
GUIDE to SOCIAL CHANGE THROUGH ART



WELCOME to SOCIAL ART

What is Social Art? What are the important aspects to be mindful of 
when leading Social Art workshops? What are different approaches 
taken by different artists? 
To explore this topic and to find some answers, we met for one week 
with ten artists from Turkey, Germany, Croatia, the United States and 
Great Britain who are engaged in Social Art. Each artist led a work-
shop for the group and together we discussed what Social Art means 
to us. We focused mainly on the topics of building trust, awareness, 
the question of structure, and in the end, we were able to define some 
principles of Social Art. This guide collects the thoughts, discussions 
and findings of our talks. It will not provide answers to all the questi-
ons above, but should be understood as a starting point of reflection 
and discussion on Social Art. The mindmaps that you will find at the 
beginning of each topic should be read as illustrating this starting 
point. They collect the thoughts and notes we had on the topics but 
make no claim to be complete. The texts elaborate further on each 
aspect. We hope you will join our discussion on Social Art.
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what is 
SOCIAL ART

SHARING and  
CONNECTING
Use art as a means to 
connect with other peo-
ple and other ideas.

CREATE SPACES of  
EXPRESSION
for disadvantaged groups

IMPACT on the
ENVIRONMENT
creative expression that has an im-
pact on the environment by fostering 
emotions and thoughts in people.

STARTING a PROCESS of 
CHANGE, GROWTH  
or RELIEF 
for the participants

MAKING EVERYONE  
FEEL UNIQUE and EQUAL
at the same time. Emphasizing our 
differences makes us united in our 
humanity.

COMMUNAL CREATION
Remember that art is/was a communal 
creation in many cultures in the world, 
available to/for every one.

CONNECTING INNER 
and OUTER WORLD

PROCESS!
in the participants is our 
focus. It is not a question of 
good or bad art.

FOR a BETTER SOCIETY
Which society do we want? 
What does ‚better‘ mean? 
Who can decide?

ACCESSIBLE ART
make art accessible, especially for 
people at risk. Provide a chance 
for them to discover and use their  
artistic language



WHAT IS SOCIAL ART

Social Art is intentional. It wants to change something. 
It wants to have an impact on society, politics or human beings. 
It aims to make the world a better place. 

There  are  several  kinds  of  art  that  can  be  considered  as  social.  
But  the social art[ist] we are talking about is not the artist who  
produces a piece of art to make a statement or to influence his/her 
environment; it is the artist who becomes active as a social worker, 
working and connecting  with  groups  of  human beings  in the con-
text of art  workshops. 

In these art workshops the first aim is not to produce art pieces or to 
educate  artists.  It  is  not  a  question  of  ability,  of  being  good or 
bad, rather it is the process that counts. Art is a means to connect peo-
ple, to create a trusting atmosphere, to make them become  aware  of  
themselves and others.  Social art opens a space for people to express 
themselves. This space has to be a safe place, where participants feel 
secure enough to voice or show their  emotions in a  creative way. 
And by showing their emotions they can find a common ground with 
other people and form new connections, which is needed in order to 
make a change in our societies and in the world.  

But ‘where’ the artist wants to change remains. Does s*he have to 
have a picture in mind? Or is it enough to empower other human 
beings  and  enable  them  to  declare  their own thoughts  and  visions  
of  this  world?  What  is  ‘right’  for  our  society?  What  is  needed? 
All  of  us  may  answer  this  question  differently.  You can see some  
of  our  aims in social art on the following pages. 
What is your aim?

PROJECT: PEACE BEAT

The Peace  Beat  project was a program of rap  and  hip hop  work-
shops  for  which the general theme was ‘world peace’ and was con-
ducted with youth in Eskişehir, İzmir and İstanbul under the mode-
ration of rap and hip hop trainers.  
In the workshops, rap songs  and hip hop dance choreographies 
focusing on discrimination, diversity  and  prevention  of  violence  
were  created with  the  participating  youth .  The songs were brought 
together in an album and the choreographies were recorded on video. 
Most of the outcomes were shared through the Facebook page and 
project blog. 
PeaceBeat was the second hip hop project of SKYGD (Sosyal Kültürel 
Yaşamı  Geliştirme  Derneği),  following  Fırat  Bingöl’s  TANDEM 
project  Aynen    Einen  in  2014,  which  he  conducted  with  his  
partner  Ahmet Sinoplu (jfc Medienzentrum/Cologne).

