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Executive Summary
The rights, recognition, and resources that LGBTQ+ people can access in the UK are currently in question. Hate crimes are on the rise, and the UK’s reputation as an inclusive country for LGBTQ+ people has rapidly declined.  At the same time, public discussion on gender and sexuality is increasingly polarised. There is an urgent need to build dialogue as a basis for understanding and positive change. 
The Queer Musical Storytelling Project is a research project based in Sheffield and Bradford that explores the role that poetry and music can play in sharing experiences, amplifying LGBTQ+ voices, and creating the laws and conditions for an inclusive society.   
It also examines the gap between existing legal frameworks and the lived realities of queer people, including how laws shape, and often fail to respond adequately to, those experiences.
The project investigates whether teaching through poetry and song can provide an effective and accessible way of engaging students and community groups with queer lived realities. By using creative forms of expression, the project seeks to deepen understanding, empathy, and critical reflection on issues of identity, rights, and social justice.
Key Ask: Support the use of poetry and song as innovative teaching tools within higher education and community settings to deepen engagement with queer lived realities, encourage dialogue around social justice, and strengthen inclusive, arts-based learning across cultural, educational, and social sectors.
Context
Although the UK has established important legal protections for LGBTQ+ people through the Equality Act 2010, recent evidence suggests that many queer individuals continue to experience significant social inequality, discrimination, and insecurity in everyday life. Reports from civil society organisations, equality bodies, and recent academic research indicate a rise in hate crimes targeting LGBTQ+ communities, alongside growing public hostility and increasingly polarised debates surrounding gender identity and sexuality. These developments have contributed to concerns that legal recognition alone has not translated into full social inclusion, safety, or equal access to justice.
Research consistently demonstrates that LGBTQ+ individuals continue to face barriers in education, healthcare, employment, and public participation. Many report experiences of exclusion, misunderstanding, or silencing, particularly in contexts where discussions around sexuality and gender diversity remain contested or limited. This gap between legal rights and lived realities is especially visible for trans and non-binary people, who often encounter disproportionate levels of discrimination, stigma, and mental health inequalities.
Recent public debate surrounding the Equality and Human Rights Commission’s (EHRC) updated draft guidance on the application of the Equality Act [SS1.1] has further highlighted tensions around inclusion, access to services, and the interpretation of legal protections. The proposed guidance generated significant uncertainty among LGBTQ+ communities and public institutions regarding how equality protections should be implemented in practice. This debate has been shaped in part by the legal challenge brought by For Women Scotland, which sought clarification on the definition of “sex” within equality legislation. The resulting court judgment has had significant implications for the interpretation of sex-based rights and the provision of single-sex services, intensifying public and policy discussions about balancing competing equality claims. Reflecting these concerns, Member of Parliament Bell Ribeiro-Addy stated:
“The Equality and Human Rights Commission’s draft code of practice has caused uncertainty and anxiety among the trans and non-binary community. It has also left many workplaces, businesses, and single-sex spaces confused about how they should proceed. Although I am pleased that the Government has not rushed ahead with the EHRC’s proposals, we urgently need guidance on how to remain trans inclusive while also protecting single-sex spaces.”
This debate demonstrates the ongoing disconnect between formal legal protections and the lived experiences of the LGBTQ+ community. While formal legal protections against discrimination and harassment remain in place for trans persons, the recent legal changes are widening the gulf between the law and its understanding of the lived experiences of trans persons. 
International monitoring organisations have also identified a decline in the UK's standing on LGBTQ+ equality measures. While Freedom House continues to classify the United Kingdom as a free democracy, its overall freedom score fell from 94/100 in 2020 to 92/100 in recent years. More specifically, ILGA-Europe's Rainbow Map and Index has recorded a substantial decline in the UK's LGBTQ+ equality ranking, seeing a reduction of 22 points between 2020 and 2026, reflecting concerns about the development and implementation of equality protections for LGBTQ+ people.
At the same time, studies in arts-based and participatory education demonstrate that creative methods such as poetry, storytelling, and music can foster empathy, critical reflection, and inclusive dialogue around complex social issues. Arts-based learning has been shown to improve engagement by making lived experiences more accessible, emotionally resonant, and relatable. Unlike traditional teaching methods, creative practices encourage participants to connect personal narratives with broader questions of identity, rights, and social justice.
Evidence from community arts initiatives suggests that storytelling and participatory arts can contribute to increased social understanding, reduced prejudice, and stronger community connections. Research on LGBTQ+ hate crime has also shown that many individuals underreport abuse due to distrust in institutions, the normalisation of discrimination, and fears of not being taken seriously. Experiences of hostility and exclusion can shape self-expression, public participation, and feelings of safety within queer communities, reinforcing the importance of spaces that promote visibility, listening, and dialogue.
In this context, the Queer Musical Storytelling Project responds to an urgent social and educational need. By using poetry and song as tools for teaching, reflection, and community engagement, the project creates opportunities to amplify LGBTQ+ voices and foster conversations around inclusion, justice, and belonging. Supporting arts-based educational initiatives such as this, therefore, represents an investment not only in LGBTQ+ inclusion but also in cultural dialogue, educational innovation, and social cohesion.
Why This Matters
1. Inequality in Access to Music and Culture
National policy frameworks such as the National Plan for Music Education aim to expand access to music. However, delivery is constrained by:
· Shortages of music teachers 
· Reduced uptake of music qualifications 
· Limited access for disadvantaged young people 
In regions like Yorkshire, many young people, particularly LGBTQ+ youth, report low levels of support and inclusion in music spaces (Youth Music, 2024).
