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ArtWorks Alliance│Reflections & Evaluation 
Note on Interviews 
July 2017 

1. Introduction 

As part of the funding which ArtWorks Alliance secured from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, AWA proposed 
to undertake some evaluation and reflection with support from DHA. We subsequently agreed that it 
would be useful to undertake a series of 1-2-1 telephone interviews with a range of stakeholders and 
comparators. 
 
At the time of writing, interviews have been undertaken as follows: 
 

Type of interviewee 
Number of 
interviewees 

External interviewee from a comparative network 2 

Original Navigator partners 6 

Other original pathfinder partners 5 

PHF/other support 2 

Possible future AWA members 5 

Total number of interviewees 20 
 
There is one further interview taking place in late July which it may be useful to review this note in the 
light of, depending on what stage planning for the future of the Alliance is at.  
 
For all those interviewees who had engaged in some way with the ArtWorks Alliance, interviews included 
questions about: their experience of the Alliance, including what kinds of activities they’ve been involved 
in; their understanding of the purpose of the Alliance; what they feel works well, or doesn’t work so well 
at the moment; and what they think it should and could do in the future.  

2. Findings 

2.1 Engagement with ArtWorks Alliance 
 
Interviewees who were previously Navigator partners, or who had been involved in ArtWorks Pathfinder 
projects, reported being involved in the Alliance through attending forum meetings, receiving 
communications or engaging in the working or action groups. On the whole, prospective members who 
were interviewed had been approached directly by an individual from the Alliance and had a conversation, 
but had no direct experience of meetings or any other activities (with the exception of one interviewee). 
Those interviewees who were involved in comparative networks knew that the Alliance existed, but had 
not had direct engagement.  
 
It is worth noting a degree of frustration from several interviewees about engaging with ArtWorks. Two 
potential members were surprised and slightly irritated at not having heard more beyond the initial 
conversation, and one other suggested that, at present, the Alliance does not have a clear enough line on 
what membership or partnership is and that generally progress feels very slow. Some interviewees who 



2 

 

were already involved with the Alliance and who had recommended potential new members were 
frustrated at the perceived absence of a follow-up, or in some cases just unsure about who was supposed 
to follow-up possible new membership approaches. Several interviewees who were engaged were a bit 
unsure about whether they were doing what they were supposed to be doing, or have done – several said 
things like ‘what happened to such and such a working group, or to such and such a work package’. The 
frustration wasn’t all directed at the Alliance; in some cases interviewees thought that perhaps they had 
not engaged properly or fully, and maybe they should have been doing more. Some mentioned poor 
communications, or the absence of updates or a general sense of momentum between meetings. 
 
Several interviewees acknowledged that the Alliance was still in its early days, and that various things had 
perhaps contributed to the sense that it wasn’t yet achieving what it might. Things interviewees cited 
included: 

• Changes in personnel 

• Transferring assets from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation 

• The general busy-ness of all the members/partners round the table 

• The transition from being Pathfinders and a particular structure for sharing, to something 
different.  

2.2 What is ArtWorks Alliance for? 
 
Overall, almost all the interviewees felt that there was a need for the Alliance. Only one interviewee – a 
prospective member – was not sure it could be valuable. When asked to describe the purpose of the 
Alliance, common phrases or words included: 

• Network 

• Group of people 

• Collaborate, collaborative leadership 

• Strategic 

• Advocacy 
 
Several interviewees referred to participatory artists and art, or community art. There were a range of 
terms which appeared across the interviews relating to the kind of arts practice which the Alliance was felt 
to be supporting, or set up to support. One interviewee felt that the focus on the ‘participatory arts sector’ 
was a problem, and that it meant that the Alliance was really about community arts and not artists of the 
‘highest professional standards’. More widely, some of the interviews revealed some potential tensions 
about the different terms used, about whether different people and organisations involved were talking 
about the same kind of practice, and about whether there should be clear statement about what kind of 
practice the Alliance was seeking to support.  
 
