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Summary

This study set out to explore the factors that influence older people's

engagement – or indeed lack of engagement – with contemporary visual art.

Specific factors addressed in the paper are social class, education, taste, social

confidence and status. During a 28-month study, researchers investigated the

responses of 38 older people to three contemporary exhibitions in northeast

England. The research was carried out within the context of a wider

government initiative to improve the lives of older people.

Education and social background impact upon
older people's engagement with contemporary
visual art

Assessing the 'legitimacy' of an artwork and arriving at a 'correct' or 'valid'

response pose challenges for those not versed in the language and signs of

contemporary art. Participants with more formal education were more capable

of adapting to new forms of art. Those from working class backgrounds tended

to dismiss the art or to interpret the art in relation to their personal histories,

rather than responding to it 'on its own terms'. However, over the three visits,

those who had initially shown signs of marginalisation or exclusion began to

navigate the 'codes' of the artwork.
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Accessibility Statement 

Overcoming barriers through accessible
interpretation

The study recommends that galleries overcome barriers to engagement for

older people by recognising that responses to exhibitions may initially have

little to do with the 'field' of contemporary art. It also recommends allowing for

'everyday' and thematic interpretations of works rather than restricting the

information accompanying artworks to the less inclusive discourses of

contemporary art.

This summary is by Richard Mason, King’s Knowledge Exchange

Associate

Keywords

UK  audience  interview  class  visual art  elderly  contemporary art  

By Culture.Case | 25 January 2016 | Developing new audiences in arts

and culture | 

Title
How cultural capital, habitus and class influence the responses of older

adults to the field of contemporary visual art

Author(s) Newman, A., Goulding, A. & Whitehead, C.

Publication date 2013

Source Poetics, Vol 41, Iss 5, pp 456-480

Link
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S0304422X13000429

Open Access Link
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S0304422X13000429

Author email andrew.newman@ncl.ac.uk

http://culturecase.org/research/2016/01/the-barriers-that-prevent-older-people-engaging-with-contemporary-visual-art

2

http://localhost:8000/research-tags/uk/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/uk/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/audience/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/audience/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/interview/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/interview/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/class/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/class/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/visual-art/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/visual-art/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/elderly/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/elderly/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/contemporary-art/
http://localhost:8000/research-tags/contemporary-art/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X13000429
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X13000429
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X13000429
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X13000429
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X13000429
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304422X13000429
mailto:andrew.newman@ncl.ac.uk
mailto:andrew.newman@ncl.ac.uk
http://localhost:8000/about/
http://localhost:8000/research-category/audiences
http://localhost:8000/research-category/audiences
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/
http://www.kcl.ac.uk/cultural
http://www.kdl.kcl.ac.uk
https://www.weheartdigital.co.uk
http://localhost:8000/accessibility-statement/

	The barriers that prevent older people engaging with contemporary visual art
	Summary
	Education and social background impact upon older people's engagement with contemporary visual art
	Overcoming barriers through accessible interpretation
	Keywords



