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1.Introduction 

Music as an art form has significant empowering and transformative qualities and has proven to
be a positive force for children and young people. This paper emphasises the need to recognise
the benefits of music, harness its full potential for youth development, and use it as a tool for
advocacy and self-expression through a more enabling policy context. While recognising the
broader value of the arts, the paper aims to exemplify the value and role of music in society and
creative arts by utilising rich evidence drawn from qualitative research undertaken using
literature reviews and case studies. The paper offers a set of evidence-backed practical policy
recommendations on how music as an art form could be better supported and emphasised in the
policy and funding environment. 

1.1 Aims of the Policy Brief 

To share a synthesis of some brief and focused evidence around marginalised children and
young people and the need for societal support and facilitation to help reduce vulnerability,
build confidence, self-expression and future opportunities. 
To bring to life case studies of young people representing varied backgrounds whose lives
have been transformed by music.
To advocate for the role of institutions and networks in helping to mobilise talent, empower
youths and foster spaces for social change
To lay down some focused analysis and recommendations for policies that could support,
incentivise projects and organisations seeking to engage in these spaces to support young
people.

2. Children and Youth: Vulnerability & Resilience

2.1 Children and young people – reflecting on vulnerability and how this can be challenged

Children and young people deserve our support, particularly those more marginalised and
vulnerable. 
Evidence shows that the extent of children and young people's marginalisation and deprivation,
particularly in minority ethnic communities, is high, which makes them highly vulnerable to risk
factors and influences like gang violence.
Vulnerability factor #1: child poverty
In the three-year period 2021/22 to 2023/24, child poverty rates were at a high rate of 49%
among the Black British, Black African and Caribbean groups and lowest amongst the White (24%)
ethnic group in the UK[1].

[1] Which children are most likely to be in poverty in the UK?
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https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/which-children-are-most-likely-to-be-in-poverty-in-the-uk/
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CHILD POVERTY RATES BY ETHNIC GROUP (2021/22–2023/24)

Vulnerability factor #2: violence and safety in young people
Let’s consider vulnerability specifically in relation to violence. The Children, violence and
vulnerability 2022 report   published by the Youth Endowments Fund, undertook some rigorous
analysis based on the findings of an online survey with 2000 children. 

2

Some key findings were:
A significant majority, 66%, thought gangs   were a major factor in driving teenage violence,
79% for those living in London. Two-thirds also identified drug use.
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14% had been absent from school in the last 12 months because they felt they would be
unsafe.
Since 2011/12, there’s been an 81% fall in children entering the criminal justice system.
However, ethnic minority children and particularly Black children are overrepresented at all
levels, and this disproportionality is growing. Black children make up 4% of 10–17-year-olds
but 29% of children in custody – up from 17% in 2011/12.
The risks of violence are not shared equally by all children. 51% of Black children have been a
victim or witness, 12% points higher than the rate for white children
65% of children had changed their behaviour, appearance or where they go due to fears of
violence. This increases to 76% for Black children.

Race and gender both seem to make a difference in teenage children’s experiences of violence.
Not all children experienced violence equally. A high-level breakdown shows Black children are
disproportionately affected by violence. 33% of Black children were victims of violence in the last
12 months, compared to 13% for white children and 11% for Asian children. 

[2] YEF-Children-violence-and-vulnerability-2022.pdf
[3] By a ‘gang’, we used the following definition: “a group of young people who think of themselves as a gang, probably with a
name, and are involved in violence or other crime.” (Definition from YEF, 2022)
 

https://youthendowmentfund.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/YEF-Children-violence-and-vulnerability-2022.pdf


And more than half of Black children were victims or witnesses, compared to 30% for Asian
children and 39% for White children. However, caution should be taken when comparing the size
of these differences due to the low number of responses from children from individual ethnic
groups (64 children were from Black backgrounds, and 90 were Asian).
Receipt of free school meals, experiences of care and lack of access to opportunity also seem to
be linked to children’s experiences of violence. 46% of teenage children who received free school
meals this year were victims or witnesses of violence in the last 12 months. Teenage children
from disadvantaged backgrounds were more likely to report being a victim or witness of violence.
Those who have been supported by a social worker (60%) and those who regularly miss classes or
were not in education (55%) reported higher rates of exposure to violence when compared to all
children (39%). Teenage children who were receiving free school meals (46%) and lived in a non-
two-parent household (42%) also had higher rates of experiencing violence.
There is substantial overlap between children who experienced violence as victims and those
who committed violence. Other risky behaviours, such as drug use, were more common among
children who had either experienced or committed violence.

Vulnerability factor #3: low attainment of education
Let’s consider educational outcomes, which are determinants of future success in terms of
employment and societal contributions of young people. There is evidence from the Nuffield
Foundation   from research funded in 2018 - 2020 that found that disadvantaged pupils have a
higher rate of absence at the end of primary school, and this gap increases over the first three
years of secondary school compared to other pupils. There are persistent and severe absences
among different groups of pupils, particularly amongst pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds. 
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Lower academic outcomes are more likely when combined with other disadvantages and/or
alternative provisions.
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2.2 The antidote to supporting the most vulnerable children and youth.
In light of the above vulnerability factors, what then is the antidote to supporting the most
vulnerable children and young people? 
Research shows that reduced isolation, enhanced self-confidence, positive role models and
creative expression can play a transformative role in helping children and young people
overcome inhibitive factors or other adverse experiences. To help them harness their full 
potential and feel empowered. Jennings et al, 2006 have developed a critical social theory for
youth empowerment encompassing various dimensions, including but not limited to:

A welcoming and safe environment: A welcoming and safe environment, where young
people feel valued and supported, is essential for youth empowerment. Such an environment
lets participants express themselves, take risks, and feel a sense of belonging (Heath, 1991).
This space allows young people to be themselves, express creativity, voice opinions, learn
new skills, face challenges, and have fun. Effective CYE environments involve youth
ownership, challenge them, and are co-created by both youth and adults.
Meaningful participation and engagement: Participation in community affairs allows young
people to learn leadership and participatory skills (e.g., planning, organising, communication)
and assume various roles. Activities should be relevant, engaging, and challenging, promoting
competence and intrinsic motivation. This helps young people test interests, develop skills,
and build confidence.
Participation in socio-political processes & individual- and community-level empowerment:
Some of these dimensions are expressed in more detail below. Community-level
empowerment has several outcomes. Youth-led engagements can enhance self, collective,
and political efficacy by focusing on sociopolitical change. True empowerment involves
addressing the structures, processes, social values, and practices related to issues.
Integrating young people into responsible roles with shared power fosters community
development that benefits both young people and other members.

Further, a paper on youth well-being fives set out by Ng and Vella-Brodrick (2019)   brings
together the five dimensions and elaborates on the role they can play: 

5

a) Positive Education; 
b) Positive Youth Development; 
c) Social and Emotional Learning; 
d) Coaching and Mentoring Psychology; 
e) Quality of Life.

[4]committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/118331/pdf/
 Toward a Critical Social Theory of Youth Empowerment - Jennings et al, 2006
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203051726-4/toward-critical-social-theory-youth-empowerment-
louise-jennings-deborah-parra-medina-deanne-hilfinger-messias-kerry-mcloughlin
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https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/118331/pdf/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203051726-4/toward-critical-social-theory-youth-empowerment-louise-jennings-deborah-parra-medina-deanne-hilfinger-messias-kerry-mcloughlin
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203051726-4/toward-critical-social-theory-youth-empowerment-louise-jennings-deborah-parra-medina-deanne-hilfinger-messias-kerry-mcloughlin


3. Music as a force for social change 

3.1 The role of music in enhancing the well-being of children and youth
Research strongly supports the idea that active engagement in music—whether through
composing, conducting, listening, producing, distributing, or performing—has wide-ranging
benefits. These benefits extend beyond musical proficiency, such as improving instrumental skills
and practice strategies, to broader developmental outcomes, including self-efficacy, well-being,
and creativity. 6 7 8

Studies indicate that participatory music engagement fosters mental well-being, helping
individuals manage emotions, develop resilience, and enhance social connections . Additionally,
research highlights how music-making contributes to cognitive and psychosocial health,
particularly in older adults, by boosting self-confidence, reducing social isolation, and improving
overall quality of life .

9

10

Ng & Vella-Brodrick (2019)  explore how different fields—such as Positive Education, Positive
Youth Development, Social and Emotional Learning, Coaching and Mentoring Psychology, and
Quality of Life research—can collectively contribute to youth wellbeing. The authors propose a
cross-disciplinary approach to better understand and enhance youth mental health, emphasising
the importance of collaboration between scholars and practitioners across these domains.

11

Music, especially, has proven to be a great source of emotional and mental release, as
documented in the Harvard Health Blog : Music has a profound impact on well-being,
influencing both mental and physical health in various ways:

13

Emotional Regulation: Listening to music can help regulate emotions, reducing stress and
anxiety. It can elevate mood and provide a sense of comfort and relaxation.
Cognitive Benefits: Engaging with music, whether through listening or playing an instrument,
can enhance cognitive functions, including memory, attention, and problem-solving skills.
Social Connection: Music often brings people together, fostering social bonds and a sense of
community. Group activities, such as singing in a choir or participating in a drumming circle,
can enhance feelings of belonging and social support.

(6). The role of music in promoting health and wellbeing: a systematic review and meta-analysis -
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/33/4/738/7199198
(7). Re-Engagement and Motivation - https://books.openbookpublishers.com/10.11647/obp.0292/ch12.xhtml
(8). Musical Creativity and Well-Being - https://academic.oup.com/edited-volume/42047/chapter-
abstract/355802018?redirectedFrom=fulltext
(9). How Participatory Music Engagement Supports Mental Well-being: A Meta-Ethnography – chrome
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1049732320944142
(10). Can active music making promote health and well-being in older citizens? chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/17571472.2016.115
2099
(11). Ng, A., & Vella-Brodrick, D. (2019). Towards a cross-disciplinary framework for promoting youth wellbeing.
International Journal of Wellbeing, 9(4), 26-42. doi:10.5502/ijw.v9i4.999
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Therapeutic Uses: The therapeutic benefits of music are well-documented. Music therapy is
an evidence-based practice that uses music to address various health issues, including mental
health disorders such as depression, anxiety, PTSD, trauma, and chronic pain. It has been
shown to improve mood and aid in emotional expression. It can help individuals to process
emotions, reduce stress, and improve overall well-being .12

Physical Health: Music can also offer physical benefits, including lowering blood pressure,
enhancing sleep quality, and boosting the immune system. The rhythmic elements of music
can even aid in physical rehabilitation and coordination. Music is a powerful tool for
enhancing well-being, offering emotional and physical benefits.