For more information: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VWHVYUj6uQk&feature=share



what is the 
AIM of SOCIAL ART

OPEN SPACE TO DEVELOP
Activate and facilitate an open 
space for participants to develop 
their own community/society 
through creative practice.

BUILD TRUST BEYOND
patterns, borders, colours 
and nations

EXPLORE WAYS 
to be FREE
from the patterns of society 
and to let us be our true selves.

EXPRESS and 
TREAT WOUNDS
Create space for expression 
and releaf

LEARN from 
ONE ANOTHER
about ourselves, act as 
mirrors for one another.

BUILD MUTUAL 
AWARENESS and 
UNDERSTANDING

to create ENCOUNTERS
for a more DEMOCRATIC 
SOCIETY AND WORLD
Make people feel that they can 
create, do and change things, so 
that they become active mem-
bers of their society. 

BUILD SELF-AWARENESS 
and SELF-UNDERSTANDING

FOCUS ON POSITIVE
parts in your life

CURE INEQUALITIES

OPEN MINDS

WHAT IS YOUR AIM?

connect on a
HUMAN LEVEL
What makes you human? 
What hurts you? 
What makes you happy?
How do you breathe?



PRINCIPLES of SOCIAL ART ***

* Social art is an intentional action of the artist.

* Be inclusive and empathetic.

* Take time to build trust among the group and with you.

* Be vulnerable.

* Communicate and relate on an equal level.

* Create an open and safe space for the participants to join with
their emotions. Provoke empathy, foster connections and develop 
mutual understanding.

* Open space for the participants to discover and express their
potential, qualities, skills, emotions and thoughts.

* Try not to approach topics that divide (ex. national characteris-
tics) but to find topics that connect (ex. emotions).  

* Be aware of what is needed and be flexible in your workshop to 
react to the needs of the participants.

* Be ready for surprises.

* Focus more on the process rather than the outcome

* Be aware of and sensitive to cultural patterns. Observe and give
them space but also open the space for other ways to play with the 
patterns and perhaps deconstruct them.

* Open new perceptions.

* Remind the participants that they are unique and valuable beings.

* Explore and create a communal experience to provoke awarness 
of the other and that we are part of something wider than our-
selves. Remember that art is and was a communal experience in 
many cultures.

* Have fun and play.

* Work sustainably. Share examples and methods.



TRUST

be OPEN to 
MUTUAL SHARING 

FEELING of HOME

FEEL FREE 
to EXPRESS

find a 
COMMON GROUND
and DIALOGUE
before starting.  
Simple emotion. Play! 

FORM a STRONG TEAM
Have people be there for people 
with less trust

INSTEAD of HELPING 
THEM, JOIN THEM 
don‘t be a stranger

COMPROMISING 
QUALITY and  
CONTENT 
for existing difficulties

LISTEN and  
BE LISTENED TO

TRUST IS NEEDED
to be able to learn. Only when  
there is a trusting environment can 
learning happen.

PLACE for 
EVERYONE

CORE CONCEPT: TRUST

Trust is THE important principle in Social Art workshops. Our 
goal is for participants to find a safe space where they feel free to 
express their thoughts and emotions and perhaps, to try things they 
wouldn’t normally try. It is crucial that the participants find themsel-
ves in an atmosphere of trust - which means that they have to trust 
the workshop leader and the other participants. They should know 
they will be listened to, but should also learn to listen to others. In 
a safe and honest environment where everyone feels comfortable 
expressing themselves they will overcome their fears, become open 
to sharing what is inside, and will be able to learn.     
To create trust, it is important to find a common ground on which 
to communicate and to connect to the other members of the group. 
Therefore, it is important to find things that are familiar to everyone. 
The easiest thing, which every human knows and can connect to, are 
emotions. If people laugh together, they will feel the strong connec-
tion of humanity. An easy way to build up this connection is to play 
games together. As workshop leader, it is important to be vulnerable, 
open and honest so that the participants can connect with you as 
well. Get to know the participants and meet them on an equal level. 
Don’t be a stranger, take part in the activities and become a partici-
pant. When you join the activities, you show yourself on the same 
level, with the same inhibitions or sensitivities as your participants.
To meet people where they are, be prepared for different needs and 
interests. People come into the workshops from different back-
grounds and with different experiences, so making them forget their 
fears and trust you and each other may take some time. Be reliable 
in your words and efforts; show, as well as tell, your commitment to 
your participants and the project. Allow people to get to know you 
and see you as part of the community.  Take the time to build up trust 
and take the time to give longer workshops and come back regularly. 



