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Introduction 
‘You can make your own path by walking on it.’  
(Antonio Machado) 

 
‘Artists of the future don’t fill jobs…they create roles, build companies and 
influence strategy.’  
(ArtWorks London Fellow)  

 
This article provides the conceptual and ideological context to the thinking behind a 
‘Golden Thread’ of training and development for artists working in participatory and 
socially engaged settings. It highlights the value of building sustainable relationships 
with a community of artists at all career stages, as well as diversifying the sector by 
encouraging young aspiring artists from across London and the UK to engage with 
participatory and socially engaged arts practice. 
 

Responding to need 
Early ArtWorks research identified the need for a more coherent offer to participatory 
artists, to support a better skilled, more knowledgeable and experienced workforce, 
and so improve the experience of participants. Research also highlighted the 
inconsistent opportunities and teaching methodologies at further education (FE) and 
higher education (HE) level in terms of learning and development for participatory 
artists. The Golden Thread was conceptualised to respond to these ‘gaps’.   
 
The Golden Thread represents a lifelong learning continuum for participatory artists 
at all stages of their careers, offering taught/led continuing professional development 
(CPD) opportunities and training, as well as experimental, explorative and self-led 
laboratory (LAB) environments. It captures both formal and informal opportunities, 
relating to the shifting needs of the sector, as well as the individual needs of the 
artists.   
 
The term Golden Thread is used to describe a series of formal and informal 
professional development opportunities that form a clear route of progression for 
artists at all stages of their careers. This concept was developed by Creative 
Learning at the Barbican and Guildhall School of Music & Drama as part of their 
original ArtWorks tender.  
 
At the core of this concept are these key elements: 
 
• The artist’s skills 
• The portfolio roles 
• The reflective practice 
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Essentially, the Golden Thread provides a continuum through a range of 
opportunities that support the concept of ‘lifelong learning’. The intention is to 
respond to the need for a clear learning and professional development path for artists 
working in collaborative, participatory and socially engaged settings.  
 

An enabling framework 
Through ArtWorks, the Golden Thread represents a conceptual framework for ‘next 
practice’, particularly in relation to experimenting ‘without boundaries’ and taking 
risks across art forms. Its imperative is to provide enabling frameworks and models 
of support which encourage and celebrate the potential for participatory and 
collaborative work. A key consideration has been whether the integration (rather than 
separation) of artistic and participatory practice help to strengthen the notion of a 
Golden Thread of training and development for artists in today’s society. 
 
The Golden Thread is the foundation on which Creative Learning activities at the 
Barbican and Guildhall School of Music & Drama are being built. At the heart of this 
particular case study is: a Young Arts Academy for 14-18 year olds; a BA in 
Performance and Creative Enterprise for creative music and theatre practitioners; a 
modular MA; and further CPD for artists creating, collaborating and leading in 
participatory settings.   
 
Examples from a more London-wide and national context include evolving LAB 
models, a pilot ArtWorks ‘Fellowship’ for mid-career artists, a coherent and robust 
model of CPD opportunities rolled out nationally for emerging and established artists 
working in a variety of socially engaged settings, and a bespoke mentoring 
programme for a postgraduate community of visual artists attending the first year of a 
free art school based in an East London community estate.  
 
There is now a rapidly emerging ‘community of practice’ across London, with over 
1,000 artists in contact with each other and strengthening co-operation between the 
Barbican, Guildhall School and various other arts, community and educational 
organisations such as Create, Trinity Laban, Clean Break, Islington Community 
Theatre and Barking & Dagenham College. 
 
Based on our work so far, a key success factor appears to be the creative, 
collaborative learning environments at the heart of the Golden Thread which bring 
out a range of qualities in an artist, consequently supporting them through different 
career stages. They also underline the value of exposing young people to this sector 
of work, thereby helping them to develop essential skills at a much earlier stage in 
their careers. A resilient learning continuum should help to reduce the number of 
artists ‘falling into’ participatory work with insufficient skills and experience.  
 
To action the Golden Thread, over the last three years ArtWorks London has piloted 
learning models, evaluating their impact and cascading the learning. We have built 
essential partnerships, consulted with artists, employers and participants and 
broadened their reach. The new BA in Performance and Creative Enterprise, along 
with the other respective components for a Golden Thread, are being developed from 
the understanding that ‘one size doesn’t fit all’. Therefore the methodology for their 
development has been action research based, supported by reflection in action and 
robust research and consultation.  
 