 Music has long been a time-tested tool for bringing relief to the listener or participant. It
continues to be a timeless piece that transports the listener to a time past, conjuring feelings that
replicate what was initially experienced. Music continues to evolve in how it is consumed,
especially looking at the rise of social media and how young people interact with it. The TikTok
app has revolutionised how children and young people engage and consume music. As a
particular facet of digital transformation, the rise of social media has fundamentally transformed
the musical activities of children and young people. The TikTok app, which is centred around the
sharing of short videos, is often used for easily accessible musical activities (Montag et al., 2021;
Vizcaíno-Verdú & Aguaded, 2022) .13

It is helpful to note that music, as a form of art, has long demonstrated the potential to play this
transformative role and positively promote youth empowerment and well-being. 
Contemporary history of music
The creative arts have long been a valuable contribution to society, serving as a bridge between
cultural narratives and contemporary and popular music. Over the centuries, the arts have united
people for enjoyment and relaxation, while also evolving as a tool for social change. According to
Ludwig Van Beethoven, he believed music is a powerful force that transcends words and wisdom.
He famously said, ‘Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy’. He also
described it as ‘the wine which inspires one to new generative processes’ and the ‘mediator
between the intellectual and sensuous life  14

Music's ability to bring about social change is evident in numerous historical and contemporary
examples. From the civil rights movement in the United States to the anti-apartheid struggle in
South Africa, music has been a powerful tool for uniting people and conveying messages of hope
and resistance. Songs like "We Shall Overcome" in the United States have become anthems of
the movement, inspiring individuals to stand up against injustice and fight for equality. Similarly,
in South Africa, artists like Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela used their music to raise
awareness about black South Africans' plight and mobilise international support for the anti-
apartheid movement. Their songs became symbols of resistance and helped galvanise efforts to
dismantle the oppressive regime.

(12). European Journal of Public Health. Psychiatry.org
(13). #ThisIsMeChallenge and Music for Empowerment of Marginalised Groups on TikTok -
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/77858
(14). Music Is a Higher Revelation Than All Wisdom and Philosophy” - https://theimaginativeconservative.org/2020/04/music-higher-
revelation-all-wisdom-philosophy-beethoven-250.html 8

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/03057356241241535#bibr112-03057356241241535
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/03057356241241535#bibr163-03057356241241535
https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/handle/document/77858
https://theimaginativeconservative.org/2020/04/music-higher-revelation-all-wisdom-philosophy-beethoven-250.html
https://theimaginativeconservative.org/2020/04/music-higher-revelation-all-wisdom-philosophy-beethoven-250.html


Music has always been an escape and a warfare route  for many over the years, used as an
amplifier against social injustice, such as the 1971 release of Marvin Gaye’s ‘What’s Going On’ –
this iconic song was released in 1971, but its roots lie in the turbulent social and political climate
of the late 1960s. The song was inspired by the civil unrest, anti-war protests, and social
injustices that were prevalent during that time.

15

The song was co-written by Marvin Gaye, Renaldo "Obie" Benson, and Al Cleveland. Benson's
inspiration came from witnessing police brutality during an anti-war protest in Berkeley,
California, in 1969. The song became the centrepiece of Gaye's album "What's Going On," which
addressed issues like poverty, racial discrimination, environmental destruction, police brutality,
and the Vietnam War. "What's Going On" is celebrated as one of the greatest musical recordings
of all time. Its themes of social justice and human rights remain relevant, resonating with
listeners to this day. Marvin Gaye's "What's Going On" is a testament to the power of music to
address societal issues and inspire change. 
In more recent times, music has continued to be a powerful force for social change. The rise of
hip-hop culture, for example, has provided a voice for marginalised communities and has been
instrumental in addressing issues such as racial inequality, police brutality, and economic
disparity. Artists like Kendrick Lamar and J. Cole use their music to shed light on these issues and
to inspire action and change. ‘The Evolution of Conscious Rap’.16

Moreover, music has played a significant role in environmental advocacy, with groups like
Greenpeace using music to raise awareness about environmental issues and to mobilise support
for policy changes to protect natural resources and combat climate change. Music festivals and
concerts have become platforms for promoting sustainability and encouraging individuals to take
action to protect the planet.
At the local level, community music programs can provide a safe space for young people to
express themselves, develop their talents, and build confidence, fostering a sense of belonging
and community cohesion.

4. Role of institutions and networks as a conduit for connection and self-expression

When it comes to exploring the role music as an art form can play, the role of key institutions and
platforms that can play a catalytic role in helping children and young people engage with music
and enhance their creative agency cannot be underemphasised. To start with, let’s consider the
role of Music Relief Foundation (MRF) and its journey through the past, present, and future.

