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Abstract
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• We highlight the significant potential of place-based arts and human-
ities approaches for working with and engaging communities in 
building climate resilience and driving climate action.

• We underline the importance of generating genuine two-way 
dialogue, knowledge exchange and co-creation between academics, 
practitioners, and community members.

• We point to the importance of robustly and reflexively assessing the 
effectiveness of arts and humanities-led engagement.

• We argue that working collectively to develop more integrated 
climate and arts/cultural policy is imperative for supporting future 
long-term climate resilience. 

Keywords Arts · Humanities · Community engagement · Climate 
resilience 

1 Introduction 

Over the last decade, a growing body of research has identified the effec-
tiveness of arts and humanities approaches for connecting climate science 
with communities that stand to be most affected by climate change [1– 
3]. This links to a range of strategies that explore how audiences can be 
engaged with climate issues through creative, historical and place-based 
encounters [4–7]. However, the outcomes and opportunities for learning 
from arts and humanities-based research are not always well disseminated 
or valued by disciplines outside of arts and humanities circles [7–9]. 
This includes at national policy level where arts and humanities have 
exerted little influence over the ways in which climate change is framed
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within public discourse and climate policy—despite targeted recommen-
dations for policymakers [9–11]. As a result, the benefits of mobilising 
arts and humanities approaches in order to build climate resilience remain 
underutilised by climate scientists and policymakers [11]. 

This chapter addresses these research and policy gaps, sharing key 
learnings from five arts and humanities-led UKCR projects. Here we 
provide an overview of the evolving academic and practice-based discus-
sions that emerged during the lifespan of each project, and present 
reflections identified in a series of collaborative workshops with project 
teams in spring 2022 and subsequently through a paper session at the 
Royal Geographical Society Annual International Conference in August 
2022 [12]. In doing so, this chapter will demonstrate the value of arts and 
humanities approaches for engaging communities with climate change 
impacts and action, and the importance of place and dialogue for building 
effective climate resilience. The projects are as follows:

• ‘Community climate resilience through folk pageantry’ (Creative 
Climate Resilience), led by Dr Jenna Ashton at the University of 
Manchester.

• ‘Risky Cities: Living with water in an uncertain future climate’ (Risky 
Cities) and the related UKCR impact project On the Edge, led by 
Professor Briony McDonagh at the University of Hull.

• ‘CLandage: Building climate resilience through community land-
scapes and cultural heritage’ (CLandage), led by Professor Neil 
Macdonald at the University of Liverpool.

• ‘Once upon a time in a heatwave’ (Once Upon a Time), an 
embedded researcher project led by Dr Alan Kennedy-Asser at the 
University of Bristol.

• ‘Time and Tide: Resilience, adaptation, art’ (Time and Tide), an 
embedded researcher project led by Professor Corinna Wagner at 
the University of Exeter. 

What follows is divided into three sections. The first reflects on the 
importance of place-based approaches in driving awareness, action and 
resilience building, while the second explores issues around community 
dialogue. The third focuses on the impacts of these projects, including 
local and national policy outcomes. The final section summarises our key 
learnings and suggests directions for future enquiry.
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2 Importance of Place 

Central to all projects was a belief that place mattered and that place-
based approaches help make climate impacts more tangible and relatable 
to members of the public—and so build a platform for engagement and 
action [7, 13]. Local stories and place-specific climate messages proved 
valuable for each of the UKCR projects in being able to transition from 
small-scale questions about community resilience to larger scale issues 
such as climate change, so that personal and community resilience was 
built through understanding past extremes in the local area. Importantly, 
several projects utilised the local as a lens through which to connect the 
past, present and future in productive ways to drive anticipatory action. 
Understanding historical relationships to place and environment proved 
important for facilitating engagement with generational and longer-term 
interactions that communities have had with their environment. This 
helped to generate a sense of identity and environmental continuity that 
was conducive to positive climate action [14]. 