how to create
TRUST

TAKE TIME
to build trust

SIMPLE and CLEAR
STRUCTURE

GET TO KNOW 
one another

connect on a
HUMAN LEVEL
Simple emotion. Play! 

BE TRUSTWORTHY 
keep your word

BE VULNERABLE,
OPEN and HONEST

be prepared for
DIFFERENT NEEDS 
and INTERESTS
Be flexible with content.

CREATE SAFE SPACES
where people can express 
their emotions

BE PART of DAILY LIFE
Never miss a wedding in the 
village. Become familiar with 
the community.

RESPECT 
CULTURAL HABITS
daily routines, trinkets 
and connect with them

USE FAMILIAR ELEMENTS
for example, use rythms the parti-
cipants know (5/8 7/8 in Turkey)

METHODS: TRUSTBUILDING

MOVEMENT. flow with partner 
General Method:
Couples are moving together with the music. Guide A(open eyes) 
leads the partner B. Follower B (closed eyes) is behind partner A, 
with a hand on the shoulder of A. B follows with cloed eyes. A and B 
start a journey together. 

Further steps: 
Change roles. Change partners. Try it with no Leader/Follower.

Other possibilities: 
Follower B (closed eyes) is led from behind. Guide A (open eyes) 
leads the  partner  with  his/her  palm,  touching  the  hand  of  B.  This  
exercise can be done with different body parts as well, for example 
touch the elbow, head, or a mix of all the body parts.

Evaluation: 
In pairs, discuss and share your experience with each other. 
Common  circle:  Say  a  word  or  phrase  to  the  collective  space  in  
the circle. Thus, you will build up a collective response to the exercise 
as well as gather information and feedback.

MOVEMENT. circle of trust
The group is standing in a large circle, leaving plenty of space in the 
middle. One person steps in, closes their eyes and starts walking 
around the space. The group members take care that s*he does not 
leave the circle and with gentle touches, steers her/him back into the 
middle. The wideness of the circle and the speed of the person in the 
middle can be adapted according to the trust of the person (start with 
a smaller circle, getting wider/ encouraging the person slowly to start 
running, picking up speed as their trust grows). When the person in 
the middle wants to finish he/she steps back into the circle.



PAINTING. feel me
General Method:
The participants work in groups of two. One (A) is sitting with closed 
eyes in front of a piece of paper with a pen in his/her hand. The se-
cond person (B) is sitting at his/her back and draws a picture with 
his/her finger on the back of A. A draws on the paper what s*he is 
feeling on his/her back. 

SOUND. contrast game. Silence & Noise. 
“There is no wrong sound. All is sound.” 

General Method:
The  group  is  standing  in  a  circle.  Begin in  silence.  Focus  on  
your  breathing.  Then, whoever  feels  like  it  starts  to  jump/ shout/
make  noise/make music/dance and for a moment, becomes the ‘lea-
der’. There  are  no  limitations.  Whatever  is  done  by  the  leader,  
everyone does the same. Whenever the leading person wants, s*he 
may stop. Then another person starts and becomes the next leader.

Possibilities: 
Go around the circle. Move around in the space. 

Thoughts:
Are there natural leaders and natural followers? How natural does it 
feel to lead or  to follow?

MOVEMENT. I‘m falling
General Method:
All members of the group are walking around in the space. One per-
son starts to say „I‘m falling“ and then lets him/herself fall down 
slowly. All members of the group try to reach her/him before s*he 
hits the ground. After someone is caught, or at the same time, the 
next person starts to say, “I’m falling”. The whole group has to be very 
aware of one another and always be ready to catch their fellow group 
members so that no one gets hurt.