(15). SBB Research Group Creative Lives in Progress American Academy of Arts & Sciences
(16). The Evolution of Conscious Rap - https://allrapnews.com/articles/evolutionary-history-conscience-rap-modern-artists-
kendrick-lamar-jcole/ 9

https://allrapnews.com/articles/evolutionary-history-conscience-rap-modern-artists-kendrick-lamar-jcole/
https://allrapnews.com/articles/evolutionary-history-conscience-rap-modern-artists-kendrick-lamar-jcole/


4.1 Case Study – Music Relief Foundation (MRF)

The Music Relief Foundation (MRF) was founded in 2011, and it was due to one woman’s pain
that was turned to purpose. From a teenage mum to creating an organisation that supports
children, young people and adults to fulfil their musical desires, and leverage music for personal
development, social inclusion, and mental well-being. MRF prides itself on the fulfilment of 
empowering individuals and communities through music education and creative expression. The
MRF Community Music School, launched after the COVID-19 pandemic in November 2021, is at
the heart of its work. It is a beacon of hope and transformation that nurtures talent, builds
confidence, and fosters social cohesion. The foundation’s work, particularly the music school, has
been reflected as an institutional case study in this policy paper to emphasise its role as a catalyst
for change and advocate for increased support to expand its reach and impact.

17

MRF is located in the north of the London borough of Croydon, a borough so large that it can be
compared to a small city. A borough divided into two halves, the south is considered more
affluent, while the north is regarded as a deprived area due to several socioeconomic factors and
statistics . MRF is tightly knitted within its community. It is a member representative of the
Croydon Youth Crime Board, the Local Community Partnership Board, Croydon Youth
Consortium, and the Voluntary Community Sector (VCS), which connects other VCS organisations
for funding, meetings, and many more. Located in the South East of London, MRF continues to
deepen its reach within its area but extends further afield to widen its scope, with examples as
being a member of London Youth and its founder/CEO a fellow of the Royal Society of Arts. 

18

Background and Mission
Founded on the belief that music has the power to heal, educate, and uplift,  MRF endeavours to
provide high-quality music education to children and young people, particularly those from
disadvantaged backgrounds. Communities that fall within the deprivation areas include families
with low socioeconomic status but rich in creativity and culture.

The Music School: A Catalyst for Change
MRF Music School is central to the foundation’s work. It provides structured music education,
performance opportunities, and therapeutic music sessions designed to:

Enhance Academic and Cognitive Skills: Research shows that learning music improves
literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving abilities, helping students excel in their education.
Support Mental Health and Well-being: Music therapy and creative activities have been
proven to reduce anxiety, boost self-esteem, and provide a healthy outlet for emotional
expression.

(17). MRF website link: www.music-relief.org
(18). www.croydonobservatory.org
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Promote Social Inclusion and Community Cohesion: The school fosters an inclusive
environment where young people from diverse backgrounds collaborate, breaking down
social barriers and creating strong community bonds.
Develop Employability and Life Skills: Through structured programs, students gain discipline,
teamwork, communication, and leadership skills, enhancing their employability and life
prospects.

Music Relief Foundation (MRF): Impact and Success Stories

Over the last four years, MRF Music School has transformed the lives of over 300 children and
young people by:

Offering free and reduced-fee lessons to those in need, ensuring accessibility of music
education regardless of financial status.
Partnering with local schools, community organisations, and mental health services to
broaden its outreach and awareness of the role of music education across the community.
Hosting public performances and events that showcase student talent, boost confidence, and
inspire broader community engagement.
Supporting young people aged 14-19 years to feel ready and able to pursue careers in music,
education, and related creative professions, demonstrating the program’s long-term value
through other programs that are closely related to the music school. 
Providing opportunities for young people to display their leadership skills by offering Jack
Petchey Leadership Award grants
Providing young people opportunities to display their skills by enrolling on the Associated
Board of The Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM) and Trinity College to receive official exam
gradings of their performances. 
Providing platforms for the students to perform and display their acquired skills to friends
and families through its soirees, which occur twice a year in the summer and winter. 

4.2 Reflecting on transformative journeys of youth through the world of music

We would now reflect on some individual case studies to reflect the role that institutions like
MRF have played in the lives of children and young people and the transformative potential for
music as a form of art within our community.
These four case studies represent individuals from the community with varied life experiences
and backgrounds who have engaged with and been supported by  MRF. They show the impact of
music as a catalyst for social change and the impact these individuals have experienced and have
been able to build on to further create change in the world around them. 

11
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Case Study One –
James (24 years)
(Mixed heritage –
Irish/Caribbean)

Background – 
James came to MRF’s
office in 2021 at age 19,
when he visited his
friend who was carrying
out her work
experience. James had a
domestically abusive
upbringing with his dad
being the perpetrator,
and James, his siblings
and mum were the
victims. James’s Dad
was in and out of prison
for drugs and gun
crimes and had exposed
James to this life from a
tender age. Ultimately
leading James to follow
in his father’s footsteps
and start selling drugs.
James became part of a
gang that actively sold
drugs and other
offences, however,
James turning point
came when he
witnessed the untimely
death of his friend, who
was 14 years old.

Support Received – 
Since 2019, James has
received pastoral
support, which
includes wellbeing
sessions, training for
youth work, and
involvement in music
lessons. He is also
receiving ongoing
support for delivering
youth work sessions
and administrative
skills. 

Impact and Current
Status – 
James is now one of
MRF youth workers.
He is a much-loved
team member,
supporting MRF’s
end-of-term musical
soirees and
coordinates MRF’s
band practice. 

Note: The names of all four individuals have been anonymised for the paper. Policy implications
of the case studies
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Case Study Two –
Beth (20 years)
(Caribbean)

Background – 
Came to MRF at age 11
in 2015, a young carer
to her sister, three years
younger than her and an
additional support for
her single mum. 

