to better organise and mobilise themselves towards social and political
changes (Laverack 2006).
Importantly, while the term empowerment is often invoked in reference to CABC
practices to advocate for it or defend it, it is often done without a clearly articulated
theoretical and conceptual framework. Our findings show that the language that different stakeholders use in reference to CABC practices resonates with the academic
writing on empowerment. We argue that the empowerment theory may be a valuable
addition to documenting, examining and assessing the impacts of CABC practices
and in so doing, contributes to the evidence base of the power of arts-based practice
for social change.
CBAC practices, by and of itself, may not do the change, but it is an important
mobiliser of empowerment processes. CBAC practices should be articulated with
broader systematic efforts aimed at social change like community development programmes, community actions and other participation-based public policies and programmes in the context. Empowerment-oriented CBAC practices should adopt an
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‘empowerment agenda’ that is concerned with the development of individual, group
and collective capacities and awareness about social and cultural spaces in which
they are situated, and that shape everyday interactions and community relations.
Here, empowerment is not reduced to individual psychological dynamics, and also
includes contextual or setting-level variables as well as social and political processes
(Rappaport 1994), assuming a focus on second-order change or transformative AQ9
¶
change, that are changing the systems and their assumptions (Nelson and Prilleltensky
2010).
From this study, we know more widely and more deeply the empowering dimension
of the CBAC practices from the understandings and perceptions of those who impel or
analysed them in the context of Barcelona. However, there remains a need for future
research to compare, or verify, some of the results of empowerment in the participants
themselves, which is the task for a later phase of this research.
Note
1.
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Residency, developing a model of arts residency applied to civic engagement. Lifelong
Learning Programme, European Union.
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