METHODS:  
TRUSTBUILDING in one‘s own ABILITIES and WORTH

PAPERWORK. 
everybody is same everybody is different
General Method: 
All participants get a piece of paper and some small directions: Fold 
the paper in the middle. // Fold it again in the middle. // Rip off the 
upper right corner. // Fold it again. // Rip off the upper right corner.

Aim:
Becoming  aware  of  and  showing  respect  to  everyone’s  differen-
ces . This exercise is especially beneficial for participants who do not 
think they can draw because it teaches them to become aware and 
that  it  is  not  talent  that  counts but the uniqueness of every human 
being.

AWARENESS
of myself
of others
of the group 

MAKING PEOPLE
AWARE
Open perceptions and 
senses

OPENNESS
Awareness needs openness 
and the ability to reflect

BEING PRESENT
Accepting what is. Being open 
to anything that happens here 
and now.

AWARENESS of
YOURSELF
Be aware of what happens in-
side and outside of yourself, 
of what you feel and how you 
react. Know who you are, what 
you want, and what your faults 
and abilities are.

AWARENESS OF 
THE WORLD
Looking from a wider perspective. 
Being aware of your life and the 
impact you and your actions have 
on others and on society.

AWARENESS OF 
SUBJECTIVITY
Being aware of diverse percep-
tions of reality and of the world.



CORE CONCEPT: AWARENESS

Awareness comes in many forms – awareness of yourself, of others, of 
the group, of the community and the world at large. It is essential that 
you know yourself and are sensitive to the needs of others in order to 
be flexible in your art practice. Likewise, those in your group should 
also learn and practice being aware of one another. Included in this 
guide are activities that teach us how to be aware – emotionally, spa-
tially, sensorially, physically, and intellectually. 

We cannot force others to be aware but we can teach each other and 
ourselves to become more aware. We can learn what it feels like to be 
aware of one another and their needs. Essential to this practice is to 
be present in each activity – focus on the project and the people. Be 
open to unexpected results and reactions. Be flexible in your plan.

Everyone  has  different  views  and  values.  In  order  to  accommo-
date  these  differences  in  your  program,  be  aware  of  the  commu-
nity  in  which  you  are  working  and  the  participants  with  whom  
you  are  engaging. In turn, be aware of your own prejudices and 
expectations, remain open to differences of opinions.

The  goal  of  social  art  is  to  affect  social  change  –  be  aware  of  
this  impact  and  the  impact  of  your  own  actions.  Take  a  step  
back  from  your practice and evaluate how your project fits within 
every context. Self-critical reflection will strengthen your art practice 
and enable an open space in  which  your  community  can  come  
together  through  trust and awareness.    

METHODS: SELF + GROUPAWARENESS

PAINTING. basic emotions as a line 
General Method:
Everyone  in  the  group  gets  a  paper  and  a  pen.  Everyone folds 
the  paper so that it is divided into eight parts. The group decides on 
eight emotions they want to draw and then writes one emotion in the 
upper right corner of each section. For example: love, anger, anxiety, 
happiness, excitement... Then, everyone takes some  time  to  draw  
these emotions with lines  or points, without using any symbols.

Evaluation: 
Everyone’s papers can be cut into the eight parts and be sorted 
according to the emotions. As a group, have a look at them and 
discuss what everyone sees. There will be similarities and differen-
ces, showing the range of interpretations by each individual in the 
group. 



SOUND. the circle is sound
General Method:
The group is standing in a circle. Inside the circle of people is sound. 
One person walks/runs/jumps/dances/moves inside the circle and 
the rest of the group makes sounds of the movements. Everybody 
takes turns.

METHODS: GROUP AWARENESS
MOVEMENT. common run
General Method:
Move together in the space. Take care that the space is filled, do not 
leave holes and do not walk in circles. 

Further steps:
If  someone  stops,  everyone  stops. When someone decides  to  move  
again, everyone moves again. // Sit, lay, stand, walk – everyone re-
acts in the group. // Follow a leader, copy the energy of the leader. 
// Follow different leaders. // The workshop leader makes a sound. 
Everyone stops and closes his/her  eyes.  The  workshop  leader  says  
a  name  of  a  person  of  the  group and everyone has to point where 
to s*he is standing. 

Aim:
Building up a common sense in the group. Making everyone sensi-
tive to each person in the group. Listening to each other as a group. 