Support Received – 
Beth, who has a lovely
voice, was quickly
identified and chosen
as one of MRF’s
ambassadors. The
ambassadors had
access to significant
opportunities.
Through the support
of MRF, Beth’s mum
was able to get her
younger daughter into
her preferred special
needs school, which
gave her a much
needed breathing
space to get back to
work.

Impact and Current
Status – 
At age 20, Beth is now
a qualified accountant
and can afford things
for herself and her
family. She attends
MRF events and tells
her story to
encourage other
young people. 

Note: The names of all four individuals have been anonymised for the paper. Policy implications
of the case studies
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Case Study Three
– George (20
years)
(Caribbean) 

Background – 
George came to MRF at
age 11 in 2015. He was a
shy young man, but
loved music and wanted
to pursue a career in it.
He was kicked out of
mainstream school
because he was deemed
loud and disruptive, but
this was not the case.
George was tall for his
age, had a large
personality and a big
voice, and was very
musically talented. He
was misunderstood in
mainstream school but
got the help he needed,
which worked for him in
the PRU, and completed
his secondary school
education there. 

Support Received – 
George was identified
as someone who was
zealous for music and,
alongside Beth and
others, formed part of
the MRF
ambassadors. Due to
the issues that were
occurring in his
secondary at the time
and before he was
ultimately sent to a
Pupil Referral Unit )
(PRU). George’s mum
reached out to MRF,
requesting for
assistance in
attending an exclusion
panel meeting before
George was sent to a
PRU.   

Impact and Current
Status – 
George is now
pursuing music
technology studies
full-time at the
university and
pushing his musical
dreams as an
independent music
artist. 
He has credited the
support from MRF for
helping him get to
where he is today. 

Note: The names of all four individuals have been anonymised for the paper. Policy implications
of the case studies
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Case Study Four –
Louise (24 years)
(English)

Background – 
Louise, at age 21,
carried out her work
experience with us in
2023 while studying
music at the university. 
Louise is from a wealthy
and comfortable
background. 
Louise had the best that
money could provide
with education and any
extracurricular activity
she required, with no
issues at all. She even
attended a prestigious
university to further her
music career. 

Support Received – 
Louise came to MRF
for work experience
and immediately fell
in love with the
community feel she  
experienced. She
disclosed that even
though externally she
did not fit the profile
of coming from a
family that was from a
deprived background,
at age 21, she had
already been on an
antidepressant for
over 3 years. She did
not enjoy her music
lessons at university,
due it’s sterile nature
and as a result of that,
she di not feel cared
for or even seen, as
she had felt during
her week with MRF

Impact and Current
Status – 
Louise has now
concluded her
university studies and
is working alongside
her mum to deliver
dance lessons to little
children from less
privileged
backgrounds. She has
found meaning in her
life after spending
time with MRF for
work experience. 

Note: The names of all four individuals have been anonymised for the paper. Policy implications
of the case studies
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As reflected above, the case studies illustrate the significant impact institutions like MRF can
have on the journeys of children and young people facing deep vulnerabilities that affect their
ability to bring their best selves into the community.
Whilst a small sample of unique individuals, the case studies illustrate that the vulnerable groups
in our community often lack an enabling policy environment or support that lifts them from
disadvantage and sufficiently empowers them to harness their skills and potential. The case
studies also display, especially in the case of Louise, that disadvantage may not only be caused by
deprivation and low socioeconomic backgrounds. It can also be through mental health issues and
the lack of community support. 

4.3 Widening the role of community groups and networks & envisioning the Creative Hub

According to the innovation network, collective power is the joint strength of a diverse group
(organisations, communities, and individuals most affected by the issue) working for a shared
goal of transformational social change, which has been able to realise the full knowledge,
abilities, and actions of all people in the group   19

Community groups and movements have historically played a significant role in driving social
change. Here are some key examples and evidence of their impact:

Historical Movements: Many major social reforms have been spearheaded by community
groups. For instance, the civil rights movement in the United States, led by groups like the
NAACP and grassroots organisations, was instrumental in ending segregation and securing
voting rights for African Americans20

Environmental Advocacy: Groups such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club have raised
awareness about environmental issues and influenced policy changes. Their efforts have led
to significant legislation to protect natural resources and combat climate change.
Digital Communities: In the digital age, online communities have become powerful change
agents. For example, platforms like Change.org have enabled millions to start and support
petitions that have led to real-world policy changes and corporate accountability  .21

Local Initiatives: On a smaller scale, local community groups often address specific
neighbourhood issues, such as improving local schools, advocating for better public services,
or supporting marginalised groups. These efforts can lead to substantial improvements in the
quality of life for community members .22

(19). Groups, Organisations, and Social Change - 1
(20). Groups, Organisations, and Social Change - 2
(21). Best Examples of Community Groups Driving Positive Change
(22). Groups, Organisations, and Social Change -1 

https://openwa.pressbooks.pub/sociologytcc/chapter/6-4-groups-organizations-and-social-change/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Sociology/Introduction_to_Sociology/Introduction_to_Sociology%3A_Understanding_and_Changing_the_Social_World_%28Barkan%29/04%3A_Groups_and_Organizations/4.05%3A_Groups_Organizations_and_Social_Change
https://www.disco.co/blog/9-best-examples-of-community-groups-driving-positive-change
https://openwa.pressbooks.pub/sociologytcc/chapter/6-4-groups-organizations-and-social-change/
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Specifically in the context of music, MRF established the MRF Community Music School to
address the local demand for a community hub where individuals can learn to play musical
instruments and access support services . In addition to MRF, there are examples of a number of
institutions and networks that continue to engage in the space of music and more widely in
creative arts. E.g. Young Sounds UK, Centre for Young Musicians (CYM), Southwark Music Service,
etc