The UKCR projects variously harnessed place-based and historically 
informed approaches, using different geographical lenses and delivering 
project outcomes at varying geographical scales. ‘CLandage’ and ‘Risky 
Cities’ worked with archival material including maps, civic records, anti-
quarian histories, diaries and newspapers—for Cumbria, Staffordshire and 
the Outer Hebrides, and Hull and the East Riding of Yorkshire, respec-
tively—to research experiences of living with climate, weather and flood 
for use in delivering local climate interventions. By contrast, ‘Creative 
Climate Resilience’ worked at a much smaller scale, focusing on the 
ward of Miles Platting and Newton Heath in Manchester, selected in 
part because of its high socioeconomic, health and political inequalities 
and conflicting development agendas. Working within an area defined 
by its political boundary offered insights into how local authority prac-
tices materialise at a micro level in ways that are distinct from city 
or regional scales. Investigating people’s perceptions, knowledge and 
experiences of ‘local’ place and neighbourhoods—distinctiveness, care, 
activity, networks, assets—proved vital for local participation and inclu-
sion in underlining the complexity of community resilience, and what 
this offers for mitigation and adaptation strategies. In turn, explorations 
of folklore and mythological storytelling have helped transform the way 
place and landscape are perceived and imagined in Miles Platting and 
Newton Heath, folding nature and culture together and promoting a
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personal connection to climate change that stimulates awareness, action 
and resilience. 

Narratives connected to place are also important to the ‘Once Upon a 
Time’ and ‘Time and Tide’ projects. Memory and anecdote add personal 
stories to otherwise impersonal data. In ‘Once Upon a Time’, partici-
pants explored their relationship to place and how this intersected with 
climate-related experiences to generate individual stories. These often 
tied memories of weather extremes to dates, places, activities or senses, 
or explored a theme in the past, present and future. The insights were 
then brought together to produce compelling narratives, as was the case 
for the ‘Future of the Northern Irish Countryside’, a story produced in 
collaboration with local storyteller Liz Weir. The creative act of story-
telling provided an alternative way for the climate research community to 
explore place-based climate data at more intimate scales than is produced 
by climate risk modelling. The ‘Time and Tide’ project features large 
sculptural bells that ring at high tide, installed at sites around the British 
coast from the Isle of Lewis to Cornwall (Fig. 1). The bells were cata-
lysts for sharing memories about climate change in coastal communities, 
with each bell a centrepiece for conversations amongst local grassroots 
groups, educators, regional conservation groups and arts hubs. Partici-
pants designed and implemented activities ranging from beach schools to 
‘TEDx’-style panels with the aim of translating place-based stories into 
plans of action on climate change. As a result, members of citizen science 
groups have collaborated with academics and contributed to scientific 
findings while the Friends of Par Beach and school groups in Harwich, 
Essex have cleaned beaches.

3 Generating Dialogue 

All the projects went beyond addressing specific knowledge deficits or 
one-way communication, working instead to foster two-way dialogue, 
knowledge exchange and co-creation between academics, practitioners 
and community members. They all centre on equity and social justice 
concerns, working to ensure that communities have agency over the 
knowledge that they are part of producing and that it is used in ways 
that are beneficial to them. This was especially important in working with 
communities whose past experiences may have been of research being 
‘done on’ rather than ‘with’ them.
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Fig. 1 Appledore Time and Tide Bell. Artist: Marcus Vergette (Photograph 
Corinna Wagner, 2021)

Arts and humanities-based approaches offer unique opportunities to 
facilitate dialogue creation. Creative workshops offer an approachable 
way for communities to engage in academic research. At the same 
time, creative practices, especially handwork (such as sewing, knitting 
and crafting), can offer space for difficult conversations about sea level 
rise, coastal erosion and loss, particularly when they draw upon place-
based and historically informed stories, which make big stories of global 
change more relevant and legible at the local scale. For ‘Risky Cities’ 
and ‘CLandage’, intensive programmes of archival recovery [15, 16] fed  
into creative workshops, offering opportunities for participants to work 
with archival materials, maps and material objects while sharing their 
experiences of weather, climate and flood. ‘Risky Cities’ recovered an 800-
year history of living with water and flood in Hull and the surrounding 
region, using these resources to inform a series of place-based, histori-
cally informed arts events (see the discussion of FloodLights below) and a 
community engagement programme involving textile and creative writing
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workshops, a soundscape and a touring exhibition. ‘CLandage’ devel-
oped workshops and exhibitions that used cultural heritage materials from 
Staffordshire and the Outer Hebrides to generate dialogue around climate 
and extreme weather; for example, the project utilising qualitative records 
of past weather as a prompt for participants to write about their own 
memories, or to reinterpret the original source material coloured by their 
own experiences and understanding of the local environment. 