CONCENTRATION. counting to 20
General Method:
The group is standing in a circle and has to count to twenty collec-
tively. BUT, only one person can speak at a time. Someone starts by 
saying ‘one’, then someone else should say ‘two’.  If two people  say  the 
same  number  at  the  same  time the group has to start over again 
at ‘one’.

MOVEMENT. bamboo forest
General Method:
All participants of the group stand spread around in the space. Each 
person is a bamboo tree in a bamboo forest. Everyone can step out 
of their bamboo role, become a ninja and run through the bamboo 
forest. One person starts running, not hitting the other bamboo  trees  
and  decides  to  stop  at  some  point.  As soon as  s*he  stops,  another 
person should become the next ninja, running through the bamboo 
forest. 

Further steps: 
First one ninja runs. If he stops, two other ninjas start. The two ninjas 
must find a moment to stop at the same time. Then three other ninjas 
start and so on. If too many start to run, one ninja can decide to stop 
so the number of ninjas is corrected.

MOVEMENT. shapes
can be played silently
General Method:
The group is standing in a circle. The circle should be perfectly round. 
If one person moves, the circle has to be rearranged. The group leader 
is telling shapes or showing them silently with their hands (circle, 
triangle, square...) and the group has to rearrange without speaking.

METHODS: SELFAWARENESS

MOVEMENT. 5 rythms of movement
by Gabrielle Roth
General Method:
Everybody is moving in the room freely on his/her own. There are 5 
different phases underlined with different music.

1. FLOW: water-like flowing energy through the joints



2. STACCATO : sharp,  rhythmic,  controlled,  open-close,  direct,  
like  Michael Jackson 

3. CHAOTIC: Chaotic joints, at the same time, fast, slow, like a ROCK 
Festival

4. LYRICAL: One hand telling a story, two hands, elbows, hips, knees, 
chest can be staccato, or flowing. Tell your own story with the body. 

5. MOVING ENERGY: Ball in the Pelvis - with a partner, tell a story 
and listen to each other - from one side to the other side of the room. 
Pass the ball between each other, play with the ball. 

6. STILLness: Stand still on two feet, feel the vibrations. Feet are roo-
ted in the ground. Let your hands meet over your head, reach to the 
sky before letting them down to the belly in front of the body. Feel the 
center. Still  energy  becomes  deeper.

STRUCTURE

GOOD BALANCE  
of STRUCTURE and OPEN SPACE
Have a structure which provides space for 
people to join with their own personality. 
Space defines structure.

its the PEOPLE
who COUNT
Don‘t get stuck in your 
plans. Be aware of what 
people need. 

FLEXIBILITY
Be prepared and open to react 
to the needs of the participants.

WHO DEFINES
the STRUCTURE?



the question of: STRUCTURE

For  artists  working  in  a  social  context,  the  question  of  struc-
ture  or  no structure may be an unexpected, yet essential question to 
address. Every  practitioner  may  find  different  approaches  work  
in  different  contexts and with different demographics, yet remember 
that at the core  of  Social  Art  are  the  people  with/for  whom  you  
are  working.  Therefore, at times in your practice, take a self-critical 
approach and question your own process and ask: Who should define 
the structure? What is your role in the process as the ‘leader’?

One of the key components  to  gain  trust  from  the  community  
is  to  arrive  organized  and  well  prepared.  You  should  have  a  
structure  prepared  ahead  of  time but be ready to change and adapt 
the structure to the context. Likewise, leave room within your struc-
ture for participants to bring in their own ideas and personality. The 
structure should be shaped in such a way to be structure-less – let 
space define the structure.

Stay aware of what people may want and need and remain flexible 
in your planning. If you are coming from the outside to work within  
another  community,  be  inclusive  of  the  different  cultures,  socio-
political and spiritual values that the participants may contribute.  Be  
willing  to  change  aspects  of  your  planned  program  and  prepare  
an  open-ended  structure  that  allows  for  adaptation.  Keep  yourself 
from planning and imposing a rigid structure onto the participants 
– instead,  find ways to shape the structure with your participants. 