23

Changemaker institutions like MRF and its network of partners have the potential to yield
immense collective power to help transform the lives of young people and enhance their agency.
A Creative Hub is envisioned as a platform for maximising the transformative potential of music,
manifesting what an enabling policy environment can look like. 
MRF Creative Music Hub is a great example of a centre where children, young people, and adults
can express themselves creatively. As a community hub, it offers structured music lessons and
serves as a drop-in centre for children and young people aged 5–18 weekly after school. This
space is trauma-informed, culturally sensitive, and adaptable, providing support to those facing
complex challenges such as grooming and exploitation, managed school moves, exclusions,
domestic abuse, mental ill-health, family stress, and other adverse experiences. Delivered by the
Music Relief Foundation (MRF), the sessions use music and creative expression to foster
emotional resilience, skill-building, and a sense of belonging. Young people will engage in
songwriting, production, and music-led group coaching in a nurturing environment that
prioritises youth voice and peer support. A space where everyone is welcomed regardless of race
or abilities. A place where young people feel free to express themselves. The MRF Creative Music
Hub has the potential to expand its reach should it be able to engage more widely with schools
and the music industry. However, it needs a strong foundation for a conducive and enabling
policy environment to spread its wings.

5. Policy analysis and recommendations
The UK's policy framework for music and arts faces several barriers that need to be addressed to
ensure institutions like MRF can survive and thrive, for Creative Hubs as described above to
flourish and for creative arts as a whole to accelerate their impact in society. A case study of drill
music is also provided to showcase how policy myths deter the support music and art deserve to
receive, inhibiting the anticipated positive impact on youth. 
A brief review of key policies that are there to support the creative arts industry, and specifically
music, is now presented. An attempt has also been made to discuss and analyse these policies'
positive aspects and potential, and the gaps that need to be filled.

(23). Music Relief Foundation website: www.music-relief.org
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5.1 Policy Analysis 

The importance of creative arts and music in fostering social cohesion, cultural identity, and
emotional well-being is well-documented. It has been said, ‘The best cultural education can
change a young person’s sense of the wider world around them, opening up possibilities for their
future that may have previously seemed outside of their grasp.’ (Darren Henley, July 2013)24

While there have been critical review of the funding and delivery of Music Education in England,
which formed the basis of the government’s National Plan for Music Education (NPME) published
in autumn 2011, and there has been funding committed to the new Music Education Hubs;
National Youth Music Organisations (NYMOs), Music for Youth and the Music and Dance
Scheme , there is still a significant gap in terms of what’s needed and available. 25

These funding cuts are especially dire for smaller charities and organisations like MRF, with a
clear example of this in 2023, when the music school almost closed down due to a lack of funds
and huge debts  . However, due to the generosity of a singular donor, hopes were revived, and
the doors were left open with a continued push for funding. Unfortunately, this is not the case
for others, such as DJ School UK  , which had to give up their venue because the cost-of-living
crisis severely impacted their private income stream. Additionally, the Music Venue Trust
reported that over 15% of the UK’s remaining grassroots music venues have shut their doors in
the past 12 months, resulting in significant losses for the music community. 

26

27

28

It is observed that programme and funding priorities often underemphasise the role of music and
creative arts. According to an article released by the Mayor of London, as directed by the
government, this included £56 million worth of cuts to London's arts funding over the next three
years . 29

Funding Priorities: Governments frequently prioritise funding for STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics) education and other areas deemed critical for economic
growth. This can result in reduced financial support for arts and music programs.
Educational Policies: Policies like the No Child Left Behind Act and Every Student Succeeds
Act in the United States have emphasised standardised testing and core academic subjects,
often at the expense of arts education. This has led to a decline in arts programs, particularly
in underfunded schools.

(24). Cultural Education: A summary of programmes and opportunities (Cultural Education Final 20130805 Choristers Added)
(25).  The importance of music - chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7af6c240f0b66a2fc04178/DFE-
00086-2011.pdf
(26). https://www.voice-online.co.uk/entertainment/2023/08/15/music-education-and-the-wellbeing-of-our-children/
(27). https://www.youthmusic.org.uk/news/exploring-funding-crisis-threatening-grassroots-music
(28). Music Venue Trust demands action from Government after UK loses 15% of grassroots venues in just 12 months -
https://www.loudersound.com/news/music-venue-trust-demands-action-from-government
(29).  Cuts to Arts funding in London - https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-
mayor/find-an-answer/cuts-arts-funding-london-2

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7cc13eed915d63cc65ca8e/Cultural-Education.pdf
https://www.voice-online.co.uk/entertainment/2023/08/15/music-education-and-the-wellbeing-of-our-children/
https://www.youthmusic.org.uk/news/exploring-funding-crisis-threatening-grassroots-music
https://www.loudersound.com/news/music-venue-trust-demands-action-from-government
https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/cuts-arts-funding-london-2
https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/cuts-arts-funding-london-2
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Economic Pressures: In times of economic hardship, arts and cultural programs are often
among the first to face budget cuts. This is because they are sometimes viewed as non-
essential compared to other public services. Core government funding for arts councils
decreased by 18% in England, 22% in Scotland, 25% in Wales and 66% in Northern Ireland  .
The research found that the sector is increasingly reliant on tax breaks and lottery funding.