In both projects, participants’ experiences fed into the research process, 
culminating in co-created outputs including poetry, [17] creative writing,  
craft and storytelling that were used in digital and in-person exhibitions 
curated by and displayed within the communities concerned. Each exhibi-
tion also facilitated discussion around climate change between workshop 
participants and their family and friends. Similarly, with the ‘Time and 
Tide’ initiative, local oral histories collected at bell sites (e.g. Morecambe 
in Lancashire, Redcar in North Yorkshire and Harwich in Essex) were 
the starting point for multi-artist exhibitions and creative writing publica-
tions. Oral histories revealed much about the decline of coastal industries, 
land erosion and flooding, but also provided insights into the language, 
images and cultural references that people use to express their feelings 
and plans. Age-old narratives of ‘The Flood1 ’ formed the basis of perfor-
mances by Cornwall-based theatre group Prodigal UPG (https://prodig 
alupg.com), while video responses to the question “What does the sea 
mean to you?” were reproduced in the film COTIDAL (https://timean 
dtidebell.org/cotidal-new/), by artist Tania Kovats. 

‘Once Upon a Time’ also used a simple question to generate dialogue: 
“What is your favourite thing about the countryside?”. Participants were 
then able to use this prompt to explore their own experiences of place and 
climate change. ‘Creative Climate Resilience’ utilised a related but distinct 
model of socially engaged practice through arts-based research, gener-
ating stories, images, performances, music and creative objects (Fig. 2) 
in order to encourage residents, local authority members, environmental 
charities, religious organisations, community developers, youth workers 
and schools to participate in creatively articulating perspectives and solu-
tions for climate mitigation and adaptation issues—and thus feed into 
local climate action plans. As one contributor to this chapter eloquently

1 The use of ‘The Flood’ refers to stories of flooding or deluge often attributed to 
deity or deities, sent to destroy civilisations or punish the wicked, often in an act of 
divine retribution. 
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put it, “Researching through embedded engagement brings people with 
you on a journey of curiosity and knowledge creation, and ensures that 
both the academic research and creative outputs are genuine public 
scholarship”. Crucially, practice such as this demonstrates how creative 
research is joyful and playful, while also having serious implications for 
decision-making. 

Similar experiences were reported in On the Edge, a collaborative 
project between the National Youth Theatre and the University of Hull, 
funded by a UKCR impact award. The 90-minute, co-created theatrical 
performance platformed young people’s experiences of living with climate 
change in coastal and estuarine communities on a global policy stage 
at the 26th UN Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) 
in Glasgow UK. It comprised a new play by Adeola Yemitan called I 
Don’t Care, and a climate cabaret directed by Tatty Hennessey including 
spoken word, poetry, music and magic. This rich and stimulating project

Fig. 2 Creating objects for the ‘Creative Climate Resilience’ project (Photo-
graph Jenna Ashton, 2021) 



6 LEARNING FROM ARTS AND HUMANITIES APPROACHES … 83

was characterised by intensive two-way dialogue between researchers and 
young creatives, facilitated via online development workshops and in-
person rehearsals. Reflective journals kept by participants—including the 
academic researchers—chart the cognitive, bodily and emotional experi-
ences of those involved in producing a piece of theatre that critiqued the 
barriers to climate action experienced by young people, and challenged 
collective expectations about young people’s experiences of the climate 
crisis. 

4 Understanding Community and Policy Impacts 

Demonstrating the value of arts and humanities approaches to do more 
than simply ‘window dress’ climate science required each of the teams 
to robustly and reflexively assess the effectiveness of arts and humanities-
led engagement to drive climate resilience. This demand was addressed 
in three ways. First, each of the projects worked to ensure measures for 
assessing effectiveness were developed in relation to the needs and existing 
resources within communities, rather than imposed upon them, even 
though the precise measures of success used varied across the projects. 
In the case of ‘Creative Climate Resilience’, effectiveness was understood 
as a scale where outcomes were identified by and with the participants. 
For some participants, that meant empowering them to join the conversa-
tion around climate action; for others it meant exploring how they could 
move from climate or political apathy to awareness and action. Effective-
ness also included being able to provide new insights for decision-makers 
and developing new processes, content and storytelling that contributed 
to existing resilience activities and supported the community to thrive not 
just survive. These outcomes were then measured utilising an embedded 
process that identified the individual and organisational changes amongst 
those involved in the project, as well as the legacy projects that emerged 
from engaging in the research process. 