POSITION of the LEADER

We understand the leader as someone who is part of the group. S*he 
is  not  an  outstanding  person,  who  knows  everything,  but instead 
is  a  human  being on an equal level with all the participants. S*he 
should also be able to learn and to adapt according to the needs of 
the participants (*see flexibility in STRUCTURE). At the same time 
s*he should know what his/her aim is in the workshop and take care 
of ‘holding the space’ so that a safe space is created where the partici-
pants can feel at ease and free to express themselves.
The leader should get to know the people s*he is working with, to 
understand where they come from, what they do in their daily lives, 
how their social environment looks and try to establish a connection 
with them. If s*he is with the participants for just a short time, s*he 
should try to leave some knowledge, methods and/or games which 
the participants can  easily  continue after the  leader  leaves.



how to create 
SUSTAINABILITY

TIME: LONGTERM  
Try to realize longterm projects, and 
workshops to really have an impact.

PLACE
camps, neighbourhoods, prisons, 
schools, community centers, mu-
seums, outdoors...

FEEDBACK
It is important to improve 
yourself and your practice.

HORIZONTAL SHARING 
Be equal and able to learn. 
Share your methods and skills. 

PARTICIPANTS
Create strong individuals.

OUTCOME
Create something visual 
that lasts for the partici-
pants and the public.

CREATE AWARENESS, 
STRENGTH and TRUST 
INSIDE PEOPLE

TRAIN the TRAINERS
EDUCATE the EDUCATORS
train new workshop leaders and trans-
fer the knowledge to the community

TEACH the SKILLS to 
SUSTAIN THEMSELVES
give people the ‚skills‘ to sustain 
themselves, instead of continuing 
the cycle of helping.

INFRASTRUCTURE
Develop a structure and 
create a common space 
in which workshops can 
happen in the future.

how to deal with the  
PATTERNS OF SOCIETY

CREATE a SPACE  
of FREEDOM
It is impossible to escape the pat-
terns of society because we are all 
influenced by them and we can-
not change them as individuals. 
But we should recognize them 
and then create a space for free 
expression and a playground in 
which to play with the patterns.

MAKE PEOPLE 
MEET as HUMANS
Overcome religious, ethnic 
and economic differences. 
Make people come together 
through emotions, actions 
and games. 



SOCIAL ART: Towards social practice

What is Social Art? Social art and artsitic activism seeks a common 
goal, which is not just to structure a social (volunteer) project. Briefly 
Social Art includes the various aspects of practical art skills with the 
social practice together. It seeks for the awareness about the social 
context and encourages the multi discipliner skills to decode oursel-
ves and the participants considering the cultural mimics and identi-
ties. Because social practice can be easily defined and shaped by its 
structure through impersonal perceptions however, social practice 
with tools of art starts with a single person and ends with staying in 
the experience of that single person. 
„Social practice is an art medium that focuses on engagement through 
human interaction and social discourse.“ Here the importance is 
underlined not only for the social practice as an organisation or 
process of production but also gives attention to the interaction and 
aesthetic approaches during the execution of the very process based 
motivation. The content of the process based interests in a social act 
can be defined as a complex structure just because of giving impor-
tance to these motivations about participatory action and nonviolent 
communication. Therefore, we can and should claim the structure 
of social art with these elements of communication, awareness, trust 
which are all more likely to be challenged by the constant change of 
new dimensions and needs to be resolved in our new societies. 
In Social Art we do not create an art piece, but we create an act which 
includes new values for the communication between personalities in 
an aesthetic process of social interactions. The outcome of artistic art 
here is not a stage work but its an outcome which carries new values 
of an healthy open/free base of communication within us towards the 
stage of every day life. Let‘s go for it.
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http://www.sivilsayfalar.org
http://sivildusun.net
https://www.salto-youth.net
http://www.culturalfoundation.eu
http://www.tandemforculture.org/
http://ecflabs.org/
http://www.2wheels4change.com/

and FUNDING
http://ecflabs.org/lab/eu-funds
http://www.culturalfoundation.eu/step
http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en
http://sivildusun.net/
https://aciktoplumvakfi.org.tr/destek-programlarimiz/
http://cedturkiye.kulturturizm.gov.tr/
https://www.jugendbruecke.de/index.php?id=1&L=1
http://www.kulturmachtstark-sh.de/
http://siviltoplumdestek.org/hibe-programlari/