30

Funding cuts to the arts have had a significant impact, especially on children and young people
from less privileged backgrounds. Pepe Di’Iasio, general secretary of the Association of School
and College Leaders, UK, said: “Schools continue to be hamstrung by a lack of funding and
teacher shortages. It is disadvantaged pupils who are most severely affected by this because they
are often at schools where teacher recruitment is most difficult and are less likely to be able to
access the arts outside of school through clubs or other activities  This is clearly visible in state
schools, where the highest percentage of children and young people receiving the pupil premium
grant (PPG) come from families on benefits.  

31

Despite various barriers, advocates continue to push for policies that recognise and support the
integral role of the arts in society, which are the bedrock of communities. British singer-
songwriter Ed Sheeran and his music industry colleagues such as Stormzy, Paloma Faith took a
stand by spearheading a call for increased music education funding after decades of cuts, by
writing a letter to Prime Minister Keir Starmer on March 23, 2025, advocating for greater
importance to be placed on music and music spaces and pushing for music education, to help
stop music and the arts cuts. In his letter, Ed said, ‘Learning an instrument and getting up on
stage – whether in school or a community club – is now a luxury not every child can afford. The
time to act is now. State schools, which educate 93% of the country’s children – have seen a 21%
decrease in music provision  .32

Similar challenges are also evidenced across the seas, with evidence such as listed below from
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences: 

Reduced Access: With limited funding, schools in underprivileged areas often have to reduce
or eliminate arts programs. This means fewer opportunities for students to engage in
creative activities, which can limit their exposure to the arts and their ability to develop
related skills.
Inequality in Opportunities: Children from wealthier backgrounds may have access to
private lessons and extracurricular activities that those from less privileged backgrounds
cannot afford. This creates a disparity in opportunities to explore and develop artistic talents.
Impact on Academic Performance: Studies have shown that engagement in the arts can
improve overall academic performance. With reduced access to arts education, students may
miss out on these benefits, potentially affecting their academic achievements.

(30). Budget 2024 – Impact on the cultural sector - https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/budget-2024-impact-on-the-cultural-
sector/

(

(31). https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-comment-on-need-to-tackle-ethnic-disparities
(32).  https://edsheeranfoundation.com/protect-grow-music-education 
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Mental Health and Well-being: Arts education plays a crucial role in supporting mental
health and emotional well-being. It provides an outlet for expression and creativity, which
can be particularly important for young people facing socio-economic challenges. Cuts to
these programs can therefore negatively impact their mental health.
Future Career Prospects: For many young people, arts education can be a pathway to a
career in the creative industries. Reduced funding and fewer opportunities can limit their
ability to pursue such careers, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage.

Overall, the reduction in arts funding exacerbates existing inequalities and deprives young people
of the many benefits that arts education can provide. It is evident that the current policies and
programmes that support the arts do not adequately acknowledge the role of music and the arts
in youth empowerment and resilience, and are not always based on robust evidence from
grassroots communities and organisations. The policies do not offer equity of opportunity. They
are perhaps more favourable to schools and institutions that do not attract the more vulnerable
children and youth from minority ethnic groups, whom we would like to extend more support to.
Supportive policy initiatives are few and far between; funding remains inadequate in the face of
demand, far greater than supply. There is also a question about the degree to which there is
equity of access in terms of opportunity to avail of the various policy initiatives and schemes, and
how society can benefit as a whole.

Policy myths and bias as a barrier – A case of Drill Music

What is Drill Music? Drill music is a type of contemporary rap from Chicago. It came to the UK
in 2012 and has spread from Brixton to all areas of the country. It is characterised by ominous
beats, haunting melodies and dark lyrics. With roots in disadvantaged inner city London, it
appeals to young people who grow up in deprived areas. It is a form of expression for
otherwise voiceless communities.(33) 
The power of music can also be narrated negatively with strong connections to crime,
especially knife crime. Drill music has been linked to knife crime, particularly in urban areas like
London. Here are some key points regarding this connection:
1.Glorification of Violence: Drill music often features lyrics that glorify violence, gang culture,
and criminal activities. This can influence young listeners, especially those already facing socio-
economic challenges, to emulate these behaviours.
2. Gang Rivalries: Drill music can exacerbate gang rivalries. Artists sometimes use their music
to taunt rival gangs, which can lead to retaliatory violence. This has been seen in several high-
profile cases where drill music videos were used as evidence in trials
3.Social Media Amplification: The spread of drill music through social media platforms can
amplify its impact. Videos and posts can quickly reach a wide audience, further entrenching
violent behaviours and gang affiliations.
4.Economic Incentives: Some young people may view drill music as a means to achieve fame
and financial success. This can lead them to engage in risky behaviours to build their
reputation and credibility within the genre when viewed through a single lens, music can be
misunderstood and misrepresented. 
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 For instance, in 2018, Metropolitan Commissioner Cressida Dick pointed to drill music as the
sole cause of knife crime, and singled out drill music videos for fuelling the surge of violence in
London and asked YouTube to remove any videos that glamorise violence. YouTube then
removed 30 videos. Drill music has become a focal point in discussions about policy and
behaviour, particularly concerning its association with youth violence and gang culture. (34)
This scrutiny has led to debates about balancing freedom of expression and public safety. For
example, the Metropolitan Police's Project Alpha monitors online content, including drill
music, to identify and mitigate threats of violence. Authorities, including the Metropolitan
Police and the Crown Prosecution Service, have scrutinised drill music videos for their potential
to incite violence.(35)
It is important to note that whilst drill music has been penalised as the source of knife crime,
the bigger picture needs to be taken into consideration here. Such a narrow perspective fails to
consider the multifaceted nature of music and its diverse impacts on different demographics.
Drill music is not the sole cause of knife crime. Factors such as poverty, lack of education, and
inadequate support systems also play significant roles. Addressing knife crime requires a
multifaceted approach that includes better social support for families from underprivileged
backgrounds, education, and community engagement, alongside efforts to mitigate the
negative influences of specific music genres. 
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(34). Drill down: Drill music, social media and serious youth violence
(35). Analysing gang-related music linked to serious violence | College of Policing