At the same time, the project teams recognised that persuading policy 
audiences of the value of arts-based engagement in driving climate 
action—and thereby increasing the uptake of these approaches—is facil-
itated by being able to chart (and on occasion, quantify) our impacts. 
‘The Risky Cities’ team, for example, analysed audience feedback from 
its programme of community arts interventions including ‘FloodLights’ 
(Fig. 3), a series of multimedia, light and sound installations exploring 
Hull’s experiences of living with water past, present and future, which
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took place in Hull city centre in October 2021 and attracted an audi-
ence of more than 11,000. Survey responses demonstrate that the event 
drove shifts in people’s thinking about living with water, flooding and 
climate change, with 64% of respondents reporting that the event made 
them think about climate futures, and a third reporting behavioural 
changes they planned to make in relation to this.2 As the survey results 
make clear, place-based approaches—in particular, site-specific installa-
tions that mobilised Hull’s watery histories and identities—were crucial 
in generating engagement and action towards climate resilience.

Finally, the UKCR projects discussed here each made direct policy 
interventions. ‘Creative Climate Resilience’ centred their approach 
around the co-design of an open access toolkit for different interest 
groups to be able to undertake their own climate action planning. This 
was embedded across a wider spectrum of knowledge exchange with 
local authority actors—including neighbourhood teams, climate officers, 
elected members, community groups and scrutiny committees—that all 
fed into the local climate action plan. This was also a reflexive process, 
documenting policy engagement as the project progressed and sharing 
processes and findings. Similarly, ‘Risky Cities’ targeted a range of local 
and national policy audiences to shape best practice for resilience building 
through arts and humanities. This included hosting a climate resilience 
workshop for local stakeholders; developing a policy brief shared with 
MPs across Hull and the local council; contributing to flood risk policy 
(e.g. Hull City Council’s Local Flood Risk Management Strategy for 
2022–2028, POSTNOTE 647 on Coastal Management [11, 18, 19]; and 
tabled amendments to the Levelling Up Bill by Hull MP, Emma Hardy); 
and contributing to cultural policy (e.g. responses to the Department for 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport inquiry on culture, place-making and 
the levelling up agenda) [20]. 

5 Conclusions 

In conclusion, we highlight three key learnings and two directions for 
future research and policy interventions and, in doing so, advocate for a 
specifically arts and humanities approach to climate resilience that centres

2 Based on 457 survey responses. 
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Fig. 3 Audience members enjoying the Sinuous City installation, part of the 
FloodLights event in Hull (Photograph Briony McDonagh, 2021)
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on people and their experiences and helps us to rethink what resilience 
means at the local, community scale. 

First, the projects collectively underline the significant potential of 
place-based, arts and humanities approaches—including those drawing 
on learning histories—to raise awareness, drive climate action and build 
climate resilience. These approaches make complex scientific ideas mean-
ingful and big global narratives tangible at the local level, supporting 
people to understand what complex climate futures might mean for them. 
Second, we highlight the importance of generating genuine dialogue and 
co-creation, rather than one-way communication about climate futures. 
The projects here exemplify varying approaches and possibilities, but all 
sought to grant community stakeholders and policymakers the agency and 
urgency through which to act and inform future resilience building strate-
gies. Third, all the projects stress the importance and the difficulties of 
assessing the ‘effectiveness’ of arts and humanities-led approaches. They 
push us to think about what successful engagement means, while also 
recognising that measurable outcomes—whether expressed qualitatively 
or quantitatively—are important in persuading others about the value of 
arts and humanities-led approaches for climate resilience. 

Relatedly, our research and policy engagements have also identified 
important knowledge gaps which must be addressed if the full impacts 
of arts and humanities-led climate interventions are to be realised. As 
all the UKCR arts and humanities-led projects show, future long-term 
resilience plans need to respond effectively to the local cultural and place-
specific impacts of climate change. Working collectively to develop more 
integrated climate and arts policy is, therefore, imperative in supporting 
this. At the same time, current national cultural policy prioritises the 
economic value of arts and heritage events [21]. Future policy needs to 
go beyond this and recognise both intangible benefits of arts engagement 
and its importance for addressing climate concerns and building resilience 
[22]. We look forward to working collectively with policymakers, climate 
scientists, community stakeholders and other actors in embracing these 
challenges. 
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