On the whole, however, there was common consent that artists working in participatory settings would 
benefit from greater support, and that there was a value in having some kind of structure and approach 
that might support people and organisations in the sector coming together to develop that, and to be 
strategic. One interviewee who had only recently had some engagement with ArtWorks expressed the 
view that no comparative network existed – across the artforms, UK-wide and with a sole focus on 
participatory art, rather than other kinds of arts practice.  
 
For some interviewees, the big issue was the status of this kind of practice and the potential for the 
Alliance to advocate more strongly for the value of the work being recognised; other interviewees also 
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aspired to a more honest conversation within the sector, and felt that it was time to acknowledge that 
both good and poor practice exists, and to strongly encourage and support better practice.  
 
Interviewees were quite divided and, in fact, often unsure as to exactly what kinds of activities Alliance 
could and should be doing. Several cited the value of bringing people together; the potential for Alliance 
to be a voice for the sector was considered important; and the role of the forum meetings as a place to 
have a broader conversation was acknowledged. Other ideas about what the Alliance could do (or couldn’t 
do) included the following: 

• Some respondents cited the Creative Industries Federation as a model which was currently 
running networking events, in which they could access people or sectors they might not normally 
gain access too, and wondered if the Alliance could support them in doing this; 

• A few respondents referenced the ArtWorks Call to Action, and wondered if a manifesto or clear 
agenda might be useful;  

• Advocacy was considered a valuable collaborative activity; 

• The presence of the website, bringing together ArtWorks resources, and the email list/newsletter 
were considered valuable and a significant improvement by all those who had engaged with it; 

• Raise funds on behalf of members for a programme like the Fellowship, where members might not 
be able to raise funds themselves (conversely, another interviewee suggested that the Alliance 
wasn’t set up to do this); 

• Pursue work packages originally outlined in the Alliance’s application to PHF;  

• Connect with Arts Council England and influence it, where ArtWorks had previously struggled to 
do so; 

• Pursue questions about digital participation; 

• Pursue questions about growing the market for artists working in participatory settings; 

• Supporting bigger conversations than would otherwise take place.  
 
It is worth noting that several interviewees who had been involved with the Alliance felt that it had been 
useful for them personally, as well as professionally or for their organisation. The opportunity to engage 
with peers, and to develop more informal links was generally valued.  

2.3 How does ArtWorks Alliance work/not work? 
 
The questions of ‘what works well’ and ‘what doesn’t work well’ brought up a range of views which, on 
the whole, could be characterised by most interviewees not being clear about how the Alliance structure 
works, or what it’s main drivers are.  
 
There were some practical areas where responses were a bit clearer. For example, interviewees who had 
experienced the website and newsletter universally people commented on the improvement in the 
communications and the website, and valued the existence of these tools and platforms. Some referred to 
poor or less consistent internal communication prior to the setting up of the JISCmail list, but on the was 
felt to be solved. 
 
Interviewees were less clear about a range of things to do with the way the Alliance operates, including: 
 

• How does the Alliance get things done? Most respondents were unclear if there was a steering 
group (several asked), and there was a repeated tendency to refer to ‘Chris and Kathryn’ or either 
individual as a shorthand for the Alliance. 
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• Following on from this, most respondents were unclear regarding working groups; a few people 
said individually perhaps they could have done more when they had been involved in a steering 
group, but they weren’t really sure why they didn’t or how stuff is supposed to happen. 

• Some people talked about the resources available to the Alliance, but were unclear about exactly 
what kind of staffing or other resource it had, and would have in the future.  

• Generally, there was a sense of both an absence of momentum (people were not sure what 
happened between forum meetings) and that activities were talked about, but did not happen or 
disappeared.  

• When asked, respondents were unclear what value the Alliance brought to existing programmes 
or activities – some felt that the Alliance structure meant that more sharing happened than might 
have otherwise, but weren’t clear what that had resulted in.  