5.2 Addressing policy barriers in music and art spaces: Recommendation

Creative arts and music have a vital role to play in society and deserve a lot more emphasis in
policy. While many advocates for the arts and music exist, they often lack the political influence
and resources to compete with other interest groups. This can result in less attention and support
from policymakers. What is needed is:

Catalysing attitudinal shifts: There is a real need to challenge misconceptions that arts and
music are less valuable or practical than other fields. Changing this perception can positively
influence policy decisions and emphasise these areas.
Increasing political pressure: More policy advocates are needed to push the case for music
and the arts. Advocacy is required for accessible music provision and to challenge any myths
and biases (e.g. in the case of drill music), especially at the grassroots level, where
community organisations like MRF understand the harsh realities of shouldering the collapse
of federal obligations, funders improvising as de facto civic actors, and frontline organisations
absorbing systemic risk with inadequate protection. 

More broadly, to address the various policy barriers and sustain while also expanding the
transformative impact of music as a creative art form, it would be helpful to consider:
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1.Expanded Funding and Grants: Increased financial backing from government agencies,
corporate sponsors, and philanthropic contributions would enable greater access to
scholarships, musical instruments, and essential resources. This support would help
organisations like MRF sustain and expand their services, benefiting the wider community.

2.Enhanced Educational Collaborations: Strengthening partnerships with schools to integrate
music education into mainstream curricula would extend the reach of community-led
initiatives, ensuring programs like those run by MRF are more accessible and impactful.

3. Integration with Mental Health Services: Recognising music education as a key component
of youth mental health support, music therapy could be embedded within social services. The
Creative Hub would serve as a dedicated space where music and well-being intersect,
providing vital support through social prescribing for community members in need.

4.Community and Government Engagement: Policymakers must acknowledge the
transformative role of music education in social development and allocate funding
accordingly. Arts funding cuts often cause significant harm to organisations like MRF, whose
impact extends beyond traditional institutions. Unlike statutory organisations, community-led
initiatives act as surrogate support systems, offering a creative outlet and essential mental
health resources. Investing in these programs is fundamental to fostering a thriving society.

5.Focused Investment in Creative Hubs: The creation of funds that expressly enable
organisations to run creative hubs in their centres. Providing a supportive and enabling policy
environment nurtured through concerted action across interconnected spaces and initiatives
to help music, creative arts, health, and wellbeing flourish.

6. Concluding remarks and further discussion

This paper has argued for music's greater relevance and importance, recognising its role in
fostering social change and enhancing the well-being of young people and communities. As
explored in this paper, music transcends mere listening pleasure for individuals. It has historically
been and continues to be a powerful tool for social change, allowing individuals to express
themselves in ways that resonate deeply with their personal experiences and aspirations. Beyond
individual expression, music serves as a platform for communities to develop their skills, grow in
confidence, and achieve their collective goals. The therapeutic benefits of music are well
documented too. The power of music to heal and transform lives is undeniable, and its
importance in promoting mental health and well-being is understated. 

Over the years, various genres of music have faced criticism and demonisation, often being
blamed for civil unrest or violent incidents among young people. Despite these criticisms, this
paper highlights the positive impact of music on promoting balanced well-being and aiding
individuals in reaching their aspirations. Music has a profound impact on people's lives, given its
therapeutic nature and ability to foster open discussions, which makes it essential to personal and
communal development. To truly understand the role of music in social change, it is essential to
explore it through multiple lenses. This involves examining the broader context that showcases
music's significant role in community and individual lives, probing the demographics that
consume various types of music, understanding the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of its impacts on community
and how it catalyses frank and open discussions. This paper aims to present a balanced view 



23

of the argument, highlighting the various sides and providing compelling reasons why music
should be considered a serious contender in budget allocations. 

In conclusion, music is a powerful vehicle for social change, enabling individuals to express
themselves, fostering community development, and promoting well-being. The power of music to
heal and transform lives is undeniable, and its impact on society is multifaceted and profound.
Music’s relevance in promoting mental health and well-being and its impact on the lives of the
communities they serve should not be dismissed. Community organisations such as MRF, which
are being asked to serve, especially to complement an increasingly overstrained public sector,
play a crucial role in leveraging music as a catalyst for social change, and deploying creative hubs
as powerful platforms to support youth and community well-being. 