2.           The Need for New Approaches to Queer Lived Realities          
· There is a need for research and teaching approaches that move beyond framing queer lives solely through discrimination, trauma, and exclusion. While these realities remain important to address, an exclusive focus on suffering risks overlooking the complexity of queer experiences, including joy, love, resilience, creativity, and community.
· This project responds to that gap by using poetry and song to encourage participants to reflect on how life, love, and the law intersect within everyday queer experiences. Creative expression allows seemingly contradictory emotions, such as joy and pain, to coexist within the same analytical frame.
· In doing so, the project engages with the concept of “queer joy”: the capacity of queer people to cultivate connection, creativity, and pleasure despite structural inequalities and social marginalisation.
· By focusing on queer joy alongside experiences of injustice, the project challenges the assumption that pain and trauma are the defining characteristics of queer life. Instead, it highlights the resilience, resistance, and creativity of LGBTQ+ communities. 
3. Strong Regional Opportunity
· Bradford: Momentum from the UK City of Culture 2025 has expanded creative infrastructure and community engagement 
· Sheffield: Established grassroots music and arts ecosystem with strong partnerships
Both cities face high levels of deprivation and inequality that limit access to creative opportunities.
What the Project Delivers
The Queer Musical Storytelling Project:
· Creates inclusive learning and community spaces through poetry and song, engaging undergraduate students and community groups with queer lived realities.
· Challenges trauma-centred narratives of queer life by foregrounding queer joy, love, resilience, and creativity alongside experiences of discrimination and marginalisation.
· Advances innovative teaching and research methods by demonstrating how arts-based approaches can deepen empathy, critical reflection, and public engagement across education, culture, and social justice sectors, while drawing attention to the ways laws and legal frameworks shape, constrain, and influence queer lived realities. 
· Creates educational resources that can help communities and educational institutions develop these methodologies independently. 

Policy Recommendations                                               
1. Support Arts-Based Approaches in Higher Education and Community Engagement
UK universities, cultural institutions, and funding bodies should invest in arts-based methods, including poetry and song, as legitimate and valuable approaches to research, teaching, and public engagement with LGBTQ+ communities. These methods create accessible and emotionally meaningful community spaces for reflection, enabling participants to express experiences that may be difficult to communicate through traditional research methods alone.
2. Expand Queer Inclusion Beyond Trauma-Focused Frameworks
Educational, cultural, and equality policies should move beyond approaches that frame queer lives solely through discrimination and vulnerability. Teaching, research, and community programmes should also centre queer joy, love, resilience, and creativity, recognising the diversity and complexity of queer lived experiences. This can contribute to more inclusive learning environments and strengthen wellbeing, belonging, and social connection among LGBTQ+ people.
3. Develop Ethical and Inclusive Standards for Creative Research Practice
Research councils, universities, and community organisations should establish clearer guidance and support structures for the ethical use of creative methods with marginalised communities. While arts-based approaches can be transformative, they are not inherently empowering. Policies should therefore prioritise participant wellbeing, informed consent, emotional support, accessibility, and opportunities for participants to shape and reflect on the research process itself.
4. Embed Creative Queer Pedagogies Across Education and Public Institutions
Schools, universities, museums, libraries, and community organisations should incorporate creative queer pedagogies into teaching and engagement practices. Poetry, music, storytelling, and other creative approaches can foster empathy, critical reflection, and dialogue across diverse audiences, helping to challenge stigma and support more inclusive public cultures in the UK. 
5. Increase investment in Community-Led Arts Programmes to Strengthen Legal Literacy, Social Cohesion, and LGBTQ+ Inclusion
Local authorities, universities, and funding bodies should increase long-term funding for community-led arts projects that promote legal literacy and LGBTQ+ inclusion. In a context of rising social polarisation and pressure on community services, creative engagement provides an effective way to build understanding across differences, strengthen solidarity, increase awareness of legal rights, and foster resilient and joyful communities. Arts-based approaches should be recognised as essential investments in social wellbeing, inclusion, and community resilience, because they create safe spaces where communities can celebrate joy and who they are.



Call to Action
Local authorities, cultural institutions, and health partners are encouraged to:            
· Recognize its contribution to innovative arts-based research, education, and community engagement with LGBTQ+ lived experiences.
· Facilitate sustainable partnerships with community organisations, enabling meaningful collaboration between researchers, educators, artists, and LGBTQ+ communities.
· Promote inclusive cultural participation for LGBTQ+ young people by ensuring access to creative spaces that support expression, belonging, and wellbeing.
· Support evidence-informed policy learning on queer lived realities, using insights from creative research to better understand the impact of laws on LGBTQ+ lives and to inform the reform or repeal of legal frameworks that hinder queer flourishing.
· Assess the impact of existing laws on queer lived realities and advocate for reform where those laws constrain queer flourishing.
Conclusion
The Queer Musical Storytelling Project offers a practical, scalable solution to challenges in youth wellbeing, inclusion, and access to the arts.      
It demonstrates the value of arts-based approaches in deepening understanding of LGBTQ+ lived realities within educational and community settings. By creating space for creative expression, the project moves beyond narrow or trauma-centred framings of queer life to include joy, love, and resilience.
In doing so, the project generates new insights into how laws and social structures shape everyday queer experiences while offering a more humane and expansive way of engaging with those realities. Importantly, it highlights the potential of creative methods not only as tools for expression and reflection but also as bridges between research, teaching, and social action.
Ultimately, the project calls for a shift in how queer lives are understood within law, policy, education, and public discourse. It supports more inclusive and ethically grounded approaches to research and pedagogy while contributing evidence that can inform the reform of laws and policies that currently limit queer flourishing. In this way, the project offers both a methodological and political intervention: advancing knowledge while supporting more just and enabling futures for LGBTQ+ communities.
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