The implementation of the Golden Thread concept is beginning to: 
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• help develop and strengthen the ArtWorks community of artists working in 
participatory settings, regionally and nationally 

 
• produce more experienced, knowledgeable, skilled and enterprising artists who 

will have ‘portfolio careers’ as performers, makers, collaborators and leaders 
 
• provide a model that supports the professional development of artists working in 

participatory settings and could be more widely adopted 
 

ArtWorks community of practice 
Through ArtWorks and the evolving concept of a Golden Thread, there has been a 
focus on interrogating and breaking down the meaning of ‘community’, returning to its 
derivative parts: ‘cum’/together and ‘munus’/gift. The ArtWorks community of practice 
is an outward-facing, diverse nexus of existing pathfinder communities; the point at 
which they collide and ripple back into artistic and other communities regionally, 
nationally and internationally. ArtWorks and its Golden Thread is a locus for both the 
acquisition and creation of knowledge.   
The ArtWorks community of practice not only shares existing knowledge, which goes 
beyond technique and into the cultural values that underpin the Golden Thread (the 
‘gift’ that the ArtWorks partnership can bring), but also draws on the knowledge, 
attitudes, values and behaviours of the practitioners (their own artistic ‘gift’) to 
change the meaning of ‘community’ across the ArtWorks partnership. This effectively 
alters the way we exchange and work together as a sector: the diversity of the 
ArtWorks community is central to its ecology, enabling artists from across all 
disciplines to take risks, deepen knowledge and understanding, develop practice and 
learn from each other. 
 

Key learning 
In the development of the Golden Thread, and through consultation with artists, 
HE/FE staff and young people, we are learning that: 
• young people today are sophisticated, savvy and entrepreneurial. They are 

looking for clear career paths and opportunities to improve their employability 
skills and develop their individuality. They want the opportunity to drive and 
define their career path 

• artists like to learn through doing. Experiences should be varied and practice 
based to reflect the nuances of the sector 

• artists need to develop business and entrepreneurial skills as well as their artistic 
and participatory practice in order to be responsive and resilient in a shifting 
sector 

• artists need space and time to experiment as well as more structured learning 
opportunities 

• every artist is different and has varying needs; reflective practice is key to 
supporting lifelong learning and continued professional development 

 

Working together to provide support and development 
As a UK alliance, ArtWorks is committed, through the concept of a Golden Thread, to 
supporting progression opportunities across the growing participatory artists’ sector.  
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This is being achieved through connecting assets and approaches that have been 
developed with the UK wide ArtWorks programme. Examples include the Peer Artist 
Learning in ArtWorks North East, the Action Research Learning through ArtWorks 
Cymru, the establishment of a participatory artist Code of Conduct through ArtWorks 
Navigator, placement learning in ArtWorks Scotland and the piloting of an Artist 
Fellowship with ArtWorks London.   
Artists working in participatory settings are effectively ambassadors, promoting the 
role and contribution of the arts to its function in society with integrity and attention to 
its ethical values. These are people who have the artistic and reflective skills to thrive 
as a portfolio practitioner – performing and communicating, creating and 
collaborating, leading and teaching. 
Practitioners, arts organisations and the cultural sector as a whole are being 
encouraged to achieve a more mutually beneficial understanding of what artists 
working in participatory settings need in terms of professional development.  This 
includes those inside the room (artists, as well as participants and audiences), those 
just outside the room (project managers, producers, curators) and those beyond the 
room (employers, funders, policy makers) – drawing on the work by Seidel et al. 
(2009). 
Our responsibility as a sector should always be to support and develop our artists 
where possible, providing signposting to relevant opportunities and ensuring that the 
skills and expertise of this workforce are fit for purpose and meet the needs and 
expectations of today’s society. The professional development conditions created for 
any artist need to reflect the contexts and environments within which they are 
working and we all share the responsibility for making this happen. 
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Paul Hamlyn Foundation

Paul Hamlyn (1926–2001) was a publisher, businessman and philanthropist who was 
concerned about social injustice and disadvantage – particularly as it affected children and 
young people, and those ‘outsiders’ seeking to integrate into British society. In 1987 he 
set up the Paul Hamlyn Foundation for general charitable purposes, and on his death he 
bequeathed the majority of his estate to the Foundation, making it one of the UK’s largest 
independent grant-making organisations.

The mission of the Foundation is to maximise opportunities for individuals to realise their 
potential and to experience and enjoy a better quality of life.

www.phf.org.uk 
@phf_uk

ArtWorks

ArtWorks: Developing Practice in Participatory Settings is a PHF Special Initiative working  
to improve participatory practice in the arts. It focuses on workforce development, seeking to 
improve training and development infrastructure for artists at different stages of their careers. 
The initiative began in 2010/11 and continues to the end of 2014/15.

www.artworksphf.org.uk 
@artworksphf

Registered charity number 1102927

Paul Hamlyn Foundation
5–11 Leeke Street
London WC1X 9HY

Tel: 020 7812 3300
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