 
More generally, the absence of a tangible programme of activity was seen as a challenge for ArtWorks 
Alliance at this stage.  
 
In addition, there is an absence of clarity about the relationship between the Alliance and material, 
projects and partners which were funded under the ArtWorks Special Initiative banner. Some felt that the 
Alliance had a role as a steward, to promote the lessons and carry the material and projects forward. 
Others were less sure, or felt that individual ArtWorks projects were doing this anyway.  
 
From a very practical perspective, some interviewees welcomed the pattern of forum meetings and the 
rotation of a chair; for others, the potential distances to be travelled felt rather challenging. These issues 
tended to reflect the size of the organisation an individual was from, potential budgets and the other calls 
on an individual’s time.  
 
Most respondents talked about collaborative approaches, and favoured the idea of a group of peers 
(rather than an organisation with a hierarchy) working together. Several people refer to AWA as a 
‘network’ and lots of people talked about collaboration. However, there was a disjunct between the 
principle and the confusion about how this might work in practice. This is perhaps a balance issue of all 
sorts of things, including whether being responsive to the sector or leading the sector was required. Most 
people valued the idea that you could raise an issue yourself; but many also felt that the Alliance should 
‘show leadership’ and have things that it already wished to achieve or pursue. Almost all respondents who 
had had some ongoing engagement with ArtWorks were a bit unsure about the decision-making process – 
what would make an activity an ‘Alliance’ activity, or how would the group work together to identify a 
solution to an agreed problem. A small number of respondents specifically raised questions about the 
leadership and decision-making approach, and one suggested that the ‘distributed leadership’ model was 
not really working in terms of getting things done.  
 
Several interviewees talked about whether the right group was around the table, and there were varying 
views on who should be there – some welcomed moving on from the original suggested of second or 
third-tier organisations only (several interviewees referenced this, but a couple were also quite confused 
about whether it had originally been second or third-tier organisations which had been targeted). Some 
valued the mixture of organisations which had been inherited through ArtWorks, but others were unsure 
whether there was a rationale for that group without the funding umbrella from PHF.  One or two 
interviewees wondered if more practitioners and artists should be there. More generally, there was a 
sense that the Alliance needs to bring in people from outside the original ArtWorks group, and the recent 
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meeting in Cardiff was referred to by several people who had been involved in the Alliance for a while as a 
turning point in terms of engaging with the wider sector.  
 
Generally, respondents were unsure about what the offer to new members would be (this was true for 
both respondents who had been involved in Alliance for a while, and those who hadn’t) and how it should 
be made. Some interviewees had held off approaching contacts about Alliance, because they did not feel 
they could explain it well, or that it had enough of a clear and tangible offer to potential members at 
present. Several were also unsure about how membership worked, who should do the approaching, how 
to know if someone was appropriate for membership, and what the fee and commitment would be.  
 

2.4 What next 
 
Across those interviewees who had already engaged in ArtWorks, everybody wanted to continue to be 
involved in Alliance, and felt that there was a need for it and something it could practically do. Whilst 
there was also general agreement that some resources would be required – and a sense that an 
unsupported network would fail – nobody wanted an organisational structure, or fixed hierarchy. A 
collaborative approach was advocated by all respondents.  
 
Amongst potential members there was interest in being involved in the Alliance; two interviewees were 
very keen, and unsure why they had not already been involved more. One was unsure about whether they 
– and the network they were connected to – were yet ready; another was less convinced about the value 
of the Alliance, and concerned about whether it was for them.  
 
On a specific point, respondents wished to build upon the website and the newsletter, and did not want to 
lose the resource which this represented.  
 
When asked what ‘success’ for the Alliance would look like in a couple of years’ time (from the perspective 
of the interviewee) several people suggested that the Alliance would have two or three very tangible 
things it had done, or was doing. Respondents were relaxed about the range of activity, and felt that some 
things might be ‘quick wins’ and some might be longer-term, or more complex.  
 
Most interviewees also felt that ‘success’ would involve more members and partners round the table, and 
widening engagement outside the original ArtWorks pathfinders. In addition, many felt that the profile of 
the Alliance needed to be higher – that quite often people did not know it existed, and that events and 
other activities were happening.  
 
For several, there seemed to be a role for Alliance in engaging with other sectors – e.g. education, health, 
social care – on behalf of the participatory arts sector, and in bringing the two together. Raising the status 
of participatory arts, within the arts sector itself, as well as outside, was also seen as a keen thing for the 
Alliance to contribute to.  
 
Some respondents talked about the funding for the Alliance. Most were unsure about the membership fee 
– not in principle, but because they weren’t sure what it was covering and what the ‘offer’ was. A couple 
of respondents, including potential members, did state that any additional expense would have to be 
considered very carefully. Others tended to place emphasis on the time requirement, and needing to feel 
the value of their time investment was being returned.  
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Some respondents also talked about Paul Hamlyn Foundation, and several praised the Foundation for the 
funding already given across the ArtWorks projects. PHF’s involvement was felt to be important, but at the 
same time some respondents felt that diversifying the funding base, or moving the Alliance away from 
being a time-limited, funded project by PHF might be beneficial. 

3. Lessons from elsewhere 

 
Some interviewees reflected upon other networks and collaborative structures (in two cases the 
interviews focused upon this, but some other interviewees also mentioned comparative approaches and 
models).  
 
In terms of the purpose and function of other networks, some of the same reasons which interviewees 
gave for the Alliance were cited as important for comparator structures, including: 

• Trying to get over the fragmentary nature of the sector to be strategic  

• Trying to avoid reinventing the wheel 

• Encouraging a diverse sector to come together at points of commonality 

• Encouraging a sector to be ‘responsible’ for itself 

• Encouraging a sector to be coherent, to inform itself well and be clear about what it wants to 
advocate for 

• And for an organisation or structure of this type to be ‘more than the sum of its parts’.  
 
Other structures discussed in the intereviews tended to have a clearer hierarchy in place, however, either 
with a chair and committee structure and/or a level of dedicated staffing. However, interviewees were still 
describing models in which leadership and responsibility for activities was distributed amongst a wider 
group, and in which an even wider constituency were involved through consultation, participating in 
activities and through feedback channels. In these instances, the role of the chair seemed particularly 
important in creating an external face for the network/group, and in providing some leadership and 
encouraging others to engage. Leadership was often viewed as a combination of identifying strategic 
priorities – through listening, and being aware of things like policy – an element of being opportunistic, 
and reacting to things as they emerge. 
 
In terms of getting others to do things, those interviewees who chaired other networks talked about 
matching up individual strengths with the right agenda, or allowing/supporting people to pursue things 
that they felt strongly about. One interviewee talked about a recent process of considering and clarifying 
the roles of committee members and staff, as something which needed to be done as part of a strategic 
review. Another talked about the importance of a role on the committee ‘needing to mean something’ – 
needing to represent both a value and a responsibility, not just a chance to turn up and talk. Those who 
were significantly involved in other networks also talked about the personal benefits of doing so – an 
opportunity to do something different from the day job, engagement with committed and challenging 
peers and the chance to go beyond some of the limitations which being organisation-bound brought.  
 
A general lesson, and reflected upon by interviewees when talking about the Alliance and other networks, 
is that whilst time is precious, people will put time into things which they care strongly about. One 
interviewee, reflecting upon the Alliance, wondered if perhaps the Alliance has not yet succeeded in 
proving its value to members – and therefore members are not yet putting the time and effort in.  
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Several interviewees wondered about whether the Alliance would have or needed a relationship with 
other networks, include the Creative Industries Federation, the Cultural Learning Alliance and other 
groups.  
 
Issued by:  Tamsin Cox, Head of Policy and Research 
Date:   6th July 2017 
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